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      Enter the SF Gateway …


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


      

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


      


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


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


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


      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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I



1


At noon upon that Birthday of Mithras, the sun blazed low in an ice-clear heaven. As Gratillonius looked south, he saw its brilliance splinter into rainbow shards amidst his eyelashes. Hills afar, ditch and earthworks nearby, terraced fields below, lay whitened and still. Smoke rose from Borcovicium fort and the settlement huddled against its ramparts, but so straight that it scarcely marred the purity. When he turned his gaze north, there was nothing of man save the shadow of the Wall, huge and blue, down a cliff whose own shadow filled the hollow underneath. Heights beyond were dark with forest in winter sleep. Light flashed starlike off icicles. A few crows aflight set their blackness against his breath, their distant cawing against his heartbeat, and that was all that stirred.


For a moment he felt wholly alone. The summer’s warfare was not only past, it was unreal, a dream he had had or a story told him in his childhood, fading out of memory – but what, then, was real?


A glance right and left brought him back. Four-square, the murky bulk of a tower blocked off most westward view; but eastward, vision ran along the walkway past the two intermediate observation turrets to the next mile-castle, and the next, until the Wall swung under the horizon: fifteen feet from base to battlements, seventy-seven miles from sea to sea across Britannia. Metal made small fierce gleams where men stood watch down that length. Cloaks and drooping standards splashed their colours athwart its grey. Below them, some two hundred Roman paces from him, the legionary base rose in a gridiron of streets and lanes which seemed doubly severe next to the paths twisting between houses in the vicus. Everything he saw belonged here.


And so did he. His body rested easy under helmet, mail, greaves. Beneath them, his tunic hung lower than the skirt of studded leather straps; a scarf protected his neck from chafing by armour; woollen half-breeches, stockings inside the hobnailed sandals, fended off the season; all was familiar. Sword at hip, stick cut from the mainstem of a grapevine, were as much limbs of his as were arms and legs. Because the day was holy, he had not yet taken food, nor would he until the Mystery at eventide, and hunger somehow spurred awareness of his own strength. The chill in the air made it feel liquid, it bathed him within and without. And now trumpets sounded, echoes rang, high noon had come.


To most in the army, that signalled no more than a change of guard. It called Gratillonius to prayer. He faced the sun again, removed his helmet and set it on the parapet. A scarlet horsehair crest, attached for the round of inspection which he was on, scratched his wrist and scritted. He raised his arms and began the office – soft-voiced, because such was seemly and it would be his heart that the God heard – ‘Hail, Mithras Unconquered, Saviour, Warrior, Lord, born unto us anew and forever –’


‘Centurion.’


At first he barely noticed, and did not imagine it meant him. ‘– hear us, You Who did slay the Bull that Its blood might make fruitful the world. You Who stand before the Lion and the Serpent –’


‘Centurion!’ yelled in his ear.


Rage flared. Had the contumely of the Christians swollen to this?


An instant before snatching his vinestaff and giving the intruder a slash across the mouth, Gratillonius checked himself. It behoved an officer both of the Halidom and of Rome to curb a temper he knew was too quick, not profane his devotions with violence. He shot a glare which made the fellow step back alarmed, and continued.


The words were soon finished. It was as well, he thought, when anger seethed in him. He turned to confront the stranger, and beheld insignia of the Sixth Victrix. His mind sprang. Although that legion was based at Eboracum, closer than either of the other two in the island, it had not joined them against Picti and Scoti raging down from the north, but stayed behind. Supposedly that was to stand off any Saxon raiders. However, some few of its men had accompanied Maximus as bodyguards, couriers, confidants.


No matter yet. Gratillonius picked up the stick that marked his rank, tucked it under an elbow, and rapped forth: ‘Attention! Have you no better manners than to interrupt a man at his worship, soldier? You disgrace your eagle.’


The other stiffened, gulped, abruptly recovered and answered, ‘I beg the centurion’s pardon. No bishop ever told me this is a time for services. I had my orders, and only supposed the centurion was deep in thought.’


Insolent knave indeed, Gratillonius knew. He sagged a little, inwardly. Of course he was dealing with a Christian. Most legionaries were, these days, or pretended to be. This very year the rescript had arrived that banned the old faiths, along with tales of how the authorities were despoiling Mithraic temples first. Men at war on the uttermost frontier paid scant heed, and Maximus knew better than to enforce such a decree … until today, when the immediate danger was past?


Within Gratillonius, his father drawled anew, ‘Son, you’re too rash, you always court trouble. No sense in that. She’ll come on her own, never fear. Better just court girls.’ A curious tenderness followed. Gratillonius must even quell a smile as he said:


‘I should take your name and remand you to your unit for punishment drill, if not a flogging. But since you admit ignorance, I’ll be merciful. What do you want?’


An awakened caution replied. ‘Mine is … the honour of addressing Gaius Valerius Gratillonius, centurion of the Second … is it not? I asked the squad where you were.’


‘Which is here. Speak on.’


The messenger donned importance. ‘The Duke of the Britains sent me. You are relieved of your regular duty and will report to him at once in the praetorium.’


‘The Duke? What, not at Vindolanda?’ Gratillonius was surprised. The old fort and settlement, close by but somewhat behind the Wall, was where the grand commander had generally stayed when in this area.


‘He is making a progress of inspection and … other business, it seems. He summoned you by name.’


What could that mean? A mission? The blood thrilled in Gratillonius.
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The close-packed buildings of the strongpoint shaded streets and turned the lanes between into tunnels of cold and gloom. Nonetheless several men were passing time off watch with a dice game on the verandah of their barrack. But they were Tungri, auxiliaries such as formed the permanent garrisons of the Wall; regulars only arrived in emergencies like this year’s. Well wrapped in furs, the barbarians doubtless found the dry air a blessed change from their native marshlands. Their speech went croaking and hawking through a quiet otherwise broken by little more than footfalls, although those rang loud enough on frozen earth.


Entering on the west, Gratillonius must pass the headquarters block standing sheer around three sides of its courtyard. He halted to salute the basilica, for it held the legionary shrine and standards: not his legion, true, but equally Rome’s. The sentries saluted him in their turn. The smartness of it pleased, now when the Tungri had reminded him of the slovenly ways he found when his vexillation first came here. Maximus had done marvels in restoring discipline. To be sure, Gratillonius thought, the long campaign helped; poor soldiers were apt to become dead ones.


Memory ranged across the months that were past: the march up country through springtime rains to a stone wonder he had never seen before; settling in, getting to know the hills and heaths, exploring what often sleazy pleasures the civilian villages had to offer; shamefaced purification before he sought the Mithraeum, but then, for no good reason that he could see to this day, his elevation in grade – well, they said he had fought valiantly, but that hardly sufficed, and most likely it was that pious Parnesius had recommended him to the Father, and after all, the congregation had grown so pitifully small –


The warring itself was somehow less vivid. It had been an endlessness of expeditions from this base to seek whatever band of painted Picti or gaudy Scoti had been reported, of weather wet or hot, of troubles with supply trains and troubles among the men such as a centurion must handle, of having them shovel trenches and ramparts for encampments they would demolish the next dawn, of finally – most times – coming upon the enemy and going to work, of the dead afterwards and the wounded, the wounded … You did what you and the surgeons could for your own, and tried to keep your men from being needlessly cruel when they cut the throats of tall dark highlanders and fair-skinned warriors from over the water. There was no safe way of bringing prisoners to a slave market, and you could not risk that any would recover from his injuries. You had seen too many homesteads plundered and burnt, slain men, ravished women who wept for children carried off because the Scoti did do a brisk trade in slaves; and this was not only north of the Wall, among tribes friendly to Rome, but south of it, in territories thinly peopled but still subject to Caesar. The foe came around every defence in their leather coracles. So as leaves withered and fell. Gratillonius killed his last opponent (hail rattled on helmets; its pallor across the ground made blood spurt doubly red) and Britannia lay at peace. But thus it had been again and again in the past, and surely would in the future.


He curbed his mind, squared his shoulders, and strode onward. Forebodings were foolishness. The truth was that Maximus had prevailed, had reaped so widely among the wild men that they would not soon come back, and had something to tell an infantryman who was chafing at the sameness of garrison life. What better omen than getting that word on the holiest day of the year?


The praetorium was almost as large as the principia. When Gratillonius identified himself, the guard called a man to guide him. Inside, the warmth of a hypocaust radiated from tiled floors; frescos on the walls glowed with flowers, fruits, beasts. Homeric Gods and heroes; more servants than soldiers passed by. But such was usual, Gratillonius knew. His own commandant’s house in the base at Isca Silurum made this one on the far frontier look impoverished. Maximus had the reputation of living austerely wherever he was.


Another legionary of the Sixth stood at a certain door. Upon learning who had appeared, he opened it and waited at attention until bidden to speak. ‘Gaius Valerius Gratillonius, centurion of the seventh cohort, Second Legion Augusta,’ he then announced, and gestured the newcomer in. The door closed. Gratillonius saluted.


Light, straggling bleak through a glazed window, got help from lamps. It showed lavishness neglected. Two men sat at a table whereon were beakers, bescribbled notebooks of thin-scraped wood, a map drawn on parchment, an inkwell and quill, a waxed tablet and stylus. One man, big, young, freckle-faced, was clearly a native. He had donned Roman garb for this occasion, but a moustache flared, his ruddy hair was bound in a knot, a golden torque gleamed around his neck. His companion, whom Gratillonius knew by sight, was the Duke of the Britains.


Magnus Clemens Maximus hailed from the uplands of Hispania Tarraconensis. It showed in his height and leanness, hatchet features, olive skin, hair stiff and black and slightly grizzled. It also softened his Latin as he said, ‘At ease, centurion. Take off your cloak and helmet.’ The steel of him was in his voice, though, and his eyes were always probing.


To the tribesman he added: ‘This is the officer whom I have in mind to lead your escort.’ To Gratillonius: ‘You have the honour of meeting Cunedag, a prince among the Votadini and Rome’s loyal ally. Your assignment will be to accompany him and his following to the Ordovices, on your way back with your century.’ Smiling: ‘Look well, you two. I trust you both like what you see.’


Gratillonius sped through memory. Dwelling north of the Wall, the Votadini had formerly been subjects and, after the tide of empire ebbed southward, had stayed on reasonably good terms. Indeed, their leading families claimed Roman descent and often bestowed Roman names. He had not met Cunedag before, but had heard of him as a useful warlord throughout the year’s campaigning.


The chieftain’s gaze searched over the centurion. It found a man of twenty-five, medium tall for a Briton – which made him overtop most Italians – and robustly built. The visage of Gratillonius was broad and square, clean-shaven, with craggy nose and wideset grey eyes. His complexion was fair, his close-cropped hair auburn. He moved like a cat. When he spoke, the tone was deep and rather harsh.


‘You have won a high name,’ said Cunedag in his own language. ‘I think we shall travel well together.’


‘Thank you, lord. I will do my best,’ replied Gratillonius. He used the tongue of the Dumnonii, which was not too alien for the Northerner to understand and chuckle at.


‘Good,’ said Maximus, sensing the accord. ‘Prince, we have talked a long while and you must be weary. The centurion and I have matters to discuss which can scarcely interest you. Why do you not seek your guestroom, or whatever else you like, and rest until we meet at the evening meal?’


Cunedag, an intelligent barbarian, took the hint and uttered a stately goodbye. A gong summoned an attendant to lead him out and a second man to bring Gratillonius a goblet of wine and water. The officer took the vacated stool at his commander’s word and peered across the clutter on the table. His pulse drummed anew.


Maximus stroked fingers across his prow of a chin. ‘Well, soldier,’ he said, ‘you must be wondering how I even knew who you are, let alone found a rather special task for you.’


The Duke surely has many ears,’ Gratillonius ventured.


Maximus shrugged. ‘Fewer than he could use. In this case, you’ve become a friend of Parnesius, and it happens that I am acquainted with his father and have kept my eye on the son. Parnesius praised you to me: less your valour, which any dolt could show, but skill and coolness overriding a temperament hot by nature, a talent for improvising, a gift of leadership.’ He sighed. ‘That is a gift, you know, a mystery. God’s hand touches a man, and that man turns into one whom others will follow though it be past the gates of hell. Would I had more like that to follow me!’


A chill tingle passed through Gratillonius. The provinces of the Empire bred men who claimed the purple by right of the sword, and Britannia was among them. Here the legions had first hailed great Constantinus, almost a hundred years ago. More recently there had been Magnentius, rising in Gallia but born in Britannia and supported by Britons; his failure and its terrible aftermath need not discourage later dreams. As warfare ended and winter closed in, legionaries had time to think, wonder, mutter … fifteen years was a long time to keep as able a leader as Maximus off on the frontiers … he declared that he held the Sixth in reserve at Eboracum against Saxon attack, and maybe this was true, but it was likewise true that the Sixth had come to be his adoring own … the real rulers of the West were not the co-Emperors but a barbarian, a woman, and a churchman … the hour might be overpast for putting a man of proven metal on the throne …


Maximus’s voice levelled. ‘I’ve kept your detachment, together with that from the Twentieth and all the sundry oddments, on the Wall to make sure our pacification was nailed down. The Picti wouldn’t worry me by themselves. Their little quarrelsome packs will never do more alone than snap up some loot, take a drubbing, and scatter back to lick their wounds. But lately the Scoti have been leagued with them, and – the Scoti are a different breed of wolf.’ He scowled. ‘Somebody in Hivernia has been behind the last onslaught, somebody powerful and shrewd. I would not have put it past him to deliver a surprise blow just when we thought we were safely finished.’


Maximus tossed off a laugh and a swallow from his cup. ‘Well, he didn’t. Now he couldn’t possibly before spring, and one may doubt he’ll care to try again that soon. So the vexillations can return to their legions: a cold trek, but not one that I think they’ll mind. On your way, Gratillonius, I want you to guard Cunedag on his. At Deva you and your century will part company not only with the Valeria Victrix troops, but with your fellows of the Augusta. Proceed with Cunedag into Ordovicia, stop where he wants, and do whatever is necessary to establish him.’


‘Would the Duke explain why?’ Gratillonius requested.


‘It won’t likely be a severe task,’ Maximus said. ‘I have had negotiators there, and on the whole, the clans will welcome him. See here. Stationed where you are, you must know how law and order have been breaking down in those parts, leaving people well-nigh helpless before the Scoti, not to mention home-grown brigands. I can’t have that sort of thing at my back when –’ He broke off. ‘Cunedag possesses a fairly sound grasp of both military and political principles. He’ll take charge. Your century shouldn’t have a great deal to do, nor need to linger long, before it can return to Isca Silurum.’


‘I understand, sir,’ Gratillonius said. ‘In part.’


‘Never fear, you’ll know more before you leave. Half a dozen men, both Roman and tribal, are set to instruct you. Meanwhile,’ and Maximus smiled, ‘you can get to know Cunedag better this evening at supper.’


Gratillonius stiffened. He must summon up as much of himself as he had ever needed in combat in order to say: ‘I regret that I cannot accept the Duke’s invitation.’


Maximus raised his brows. ‘What?’


‘Sir, this day is sacred. I may only take part in the feast of the God.’


‘Oh.’ Maximus was silent for a space. When he spoke, it was like the winter outside. ‘I had forgotten. You are pagan.’


It prickled in Gratillonius’s armpits. ‘Sir, I do not worship Jupiter, if that’s what you mean.’


‘But Mithras. Which is forbidden. For your soul’s good, understand. You’ll burn for ever after you die, unless you take the Faith.’


Gratillonius bridled. ‘The Duke has not yet seen fit to close our temples.’


Maximus sighed. ‘As you will, as you will. For now, at least. After all, Parnesius is obstinate too. But he serves Rome well, like you and, I dare hope, me. Come, let us drink to the well-being of our Mother.’


The wine was excellent, unlike what was issued the troops. Yet its sweetness dimmed on Gratillonius’s tongue as Maximus frowned, lowered his beaker, stared into the shadows that filled a corner, and murmured: ‘Little enough well-being is hers any longer. You’ve never seen Rome, the City, have you? I have. Our Mother is fallen on evil days. There are more ghosts than living folk in her streets, and the Emperor reigns from Mediolanum, Augusta Treverorum, or … anywhere except poor, plundered Rome. The Emperor of the West, that is. No, today the joint Emperors of the West, the first a plaything of his Frankish general, the second of his mother, and the West divided between them. And even the Augustus of the East feels Constantinople tremble beneath him. It is but four or five years since the Goths rode down the Romans at Adrianople. Have you heard about that, centurion? The Emperor Valens himself died on the field. His successor Theodosius must needs buy the alliance of those barbarians, Arian heretics, those that are not still outright heathen –’ He straightened. His voice clanged forth: ‘By the Great Name of God, Rome shall not suffer this! Mother, your hour of deliverance draws near.’


Then immediately he was again the self-contained man whose patience had forged victory. He raised his cup, sipped, regarded Gratillonius over the rim, and smiled afresh before he said, ‘Be not alarmed, centurion. I’ve no wish to scare off the few trustworthy men left me. Rather, I’ve work in mind for you, more challenging and more glorious than the mere delivery of a leader and his warriors to some ragged hillfolk. Indeed, that assignment is essentially a final test of you. If you carry it off as well as I expect –’


Leaning forward: ‘I’ve made inquiries about you, of course, since Parnesius’s mention of you drew my attention your way. Now I wish to talk freely with you, explore what sort of person you are.’


‘A very ordinary soldier, sir,’ Gratillonius replied uneasily.


Maximus laughed, straightened on his stool, crossed shank over knee. Such putting aside of dignity, by the Duke himself, caught at Gratillonius’s heart. Eagerness rekindled in him. ‘Oh, no, you don’t, lad!’ Maximus crowed. ‘You’ll never make that claim stick, not after this summer. And I hear you did well in the South, earlier.’


That was nothing unusual, really, sir. Sometimes Scoti or Saxons came visiting, and we went out to meet them. Otherwise it was plain patrol and camp duty.’


‘Um-m, I’ve heard of a fire in town, and a young legionary who risked his life to rescue the children from a burning house. I’ve also heard how that same fellow gets along well with natives, whether they be his familiar Silures and Belgae or the half-tame dwellers in these parts.’


‘Well, I’m of Britannic blood myself, sir.’


‘Unusual – No, you are a regular, of course, not an auxiliary. Almost a namesake of the Emperor Gratianus.’


The centurion felt his muscles grow tense. Likening his family to that Scythian-loving sluggard! ‘Pure chance, sir,’ he stated. ‘My folk are Belgae, living near Aquae Sulis since before Claudius. Naturally, we’ve long been civilized, and a forebear of mine gave the name a Latin form, but we’ve kept our ties to the land.’


Maximus seemed a trifle amused. ‘Have you no ancestors who were not Belgae? That would be strange.’


‘Of course there were some, sir. Soldiers stationed in Britannia, Italians, a Dacian, a Nervian. And a couple of Gauls, though they were female, brides brought home.’


Maximus nodded, once more grave. ‘Sound stock throughout. You are of the curial class, I understand.’


Gratillonius grimaced. Maximus hastened to bespeak happier matters: ‘Your grandfather had a distinguished military career, did he not? And your father went into trade out of Abonae, and prospered. That took real seamanship – those tides in the estuary – and fighting skill, too, when pirates infest the waters.’


The Duke must have queried Parnesius closely indeed, to dig out things casually related over a span of months. The voice quickened: ‘His main business was with Armorica, true? And he took you along on his voyages.’


‘Well, between the ages of twelve and sixteen, when I joined the army, I used to go with him, sir,’ Gratillonius replied.


‘Tell me about it.’


‘Oh, we’d coast along Britannia, taking on cargo here and there, then cross over to a Gallic port – maybe as far east as Gesoriacum – and work our way west, stopping off to trade. Sometimes we’d leave the ship and travel inland to markets in places like Condate Redonum or Vorgium –’ Gratillonius shook himself. Those joyful years were far behind him and his father both.


Maximus’s tone sharpened. ‘Did you ever visit Ys?’


‘What?’ Gratillonius was startled. ‘Why … why, no. Does anybody any longer?’


‘We shall see. You appear to have an ear for language. Did you acquire fluency in any Gallic tongues? I’m interested especially in whatever they use on the western end of Armorica.’


‘I got along, sir. That was quite a while ago, and I haven’t returned since.’ Gratillonius began to realize what Maximus was driving at. The hair stirred on his neck and arms. ‘But I ought to regain it pretty quickly. Those dialects aren’t too different from the southern Britannic, and I had a Dumnonic nurse when I was small.’ Awkwardly: ‘She stayed on in the house for my younger siblings, and we used to talk in her speech, she and I, till I enlisted – and afterwards, when I was home on leave. I do hope old Docca is still alive.’


The wistfulness flickered out, for Maximus was saying low, while he stared before him as if his vision could pierce the wall and fly away over Europe: ‘Excellent. The Lord is gracious to me, a sinner. It may actually be Providence that you are an infidel; for there could be things yonder that are not for a Christian man to deal with.’


A fire leapt up in the breast of Gratillonius.
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Once the temple had not been as far as it now was from a vicus of several hundred veterans, artisans, merchants, innkeepers, harlots, wives, children, hangers-on, a settlement akin to the rest that clustered south of the Wall, from sea to sea, within a mile or a few of each other. But nearly two hundred years had passed since Caledonic invaders laid the Borcovicium region waste while Rome writhed at war with itself. After Severus restored things, rebuilding was done farther uphill, next to the military base. Perhaps in awe, the reavers had spared the Mithraeum. Thus it stood alone on a knoll near the ditch, only brush surrounding its temenos. Northward, darkness rose like a tide towards the battlemented horizon the Wall made; southward, the ground rolled off in ridges which the setting sun reddened. Frost creaked underfoot, voices mumbled through smoke signals of breath, silence everywhere else deepened with cold.


Arriving early for the service, Gratillonius found Parnesius among those who waited outside. His friend was wrapped in a cloak but had not drawn the hood over his black hair. It curled back from his forehead to show the tiny brand of initiation which Gratillonius also bore, both now faint; hot iron had made larger and deeper marks on their bodies when they first entered the army. Beneath the religious sign, Parnesius’s eyebrows formed a single bar over his jutting nose. ‘Hail,’ he said, more cheerfully than might be suitable at this hour. ‘How went it with the Old Man today?’


They clasped forearms in the Roman manner. ‘Lad, you’re all aquiver,’ Parnesius exclaimed.


‘How I wish I could tell you,’ Gratillonius replied. ‘It’s – oh, wonderful – but he made me vow secrecy for the time being. When I can talk, when actual operations are in train, then I’ll be far from here.’


‘Well, I’m glad to see you’re glad. Although – Come.’ Parnesius plucked at the other’s mantle. ‘Step aside for a bit, shall we?’


More men were climbing the trail hither. While they numbered under a score, they were of many sorts, not only soldiers but workmen, serfs, slaves. Rank on earth counted for nothing before Ahura-Mazda.


As it did not before the Lord of the Christians … but they welcomed women to their services, passed fleetingly through Gratillonius. His father, his brother, himself followed Mithras; but his mother had been Christian and so, by amicable agreement, were his sisters raised. Could that alone be the reason why Christ was triumphing?


He thrust the thought away and followed Parnesius off as he had followed this comrade in arms, and the still more experienced Pertinax, on days when they could ‘take the heather’ – fare off with a native guide to hunt, fish, be at ease in clean and lonesome country. ‘What have you to say?’ he asked. ‘Time’s short.’ Because the service was conducted on sufferance, military members had better be in their quarters by curfew.


Parnesius looked off and beat fist in palm. ‘I’m not sure,’ he answered roughly. ‘Except … I couldn’t help getting hints when he quizzed me about you. And … Pertinax and I have had an offer … but we’ll stay on the Wall, we two. You’re going south, aren’t you? Not just back to Isca, but on to Gallia.’


Gratillonius swallowed. ‘I’m not supposed to say.’


‘Nevertheless –’ Parnesius swung about and seized him by the shoulders. His gaze probed and pleaded. ‘He wouldn’t have told you outright, but you must have a fair idea of what he intends. You must be aware you’re to guard his back while – Well, what do you think about it? The next war will mean a great deal more than this last one, you know. Don’t you?’


‘I am … a soldier,’ Gratillonius answered most carefully. ‘I follow my orders. But … an Emperor who is a soldier too might be what we all need.’


‘Good!’ cried Parnesius, and pummelled him lightly on the back. ‘And here in the North, Pertinax and I’ll hold fast. Ho, I see him coming. Hail, Pertinax!’


But then the Father appeared, and men ranked themselves for the ceremony.


The Mithraeum was plain and low. It could not hold even as many as the remnant who were gathered. However, it was not meant to. The junior initiates, Ravens, Occults, Soldiers, did not attend the holiest of the rites. They joined their seniors in hymning the sun as it departed.


Flame glimmered across a green southwestern heaven, and went out. More and more stars gleamed forth, and lights along the blackness of Wall and fortress. Elsewhere the world sheened phantom grey. The song ended. The three underling ranks formed their squad and saluted while Lions, Persians, the Runner of the Sun, and the Father whom he attended went inside.


There was no space for a pronaos. There was, though, a vestibule, where Gratillonius and his fellows changed into their sacred garb. For him it was robe, mask, and Phrygian cap, because in the past year the elders had promoted him to Persian. Solemnly, they entered the sanctuary.


Lamplight amidst restless shadows picked out the altars that jutted into the narrow nave. At the end of the chamber, reliefs depicted Mithras slaying the Bull and His cosmic birth with the signs of the zodiac around. The stone was pierced so that illumination behind created the halo about his head. Flanking were the graven Dadophori, the brother figures, one with torch held high, one with torch down and guttering out. It was very quiet. After the chill outside, air felt merely cool. The sweet smoke of pine cones breathed through it.


The celebrants crossed the floor of oak planks and birch logs to their benches along the walls. The Father took his place before the Tauroctony. He was an aged man, as was the Heliodromos who served him. Their deaths would surely spell the end of worship here.


Gratillonius raised up his heart. However men blundered, Mithras remained true to His world; and meanwhile he, Gratillonius, had his own victory ahead of him.





II



Imbolc marked the season of making ready for the year’s work, the lambing that would soon begin, spring sowing later, fishing whenever Manandan and the merfolk would allow. People took stock of what supplies remained in household and farmyard. On the coasts they gathered seaweed to cut up and strew on their fields, as well as shellfish when the tide of Brigit stood at its lowest. Yet the day itself and the vigil of the day were hallowed. Along the shores of Condacht and Mumu, live periwinkles or limpets were buried around each house for luck on strand and water. Many tuaths elsewhere did no work that called for the turning of a wheel, such as carting; it might bewilder the sun on his homeward course. Families wove new talismans of straw and twigs and hung them about dwellings for protection against lightning and fire. They celebrated the eve with the best feast their stores could provide, putting some outside for the Goddess, Who would be travelling that night, and grain for Her white cow. They reckoned, however, that Brigit was also pleased if the food went to the needy, or to those parties of youths and maidens that carried Her emblems from home to home across the land – as long as the gift was given in Her name.


Anxiously they watched for weather signs. Rain was welcome, to soften the ground and hasten growth of new grass; but storms were ominous, and if the hedgehog did not appear, that meant he was keeping his burrow in expectation of more winter followed by a hard summer. This year, what happened was so shifty across Ériu that no one knew what to await. Wisewomen said it portended strange doings and great changes; druids generally stayed silent.


On Temir was the most splendid of all festivals, for it was the King’s, and Niall maqq Echach bade fair to become the mightiest since Corbmac maqq Arti, or even to outreach that lord. Not only his household and following were on hand, learned men, ollam craftsmen, warriors, their women and children; not only free tenants of both his and theirs, and families of these, from end to end of Mide; not only kings of the tuaths over whom he held sway, and their own attendants and underlings. From Condacht, whence the forebears of Niall had sprung, came many to greet their kinsman. From Mumu, where he had friends, came not a few. From the Lagini came some, more in hopes of mildening him towards themselves than in love. From the Ulati, alone among the Fifths, came not a man, unless it be a few outcasts begging. But then, in Emain Macha they held a revel too, which they said was as royal and sacral as this.


Throughout the day of the vigil Niall had been taken up with welcoming his guests as they arrived, in such ways as became their standings and his. Now at eventide he would open the festivities.


Bathed and freshly clad, in stately wise he walked from the King’s House to the point where the southward-running of the Five Roads to Temir came up on the hilltop. There his chariot awaited him. Its matched grey horses snorted and pawed; Cathual the driver must keep tight reins. Niall mounted easily. When the wheels groaned into motion, he stood steady amidst the rocking and jouncing. His spear swayed like a ship’s mast. Sunlight streamed level to make its head shine as if newly bloodied.


From here Niall saw widely over his domains. Down along the road clustered the booths and tents of lower-ranking folk for whom the buildings had no space. Many were striped in colours, and pennons fluttered above some. On the next summit loomed the hill fort sacred to Medb. Heights round about were still bright, but hollows were filling with shadow. Though leafless, forest hid Boand’s River to the north; yet the air, damp and turning chill, bore a sense of Her presence among the spirits that thronged nigh. Westward land dropped steeply to the plain, its pastures winter-dulled, save that mists had arisen to beswirl them with molten gold. The sun cast the same hue on clouds above that horizon, with heaven violet beyond them. Ahead of Niall bulked the Great Rath, its lime-whitened earthwork and the palisade on top likewise aglow.


People crowded the paths to watch him and his guards go by. Men’s tunics and cloaks, their breeches or kilts, the gowns of women were vivid in red, yellow, blue, green, orange, black, white; gold, silver, amber, crystal, gems glistened around brows, throats, arms, waists; spears, axes, drawn swords flashed high in reverence; on shields, round or oval, the painted marks of their owners twined or snarled or ramped. Children, dogs, pigs ran about among the grown and joined their clamour to the shout that billowed for the King.


Well did he seem worthy of hailing. His chariot of state bore bronze masks on the sides; the spokes of its two wheels were gilded; at either rail hung the withered head of a Roman, taken by him in the past summer’s warfare. Cathual the charioteer was a youngling short but lithe and comely, clad in tunic of scarlet; headband, belt, and wristlets were set with silver. From the shoulders of Niall swung a cloak of the finest wool, striped in the full seven colours permitted a king; his undershirt was of Roman silk, his tunic saffron with red and blue embroideries; rather than breeches he wore a kilt, dark russet to show off the whiteness and shapeliness of his legs, with shoes of kid on his feet. His ornaments outweighed and outshone all others.


Finest to see was himself. At some thirty years of age, after uncounted battles against men and beasts, Niall maqq Echach remained without any flaw that might cost him his lordship. Taller than most he reared, wide in shoulders and slender in hips, skin fair even where weather had touched it and not unduly shaggy, wildcat muscles flowing beneath. Golden were his long hair and moustaches, his close-trimmed beard. His brow was broad, his nose straight, his chin narrow; eyes gleamed fire-blue.


Behind the chariot paced his hounds and his hostages, the men’s attire revealing his generosity. They wore light golden chains, that everyone might know them for what they were, but strode proudly enough; their position was honourable, and most times they went unhampered. Behind them, and also in front of the chariot, walked his warriors. Closest to him were the four bodyguards and the gigantic champion, bearing helmets and dress shields of polished bronze; but the rest were hardly less brilliant, in tunics like their master’s, axes glimmering and spearheads nodding on high.


Folk cheered themselves hoarse to see the power of King Niall. Few were so close as to make out the grimness upon his lips, the bitterness in his face.


The procession turned where a gate stood open in the Great Rath and a bridge had been laid down across the ditch. It went over the lawn within, past the lesser enclosure of the Royal Guesthouse and the embanked mound whereon rose the King’s quarters. A ways farther on, it halted. There the Mound of the Kings lifted itself athwart the outer palisade.


Niall did not dismount and climb its grassy slopes. That was only done when a new King was taken. Then he would stand on the sacred slab at the top, make his three turns dessiul and widdershins, receive the White Wand, invoke the Gods. On this holy eve, Cathual guided the chariot past the Phallus below, five lichenous feet of standing stone. A fighting man stationed at that menhir swung a bullroarer to proclaim that this was truly the King who came by.


The procession went on, out of a northern gate, past other stones to which Niall dipped his spear, past the Rath of the Warriors, between the small mounds Dall and Dercha, on to the Feasting Hall. Niall’s Queen, his sons, his counsellors, their chief servants stood waiting. Cathual drew rein and the overlord sprang down. He gave his weapon to the charioteer and first greeting to the druid and the poets, as was seemly. Thereafter he received the salutations of the others according to their status.


‘Now we’ve a time to wait,’ he said. ‘Is it a good sign that we are free of rain the while?’


‘It is that,’ answered the druid, Nemain maqq Aedo, gravely, ‘but other signs have been such that you will be wise to sacrifice more than is wont tomorrow.’


Niall scowled. ‘I did so last year, at both Imbolc and Beltene, and meagre gain did we have of it.’


Some people looked aghast at this defiance of the Powers. Nemain simply raised his hand. He was gaunt, snowy-bearded, his eyes dimmed by years and by peering into mysteries. Unlike everyone else, he wore a plain white robe and blue cloak; but his staff was carved with potent ogamm signs. ‘Speak not rashly, dear heart,’ he said. ‘If you failed to overrun the foe – then, sure it nonetheless is that you brought home alive yourself and most of the men, with not so little plunder. Would it not have been easier, now, for the Mórrigu to let you lie raven-food under the Roman Wall? The signs I have read, in stars and staves and secret pools, are signs of mighty deeds, of a world in travail with a new birth. Give freely, and receive back honour.’


Flame flickered up through Niall’s sullen mood. ‘Warfare already again this summer?’


That is as may be. Thus far the red wind only whispers, and I know not from what quarter it is blowing.’


Niall’s glance flew about, south towards the Lagini, north towards the Ulati, east towards Alba across the water, which the Romans called Britannia. There it lingered.


Breccan, his eldest son, advanced. ‘Father, dear,’ he cried, ‘you’ll be taking me along, will you not?’


Niall turned and regarded him. The sun had just set, but light remained in heaven to make the boy shine forth against a world going dun Breccan was tall for his fourteen years but not filled out; his limbs thrust spidery from the garments that covered his slip of a body. The hair tumbled flax-white past huge blue eyes and a face whose beauty was redeemed from girlishness by the down on its upper lip. Yet he moved with a certain coltish grace; few could match him in a race afoot or on horseback; he was fierce in the games that his kind played and in practice with weapons.


‘You are a stripling,’ Niall said, though he smiled more kindly than he had done since his return. ‘Be patient. You’ll be winning fame aplenty in due course.’


Breccan swallowed, stood his ground, and said stoutly, ‘Seven years it’s been since I took valour. You told me then that I should have to wait no longer than that.’ He appealed to the Queen. ‘Mother, did he not indeed?’


She, who was in truth his stepmother but had always got along with him, smiled in her turn. ‘Niall, darling,’ she said, ‘I remember you promised he should – fare widely, those were your words – after seven years. And did not yourself do the same?’


Niall’s countenance darkened. She made a mistake when she reminded him of his own stepmother and how Mongfind schemed his destruction for the sake of her sons by his father.


Laidchenn maqq Barchedo spoke softly: ‘It is to the glory of the King when someone recalls his exploits. This is also true of deeds done together by brothers among whom there was faith.’


For a heartbeat Niall’s mouth tightened. But he could not gainsay an ollam poet, who moreover was a guest and the former pupil of his foster-father. Nor did the man from Mumu intend anything but good. He merely called to mind that the sons of Mongfind had themselves never conspired against Niall but had become his trusty followers; and that he had no right to suspect his wife of urging Breccan into early battle, to get him out of the way of her sons.


The King eased. ‘We shall see,’ he told the boy. ‘Do you begin by learning how to wait. You will do enough of that in war.’ Suddenly he grinned. ‘And likewise you will know chills, rains, mud, growling belly, weary feet, grumbling men, and baggage trains gone astray. Not to talk of dripping noses, runny guts, and never a woman for your bed!’


Gladness went through listeners like a wave. For the first time since coming back to Ériu, himself seemed cheerful. Well, this was the eve of Brigit, and She a healing Goddess.


Meanwhile guests had come crowding about. Men gave their weapons into the care of attendants, for it was gess to go armed into this house. The very eating-knives must be solely in the hands of the servers who would carve the joints. Their shields the men turned over to the steward. Aided by household staff, he bore them inside. There the royal senchaide directed where they should hang, in order of dignity, so that each owner would go straight to his place without scrambles or quarrels. It took a knowledge of lineages and histories through long generations. Dusk had deepened before all was ready and a horn blew invitation.


Magnificent was the Feasting Hall on Temir. The earthwork that sheltered it was not round but seven hundred and fifty feet in length, ninety feet in width; and the building left scant room between. Although it had stood for more than two years, and would be torn down this year before a new one was raised for the next Harvest Fair, it did not much show wear. Peeled upright poles making the walls were still bright, ties and chinking still solid; winds had not disturbed the intricately woven patterns of the thatch.


Within, the double rows of pillars upholding that high roof would be reused, as great as they were and as thickly carved with magical figures. Lamps hanging from the rafters and a fire in a pit at the middle gave light to see by, reflecting off gold and burnished bronze. Down the length of the nave, servers stood ready to carve the meat that kitchen help were bringing in from the cookhouse. Guests took benches along the aisles, before which were trestle tables bearing cups of mead. Foremost, at the centre of the east side, was Niall’s place, flanked by the men of greatest honour. Fifty guards stood in attendance, also disarmed but their shields and helmets asheen in unrestful shadows.


The Queen and other women sat opposite. Unlike most homes, at Temir it was not usual for them to join the men at feast. Instead, they dined in the Royal Guesthouse. This, though, was time sacred to a female God and to the fruitfulness of the coming season. Besides, some of them flaunted scars from battles, and had brought back several of the skulls which stared emptily from the walls. Medb Herself could take pride in celebrants like these.


The surf-roar and clatter of people finding their seats died away. Looks went to the King’s companions. Before anyone touched food here, always a poet spoke.


Laidchenn stood up, rang the chimes on the baton that declared what he was, lifted from its carrying case a harp he had already tuned, and cradled it in his left arm. There had been no question but that he would take the word, among those poets who were present. Not only was he a visitor from afar, he was from the school of Torna Éces. A barrel-chested man with bushy red hair and beard, richly but a little carelessly clad, he did not seem one who could call forth such icy-sweet notes as he did. Power pulsed in his deep voice when he looked straight into the eyes of Niall and chanted:




‘Lug, bright God, of war the Lord,


Long-Arm, hear my harp!


Hark to tales that I will tell,


Talking unto all.






‘Heaven sees how Temir’s holy


Hilltop now bears Niall,


Never conquered, as its King,


Keeping warlike watch.






‘See him seated in his splendour.


So it was not once.


Well that men should know how much


Might wrung wealth from woe.’




A happy sigh went over the benches. Listeners knew they were about to hear a grand story.


And Laidchenn told it; and those who had heard it often, growing year by year, found newness, while others found wonder.


Niall, sang the poet, Niall, descendant of Corbmac maqq Arti, son of Eochaid maqq Muredach who was called Magimedon – Niall was born of dark curly-haired Carenn, a princess whom his father had carried away from Alba. In those days his grandfather still ruled. Eochaid had a wife named Mongfind, daughter of a tuathal king in Mumu, who was a witch and a ruthless woman. She bore him four sons, Brión, Féchra, Alill, and Fergus. Because Niall showed early promise, Mongfind plotted to do away with him, lest he succeed to lordship instead of Brión or a brother of Brión. She had him carried off, a small boy, while his father was gone warring. When Eochaid returned, Mongfind persuaded him that the loss was due to Carenn’s carelessness, and Eochaid let Mongfind make a menial slave of his erstwhile leman.


But Torna, great poet in Mumu, knew by his arts what had happened, and foresaw what was in Niall. He rescued the child and fostered him. When the early signs of manhood were upon Niall, Torna sent him back to reclaim his own. Eochaid, now King, joyously received this son he had thought lost, and Carenn was released from her bondage.


Once Eochaid wished to test the five youths. A blacksmith’s shop caught fire, and he commanded them to save what they could. Brión fetched out the chariots, Alill a shield and sword, Féchra the forge trough, Fergus merely some firewood; but Niall rescued anvil, block, sledges, and bellows, the heart of the smith’s trade.


On another time when they were hunting and had grown sorely thirsty, they came upon a well deep in the forest. However, its guardian was a hideous old hag, who would give a drink to none unless he lie with her. No son of Mongfind could make himself do that; at most, Brión achieved a hasty kiss. But Niall led her aside and laid her down. Then rags and shrivelled skin fell from her, she came forth radiant in youth and beauty, for this was the Goddess Who bestows sovereignty. Afterwards Niall made his half-brothers pledge fealty to him before he would let them drink. They abided honestly by that, and Brión presently fathered a line of chieftains.


But meanwhile Mongfind lived and schemed. Through her magics – and, no doubt, kinsmen in Mumu of whom Eochaid had need – she kept him from putting her from him. Upon his death, she succeeded in having her brother Craumthan maqq Fidaci chosen as his successor.


He, though, proved to be no clay for her moulding, but instead a man who laid a firm grip on the land and warred both in Ériu and across the waters. After years, despairing of aught else, Mongfind sought to poison him. He required that she drink first of the cup she proffered; and so they both died. Spells were still cast on certain nights to keep quiet the ghost of Mongfind the witch.


Throughout this time, Niall had been at the forefront of battles. In council his words were shrewd, later wise. It was upon a tenant’s daughter, Ethniu, that he begot his eldest child, Breccan; but she was lovely and high-hearted, and everybody mourned when she died in giving birth. Niall soon married well – behold how his sons by the Queen are already shooting up! Thus after the death of Craumthan four years ago, it was no surprise when the Mide men chose him to be their King.


And he has wrought deeds that will live in memory as long as valour is cherished. Besides much else closer to home, he has harried the coasts overseas, bringing back huge booty. When the Cruthini of Alba, Whom the Romans call the Picti of Caledonia, threatened the settlement of Dál Riata, Niall made alliance with its mother kingdom for its rescue; then, having cast the Cruthini back, he made alliance with them in turn. In Ériu, too, he called warriors to him from far beyond the bounds of Mide. No vaster hosting has been seen since the Cattle Raid of Cóóalnge, than when the men of tribes conjoined roared down to the Wall of Rome.


And this time it was not Cú Culanni who stood alone in defence, it was Cú Culanni reborn at the van of attack. Many a Roman soldier sprawls headless in the heather, many a Britannic estate lies plundered and burnt, many a slave has gone to market and today herds sheep or grinds grain for a worthy master; and if the Wall of Rome still stands, why, the more glory to reap when we return!




‘Never shall the hero Niall


Kneel to any other.


Witness, all You Gods, my words,


Aware I tell the truth.’



The last notes shivered away. Cheers thundered from benches to ridgepole. The King took from his arm a heavy coil of gold. Standing up, he put it in the hands of Laidchenn. ‘Have this of me in token of thanks,’ he said amidst the din, ‘and let me ask of you that you abide with me a long while – for ever, if I may have my wish.’


Flushed, breathing hard, eyes asparkle, Niall sat back down. The druid Nemain stroked his beard and murmured, ‘Your fame grows by leaps, darling.’


Niall tossed his head. ‘What a poet says is true. He may find fresh words for the clothing of truth – but – you would not be denying that I wedded the Goddess of the land, would you?’


‘I would not,’ replied Nemain, ‘nor speak against anything I have heard tonight; for indeed truth is a lady who has many different garments to wear. I would simply lay caution upon you. Not qualm, only caution, for sadly would we miss our lord should he fall, and worst if it was needlessly.’


Niall did not hear. Again his head was aflame with dreams. Long though the nights still were, he did not look for much sleep in this one, if any; for among the gessa laid on a King of Mide was that sunrise must never find him in bed on Temir. It did not matter. He was the King.


As host, he should make a speech of welcome. Rising, he lifted his goblet – Roman glass, loot from Alba. Out of full lungs, he shouted: ‘It’s glad I am to see so great and fair a company here, and glad Herself must be, and every God. If I name not the kings and nobles among us and their honours, it is because dawn would break well before I was done. Let us instead make merry, let us no more grieve over our losses or brood on our wrongs, let us look ahead to a year of revenge and victory!’





III



His father’s house felt strangely empty to Gratillonius.


Or not so strangely, he thought. When he arrived the evening before, joy was too tumultuous for him to pay close heed to his surroundings. Notified in advance, Marcus had had a feast prepared for his soldier son. The food was local, fish and meat and dried garden truck, but seasoned with such things as pepper and cloves, scarce these days, while the wines were from Burdigala and Narbonensis, not a mediocre Britannic vineyard. If the tableware was of poor quality and the attendant an untrained yokel, talk between the two men made up amply for that. When it turned to Gaius’s older brother it grew evasive – Lucius was ‘studying in Aquae Sulis; you know what a bookish sort he’s always been, not like you, you rascal’ – but then the news quickly came that his youngest sister Camilla had married an able farmer, Antonia and Faustina continued happy in their own homes, and another grandchild was on the way. And his old nurse Docca had earlier hugged him in arms crippled by rheumatism, and he learned that three or four more of those who had been dear to him in boyhood were still above ground.


Soon after supper weariness overwhelmed him and he went to bed. It had not been any route march to get here, only a few miles from Isca to the Sabrina, a ferry ride across the broad rivermouth, and a little way inland beyond that. He had, though, been at work since dawn preparing, as he had been for days previously. It won him an early enough start that he could justify spending two nights at home before he began his journey in earnest.


Thus he awoke ahead of sun and household. When he got up, the air nipped and the floor was cold. He recalled that the place had been chilly yesterday too, nothing but a couple of charcoal braziers for heat; he had avoided asking why. Fumbling his way through murk, he drew aside a curtain that, as spring approached, had supplanted shutters. On the leaded window, bits of leather were glued over three empty panes. The glass must have been broken in some accident or juvenile mischief. Why had his father, who always took pride in keeping things shipshape, not had it replaced?


Sufficient moonlight seeped through for Gratillonius to use flint, steel, and tinder. When he had ignited a tallow candle, he dropped the curtain back to conserve warmth and took care of his necessities. Clad in tunic and sandals, candlestick in hand, he padded forth in search of all he remembered.


The house reached shadowy around him. It had grown, piece by piece, for almost two hundred years as the family prospered; but his grandfather had been the last to make any additions. Doors were closed on this upper storey, though only he and Marcus occupied bedrooms. (Once the hall was a clamour of footfalls and laughter.) Well, no sense in leaving chambers open when servants were too few to keep them dusted.


Gratillonius went downstairs. The atrium was still elegant, peacock mosaic on the floor and Theseus overcoming the Minotaur on a wall. Colours glimmered where the candlelight picked them out of darkness. However, most of the heirloom furniture was gone. Replacements were conscientiously built, but by carpenters, not artists.


An ebony table was among the few ancestral pieces remaining. Upon it lay several books. They were copied on scrolls, not bound into modern codices, because they too had been in the family for generations. Gratillonius’s left hand partly unrolled one. A smile passed faint over his lips. He recognized The Aeneid. That he had enjoyed reading, along with other hero stories, as he did hearing the songs and sagas of the Britons from those backwoods folk who knew them yet – and did emphatically not enjoy Fronto and other bores he was supposed to study so he could become a proper Roman. Learning Greek turned out to be impossible for a boy who could be rambling the woods, riding, swimming, boating, fishing, playing ball or war with his friends, alone in the workshop making something – later, hanging around neighbour Ewein’s daughter Una – Finally his tutor gave up.


Lucius was different, of course. Their mother had been proud of him.


Sadness tugged at Gratillonius. He left the atrium, went down a corridor to the west wing, and opened a door he knew well. Behind it was a room Julia had used for sewing and such-like lady’s work. And for prayer. Her husband let her have a fish and Chi Rho painted on a wall. Before them each day, until a fever took her off, she humbly called on her Christ.


Gratillonius’s free hand stroked the air where her head would have been were she sitting there. ‘I loved you, mother,’ he whispered. ‘If only I’d known how to show it.’


Maybe she had understood anyway. Or maybe she now did in whatever afterworld had received her.


Gratillonius shook himself, scowled, and went out. He wanted to inspect the kitchen and larder. That wasn’t supposed to be any concern of his. But every soldier developed a highly practical interest in grub. Though supper had been fine, what were ordinary meals like, in this house where they couldn’t pay to fuel the furnace? Gratillonius meant to make sure that his father was eating adequately, if perhaps frugally.


He should have looked into that on earlier visits. Even before he enlisted he was aware of a pinch that strengthened year by year. But his awareness was only peripheral, as stoic as his father was and as lost as he himself was in his dreams of Una, the lightfoot and golden-haired – until she perforce married elsewhere, and he flung himself into the army – She no longer haunted him, much. He should have become more thoughtful of his own kindred.


Yet regardless of Isca’s nearness, his appearances here had been infrequent, the last one three years back. And they had been short. He’d spent most of his furlough time ranging the Silurian hills, forests, remote settlements where men were friendly and girls friendlier; or else he’d be off to the baths and frivolities of Aquae Sulis, or as far afield as smoky Londinium. The recollection hurt him, on what might well be his last sight of home and these people, hurt him both with guilt and with a sense of having squandered a treasure.


When he had finished his tour, the sky showed wan through glass. The cook and the housekeeper yawned their way forth, too sleepy to greet him. He could forgive that in the former, who had been here longer than he could recall, but the latter was a young slattern. Gratillonius considered giving her a tongue-lashing for insolence. He decided against it. She would merely be the surlier after he was gone. Besides, maybe she was the best Marcus could find. The older man had bespoken a dearth of good help. Not only was the countryside population dwindling as small farms were swallowed up by plantations or abandoned altogether by owners whom taxes and weak markets had ruined. Those folk who stayed were generally bound by law to the soil, and serfs seldom raised their children to much pride of workmanship.


As he re-entered the atrium, Gratillonius met his father coming from upstairs, and was especially filial in his salutation. ‘Good morning,’ replied Marcus. ‘I hope you slept well. Your old bed is one thing I’ve managed to keep.’


Touched, Gaius gave him a close regard. The dawnlight showed a face and form resembling his own; but Marcus’s hair was grey, his countenance furrowed, the once powerful body gaunt and stoop-shouldered. Thank you, sir,’ Gaius said. ‘Could we talk today … privately?’


‘Of course. You’ll want a walk around the place anyway. First, though, our duties, and next our breakfast.’


They went forth together on to the verandah, sought its eastern end, lifted arms and voices to Mithras as the sun rose. It stirred Gaius more than rites in a temple commonly did. He paid his respects to the God and tried to live by the Law, because that was upright, soldierly, everything this man at his side – and this man’s stern father, once – had tried to make him become. But he was not fervent about it. Here, somehow, a feeling of sanctity took him, as if borne on those rays bestorming heaven. Tears stung his eyes. He told himself they must be due to the wind.


Everydayness came back. The men spoke little while they had their bread and cheese. Afterwards they dressed against the weather and left the house. ‘Let’s begin at the stable,’ Marcus suggested. ‘There’s a colt you’ll appreciate.’


Gaius looked about him more closely than yesterday. The house stood firm beneath its red-tiled roofs, and likewise did the farm buildings to either side, around a cobbled courtyard. But he saw where whitewash had flaked from walls, the cowpen and its barn gaped almost empty, a single youngster went to feed pigs and chickens where formerly the grounds had roared with life.


The wind shrilled and plucked at his cloak. He drew the garment tight against those icy fingers. Northwards he saw the land roll in long curves to the woods where boys went – sometimes in defiance of orders from parents who feared Scoti might pounce from the river and seize them for slaves – and where Gwynmael the gamekeeper had taught him how to read a spoor and set a snare. Closer in, the acres were cleared, but most had gone back to grass and brush, still winter-sere, although quickened by the faintest breath of new green. Through an apple orchard he discerned a cultivated field, dark save where wind-ruffled rain puddles blinked in the sunshine. Rooks and starlings darted above, blacker yet. A hawk high overhead disdained to stoop on them. Its wings shimmered golden.


A thought struck Gaius. ‘I haven’t seen your steward, Artorius,’ he said. ‘Has he died?’


‘No –’


‘Good. He used to tell me wonderful stories about his days as a legionary. That was what started me thinking I’d want to enlist, myself.’ Gaius forced a laugh. ‘After I did, I discovered what a liar he’d been, but no matter, he’s a grand old rogue.’


Too old. Nearly blind. I retired him. He’s moved in with a son of his.’


‘Urn, who do you have now?’


Marcus shrugged. ‘Nobody. Can’t find a competent man and couldn’t afford him if I did. I’m my own steward. The villa’s no longer so big or busy that I can’t handle it.’


They neared the stable. A hound sprang forth, baying, until a word from Marcus brought it to heel. A white-haired man shuffled out behind the creature. He stopped short, blinked, squinted, and quickened his pace. ‘Why, bless my butt if that’s not the young master!’ he cried in Belgic dialect. ‘We’d heard you were coming, but I thank the Gods just the same. Welcome, lad, welcome!’


Gaius took a hand gnarled into a set of claws, regarded a visage withered and well-nigh toothless, and remembered how Gwynmael had drifted like a shadow down forest paths till his bow twanged and the arrow found its mark. He hadn’t been nearly this aged three years ago. Well, Gaius thought with pain, you grow old, suddenly you can’t run fast enough, and Time the Hunter overtakes you in a pair of leaps. ‘Are you working here?’ he asked in the vernacular.


‘So ’tis, so ’tis. I’m no use any more for chasing off poachers or bringing back venison. But your dad’s a kindly sort and lets me pretend to earn my keep being his head groom. That’s easy, because except for a boy I’m the only groom, heh, heh. Not that I could’ve carried on in my real job after our woods got sold off.’ In his shock at hearing that, Gaius hardly noticed when Gwynmael fondled the hound’s ears and said, ‘Splendid dog, eh? Remember Brindle, what coursed the stags so well? Here’s a pup from the last: litter she bore. Too bad we can’t let this ’un do what his blood meant him for.’ Taking the centurion’s elbow: ‘But come inside, young sir, come in and look at what we got in a stall. Juno foaled him last summer, and if he don’t live up to his promise, why, he’s the biggest braggart in horsedom.’


The stable was dim and warm, smelling sweetly of hay and animal, pungently of manure. Gaius stopped to stroke the two beasts he knew, mare and gelding – their noses were silk-soft, and Juno whickered for pleasure – before he went on to the stallion colt. That was indeed a superb creature, like a cross between flesh and wind. ‘Epona Herself ’ud be glad to ride him when he’s full-grown,’ Gwynmael said. He had never made any bones about his devotion to the ancient Gods of the Belgae.


‘What sire?’ Gaius asked.


‘Commius’s prize stud,’ Marcus told him.


‘Really? Commius the senator? He must have charged you a pretty solidus.’


‘He did, but I should profit eventually. You see, I think I can fence in most of what land we have left, take out the scrub, sow pasturage, and breed horses. Blooded horses, for riding. Skilled help may not be too hard to come by in that business: veteran cavalrymen from the eastern provinces, especially, or their sons.’


‘But who could pay the price you’d have to set?’


‘The army. I may have swallowed the anchor, but I still get word from overseas, as far as Constantinople. Given the new Asiatic saddles, horsemen are the soldiers of the future. Cataphracts could roll the barbarians back – though we won’t get them in Britannia during my lifetime. However, I expect we’ll begin to see more and more cavalry in Gallia, and here I’ll be, prepared to export.’ Marcus’s smile turned grim. ‘Also, rich men everywhere will want fast mounts in case of raiders or uprisings.’


His moods gentled. He touched Gaius’s arm. ‘I’ll need this fellow for breeding,’ he murmured, ‘but I’ll set aside the best of his get for you.’


The son gulped. ‘Thank you,’ he said unsteadily. ‘I’m not sure whether – oh, we have to talk about all this.’


They went out and set off towards the Roman road. Little used, the wagon track alongside which they walked was not very muddy. Rounding the orchard, Gaius saw two men, no more, at work in the grainfield. They were ploughing with ards drawn by cows. Gaius halted. ‘Where’s the proper gear?’ he wondered.


‘Sold, like much else,’ Marcus replied.


Keen as its coulter there rose before Gaius the memory of a wheeled mouldboard plough and the mighty oxen that pulled it. Rage rose acid in his throat. ‘But this is wrong, wrong!’


‘Oh, the villa hasn’t enough land under cultivation to need better equipment.’


‘You’ve sold … still more? Besides the woods?’


‘Had to. They slapped an extra assessment on me for waterworks, after Tasciovanus went bankrupt, Laurentinus suicided, and Guennellius disappeared – ran off to Londinium and is hiding in its proletary, some say.’


‘Who bought your land?’


‘Commius. Who else?’


Fury lifted higher. Commius the gross, Commius the crooked, Commius the unmerciful squeezer of tenants, servants, slaves. Commius who bought his way to senatorial rank – everybody knew that was a question of bribing the right people – and thus escaped the burdens of the curials, Commius who thereupon had the gall to boast how public-spirited he was because he maintained a theatre, whose pornographic shows must swell business at the whorehouse everybody knew he owned –


‘Calm down,’ Marcus advised. ‘His sort, they come and go. Rome’s had them since first the Republic began to rot, if not earlier; but Rome endures, and that is what matters.’ When he grinned, his leathery face looked, briefly, wolfish. ‘In fact, last year, at a series of council meetings, I had the pleasure of frustrating him. He wanted to close our Mithraeum as the Emperor had decreed. I got my friends behind me and we agreed that if that was done, we’d see to it that his precious theatre was shut down too. Those plays pretend to show myths of the ancestors, you know, and we’d claim this made them not “educational displays” but pagan ceremonies. An Imperial inquiry would have turned up more about his affairs than he could well stand – investments in commerce and industry such as are forbidden a senator, for instance. He stopped calling for any religious prohibitions. It was marvellous, seeing him flush red and hearing him gobble. The God does send His faithful a bit of fun once in a while.’


But the God’s faithful die or fall away, year after year, and ever fewer take their places, Gaius thought.


The sombreness dampened his wrath. ‘At least you’ve lowered your tax by selling off,’ he ventured, ‘and with this horse-breeding scheme you may win back to something better … for Lucius and the grandchildren he’ll give you.’


Marcus’s mouth drew tight. They trudged on in silence, except for the wind. Finally the father said, tonelessly, looking at the far hills: ‘No. I didn’t tell you earlier because it would have spoiled our evening. But Lucius has turned Christian. He’s studying under the bishop in Aquae Sulis, with the aim of becoming a churchman too. He talks about celibacy.’


Gaius’s feet jarred to rest. Emptiness grew from his heart until it engulfed him. ‘Not that,’ he whispered.


Marcus stopped likewise and squeezed his shoulder. ‘Well, well, don’t take it overly hard. I’ve learned to live with it. We’ve stayed on speaking terms, he and I. It was his mother’s religion, and is that of his sisters and their husbands and … Maximus, who cast back the wild men … I can’t blame him greatly. If he’d waited till I died, he’d have been trapped in the curial class himself. Taking Christian holy orders now is his way out of it.’


Out! thought Gaius. The army was another way, and he had chosen it, although that would not have been allowed if he were the older boy. Since Diocletianus, a son and heir must follow in his father’s occupation. The law was frequently evaded, but the curials – the landowners, merchants, producers, the moderately well-off – were usually too noticeable. Once it had been an honour to belong to their class. They were the councillors and magistrates; they did not endow the grandiose spectacles that Caesars and senators and ambitious newly rich did, but they underwrote the useful public works. That had been long ago. The burdens remained; the means were gone.


‘I hoped to be free of it myself, you know,’ Marcus was saying. ‘That’s why I went into sea traffic. High profits for men who didn’t mind the risk. Your grandfather approved – and he was a man of duty if ever there was one – and got me started. But at last … well, you know. It had taken all my father’s influence, and a stiff bribe, to get permission for me to become a navicularius when I wasn’t the son of one. Then your uncle, my older brother, died, and the guild was only too happy to “regularize” my status. That laid this estate on me. It’s devoured everything I had.’


‘I do know. But I’ve never quite understood how.’


‘I didn’t explain because I didn’t want to whine at you, who were young and had neither gift nor wish for this kind of thing. I did have my good, quiet Lucius, who was supposed to inherit anyway. It’s the taxes and assessments. You’d think, as debased as the money is, coin wouldn’t be hard to find. But that’s not so, we’re more and more going over to barter, and meanwhile the Imperium wants its cash. The taxes in kind, they get higher all the time too, as the number of farmers shrinks. In my seafaring days I was a sharp bargainer, you may recall; but I don’t have Commius’s talent for grinding wealth out of the poor underneath me.’


Abruptly Marcus lifted his head, glanced at Gaius through crow’s-footed eyes, and laughed. He might almost have been standing at the prow of his ship as a gale blew up. ‘At ease, boy, at ease!’ he said. ‘You’re safe. The law will scarcely haul a battle-proven officer back to the farm, especially when you’re known to none less than Duke Maximus. He’ll probably get you senatorial rank. As for this place, why, if my plan pays off, I should have a chance of joining forces with my sons-in-law after they inherit. Between us, we might yet put together a villa that will last.’


‘But if you fail to?’ Gaius breathed.


‘I won’t consider that till it’s upon me, which the God forbid. At worst, I’ll never do what too many broken curials have, slunk off under changed names and become underlings, even serfs. No, your old man will die a Gratillonius.’


‘I would help you if I could. I hope you know that, father. But … I’m bound afar, and what will happen to me I cannot foresee.’


‘Let’s go on,’ said Marcus. A while of walking passed until he remarked, ‘You’ve told me nothing but that you’re off to Gallia on a special mission for the Duke. Crossing the Channel before equinox – Did he give you the funds you’ll need to persuade a skipper to take you?’


Gaius smiled. ‘Better than that. A writ letting me commandeer a naval transport. And I mean to cross by the shortest way, from Dubris to Gesoriacum, where one can scarcely get lost in anything less than an oatmeal fog. Cutting out that hazard makes the added overland travel worthwhile.’


‘Then your march will take you through Londinium,’ said Marcus, also trying to lighten the mood. ‘Give the fleshpots a workout for me.’


Gaius shook his head. ‘We won’t stop after today, except for sleep. We’ve this breadth of Britannia to cross, and then it’s more than four hundred miles over Gallia, and … the task is urgent.’


Marcus squinted into the wind. Some distance off, Gaius’s legionaries had pitched their tents in a vacated field. That was all they had done, being too few for the labour of constructing a standard camp, but they had done it properly. The leather was drawn so taut over poles and guys that the air got no purchase on it but must be content with flapping a banner.


Metal gleamed on statue-like sentries. Men detailed to camp chores were in plain tunic and trousers, but neat. The rest were outside in full battle dress, drilling. When they hurled their javelins, it called to mind a flight of bright birds. Tethered pack horses stood placidly, used to the sight, but the centurion’s mount and remount, more spirited, stirred as if impatient for action.


‘Four tents,’ Marcus counted. ‘Thirty-two men, eh? Not much.’


‘I chose them carefully, the best I have who aren’t bound to wives. Most are Britons; we’ll understand each other’s thinking. I didn’t order them to follow me but offered them the privilege of volunteering. They’re eager. Over-eager, maybe, but I think the march will shake them down into a crack unit.’


‘Still, I can hear in your voice you’d have preferred a larger force.’


‘Maximus sent direct word to my commandant that I was to have no more than this. He … can’t spare many.’


‘So I’ve been suspecting … But he obviously doesn’t expect you’ll meet serious opposition.’


‘No. Yonder fellows will be my bodyguards and, um, the presence of Rome. That should suffice.’


‘Where?’


‘Father, I’m not supposed to tell –’


‘Four hundred-odd miles of Gallia. Not south, because that’s where the main action will be. Also, your experience has been with Armorica, as Maximus must know. Westbound, you’ll fetch up at Gesocribate, or else fairly close. But Gesocribate already has an ample Roman presence. And I don’t think the Duke of the Armorican Tract would welcome troops dispatched by the Duke of the Britains – certainly not before he knows which way the cat is going to jump. Therefore he’s doubtless not been informed, nor is he meant to get the news until too late for him to do anything about it.’ Marcus nodded. ‘M-hm. Your task is to secure a critical area and thus help assure that Armorica will stay safe – for Maximus.’


Gaius’s bark of laughter flushed a hare from a briar patch. It lolloped off as if a fox were at its tail. ‘Father, you’re too shrewd!’


‘I told you I get word from outside.’ Marcus Weakened. Tor some time, now, I’ve caught the smell of war on the wind, stronger and stronger. Civil war. Maximus will get the Britannic legions to hail him Augustus. The Sixth may be doing it in Eboracum at this very hour. He’ll cross to Gallia and try for the throne.’


‘Wait, wait! He didn’t say that to me. He said only that affairs of state are approaching a crisis and Rome will need a loyal man in Armorica.’


‘Loyal to him. You’re not stupid. You know what he meant.’


‘He is … a valiant leader, father. And intelligent and just. Rome perishes for want of right governance.’


‘Those sound like words you got from him,’ Marcus said, low in his throat. ‘Oh, we could do worse. Provided the struggle doesn’t wreak the kind of harm the last such did, or give the Northfolk their chance to invade.’
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