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Dug’s shield was reduced to an iron hub, fringed with splinters of smashed wood. It still worked for slamming into Dumnonian faces. His hammer swung and smashed bone. A sword clanged into his helmet. He lashed out with his hammer and another Dumnonian fell. A face screamed and a backhanded hammerblow silenced it.


A small voice scrambled up from deep in his mind and timidly suggested that he was tiring, that he couldn’t possibly keep this up. Soon he’d make a mistake or meet someone stronger, better or luckier than he was. He’d done his bit, for now at least, and it was time to take a breather.


Dug snarled at the little voice to bugger off. He was busy. 
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Part One


Britain
61BC





Chapter 1


Queen Lowa Flynn of Maidun knew she’d have to fight the moment she saw King Samalur the Tough of Dumnonia. She’d been fairly sure that violence would be required when she’d heard that he called himself “the Tough”. Appearance and name aside, the fact that he’d marched an army five times the size of hers into her territory hardly heralded a friendly hello.


The boy king looked down at her from the low wall of the abandoned hillfort that he’d appropriated for Dumnonia’s temporary headquarters. He was perched on the edge of the ornately carved wooded throne. He did not look tough, or, indeed, like a king. He looked like a spoilt child who’d spent a lot of other people’s time and effort trying to look majestic. Fanning up and out behind his throne was a ludicrous, scallop-shaped wooden adornment the height of two tall men, laboriously etched and painted with hunting scenes. Lowa thought what a huge and pointless hassle it must have been for some hapless peasants to haul the thing all the way from Dumnonia.


The king’s skinny legs dangled from the massive throne, clad in the finest tartan trousers. His boots, hanging a good foot above the platform, were tipped with polished ox horn. His bony, nobble-elbowed arms sprouted from a shiny brown otter-skin waistcoat. He wasn’t much older than Spring, yet, below a bulbously arched nose and deep-set eyes, his smile shone with the unshakeable self-satisfaction that men didn’t usually achieve until much later in life (and women rarely managed; some women that Lowa knew tried the look, but it was usually unconvincing).


Around his perched throne stood granite-faced guards adorned with the boar necklaces of Warriors, and next to them young, pretty female and male attendants. The former looked at Lowa with mild interest, the latter bathed their ruler with sycophantic smiles while regarding Lowa with the same disdainful rolling-eyed glowers that they might have given an elderly flasher.


Lowa sighed. Three days a queen, already she hated it.


She’d come to meet Samalur on horseback, bringing only Carden Nancarrow and Atlas Agrippa with her, intending to show how relaxed she felt about a gigantic army invading her territory. Having seen Samalur and his gang, she now knew that she’d made a mistake. She looked cheap in their snobbish eyes and that had weakened her negotiating position. Looking up to the boy king on the hillfort wall, she was below him physically as well, which didn’t help. Perhaps she should have brought some sort of platform? Found a taller horse? She hadn’t expected to be skilled at diplomacy, and she’d been right. Things were not going well.


“I have no quarrel with you, Samalur,” she tried. “Quite the opposite. It will benefit both our tribes to unite against the Romans.”


“The Romans?” His voice was high and haughty. “Do you know where the nearest Roman is? In Iberia. Should we unite to fight all the fish in the sea – because they’re a lot closer!” Samalur giggled like the teenager he was, looking left to right at his court, who laughed along fawningly. His Warrior bodyguards smiled like men and women who’d been told to smile but weren’t happy about it.


One of them wasn’t laughing or smiling. Chief advisor Bruxon, the only one of Samalur’s retinue who’d been introduced to them, was looking grimly at the grassy ground. He was about Dug’s age with black-stained woollen clothes, a clean-shaven face and dye-blackened hair tied back in a short ponytail. He looked almost comically severe. Perhaps because he disliked his conceited ruler? Perhaps he might be useful in winning round or even unseating the young king?


“And don’t think Bruxon’s going to help you because he looks like someone’s tricked him into drinking piss!” Samalur sniggered. He’d seen her looking at Bruxon and read her thoughts. Lowa was reluctantly impressed. “He always looks like that. But he’s loyal to me. It was Bruxon’s plan for me to kill my dad and become king in the first place! He tried to make me think it was my idea, but I’m cleverer than that, aren’t I, Bruxon?” The advisor nodded resignedly. “So I’m also too clever to believe any of the crap that the druids spout about Roman invasions. They only do it to make themselves look important. That’s why I don’t keep druids near me. I killed all my father’s. And do you know what’s really funny? They bang on about seeing the future, but not one of them saw me coming!”


Laughter rang out from Samalur’s throng.


“You don’t need druids,” the boy continued, “you can talk to the gods without them. I do. But I am part god, so that probably makes it easier … I’d recommend you kill all your druids, but you won’t have time, since I’m going to kill you and take your territory. Tell you what; after I’ve wiped you and your army off the battlefield, I’ll kill all your druids for you.”


Lowa clenched her fists. “I would have agreed about druids not long ago, Samalur, but I’ve learnt differently. I know at least one druid who can see an invincible force of Romans coming to conquer us all with the same certainty that we might see rain coming across a lake and know that we’re about to get wet. I’ve seen her do things that make me believe her.”


“No, sorry, won’t work, I don’t believe her or you.”


“Samalur, if our armies clash, thousands will die. Whoever wins, both armies will be weakened and we’ll be more open to invasion. Not just from the Romans, but from the Murkans and anyone else who puts their mind to it.”


“So surrender. I’ve given you my terms.” Samalur smirked.


Even if the terms had been overly reasonable, Lowa could never have surrendered to the cocky little shit.


“You may outnumber us, Samalur, but our skill and experience is greater. We will rip the belly from your army like wolves savaging an aurochs.”


“Take the belly. There’ll be plenty left. We’ll still win.”


“Even if you do, a multitude will be killed. Your people will be weakened for generations.”


“What are armies for if not to fight? I’ve got a huge army and I want to use it and nobody can stop me. Least of all you. You’re not my mother. You can’t be, I killed her.”


Lowa put a hand on her bow.


“Lowa,” said Atlas quietly, “we don’t have—”


She held up a silencing hand. “All right, Samalur, I’ll fight your army and I’ll kill you myself. Wait here, we’ll be back after nightfall.”


As Lowa turned her horse, the laughter of Dumnonia’s upper echelons made her skin prickle. She kicked her iron heels into the animal’s flanks and galloped away.


“Lowa,” Atlas shouted over the drumming hooves, “We need to go back. There are too many of them. We have to come to terms. It is not too late—”


“It is too late. Call a council the moment we return. We have a battle to plan.”




Chapter 2


“I can’t,” she said, shaking her head then looking up.


Lowa looked seriously angry. Spring couldn’t remember anyone ever looking so angry with her, apart from perhaps her father, King Zadar. It wasn’t like Lowa at all. Being in charge changed people, it seemed, and not for the better.


“Spring, whatever you did to Dug and me in the arena, you’re going to do it again to both of us and to as many other Maidun Warriors as you can, and we are going to tear this Dumnonian army to pieces.”


“Lowa, no. I can’t.” Spring looked at the sling in her hands. She’d come into the woods ostensibly to hunt game, but really she wanted be alone. Finding out that she could use magic had thrilled, confused and upset her. Realising after the death of her father that her magic seemed to have left her had not cheered her any. She’d thought that getting away from all the noise of Maidun and walking on her own through the trees might make things clearer. So far it hadn’t. She’d also thought she’d been careful to leave no trail, but Lowa had tracked her.


“You will try,” said Maidun’s new queen. “This isn’t a game. The Dumnonians outnumber us massively. It is very likely that they will kill us all, Dug included. Do you want that to happen? I don’t know what your power is or where it comes from, but I know what it can do. You have to use it to help us.”


Spring wanted to burrow into the ground to get away. If she could have used her magic still, she would have created an island miles across the sea where she could have lived with Dug for ever, and perhaps a few other nice people, but certainly nobody who wanted to get involved in battles. “Can’t Drustan help?” she asked.


“He’s going to do what he can, but he says that compared to you he can’t do anything.”


“I do want to help, but I can’t. I don’t know what I did to you and Dug to give you strength, I just did it. It was the same the night before when I took Chamanca’s outfit. I knew that I should take it, I knew that by touching it I’d make the leather strong and it would protect you, and I knew that I should put it in your cell. But I don’t know how I knew. And I’m certain that I can’t use my magic against the Dumnonians, totally certain, as certain as I am that I can’t drink all the water in the sea. There’s no point trying, I just can’t.” Spring’s vision blurred with tears.


“But in the arena—”


“I know! I’m sorry!”


Lowa’s lips were a thin white line. For a moment Spring thought she was going to hit her.


“So, when you put – for want of a better word – the magic into Chamanca’s outfit that stopped the chariot’s blade from chopping me in half, that was the first time you’d used magic?”


“I don’t know if it was magic, or what it was.”


“Was that the first time?”


“Oh no. It’s happened loads before. Like when I met Dug he wanted to kill me, so I had to change his mind, but before that Ulpius wanted to kill me so I had to wake Dug up by going into his dream and getting him. Sometimes I just know things. Like I know the Romans are coming, and just before I met you I knew that Weylin would want a cart and I could rescue you and Dug by getting one. Sometimes I can do things, like when Juniper the dog jumped at me I stopped her heart, and sometimes I can make other people know things, like when I taught the girls to use the slings and then, like on Mearhold, I can make people fall in and out…” Spring reddened as she remembered that Lowa mustn’t know about that. “…of boats, like I did for a joke once with one of the boys—”


“Hang on.” Lowa took Spring’s chin gently in her hand and looked into her eyes. “That’s not what you were going to say.” Spring tried to pull away. Lowa’s fingers tightened. She leant forward. Her gaze speared through Spring’s eyes and bored into her brain. “You missed something out, didn’t you?” she said quietly.


“No.”


“No?”


“No.”


“On Mearhold. You used your magic for something that you’re not telling me.”


Spring tried to squirm away, but Lowa’s grip was iron. “No, I didn’t!” she insisted. With her lips pressed together by Lowa’s strong fingers she sounded like someone who’d had their tongue split in two by liars’ tongue scissors. “What could I have used it for?” She had used her magic to make Lowa fall out of love with Dug on Mearhold. At the time it had made good sense. She and Dug been happy before Lowa had come along. Meeting Lowa had resulted in Dug being savaged half to death by a horrible animal, not to mention Spring herself being stabbed and kidnapped by the awful Ogre, and who knew what more trouble this blonde archer was going to bring them? So Spring had acted to save Dug, and, if she was honest, because she wanted Dug to herself. However, when Spring had seen how much her actions had upset Dug, and Lowa, too, she’d realised that she’d made a mistake. She’d tried to cancel her spell, or whatever it was, but she didn’t know if she had succeeded, and there was nothing she could do now that she had lost her magic. Besides, even if it came back, she’d learnt her lesson about mucking around with people’s affections and she wasn’t going to do it again. So she could have told Lowa what she’d done, but there was nothing to gain from it and plenty to lose.


Spring fixed her eyes on Lowa’s and said, as firmly and seriously as she could through her squashed mouth: “I did not use my magic on Mearhold.”


Lowa released her, but her stare did not let up. Spring squirmed and resisted the urge to tell her all just to stop those eyes poking about in her head.


“Enough of this,” said Lowa, “I’ve got a battle to plan.”


“I’ll come to the battle. I’ll do whatever I can to help. I’m good with my sling! But I won’t be able to use magic. I’ll try, I will, but I know it won’t work.”


“You do what you want.” Lowa strode away.


Spring watched her walk off. She’d come to the woods to try and make herself feel better, but now she felt as rotten as she ever had.




Chapter 3


Dug wrinkled his nose at the endless Dumnonian army, stretching out of sight south and westwards across the grassy undulations of Sarum Plain. Opposite him, in the enemy line, horses stamped and blade-wheeled chariots creaked. Some hairy Dumnonian men and women shouted insults but for the most part they waited quietly like Dug. There’d be plenty of time for shouting once the Dumnonians charged. Assuming that they did charge. Dug didn’t know the battle plan in detail, he knew only that he and the hundred men he’d been put in charge of were to wait until the enemy came at them. He looked down and saw that his knuckles were white from gripping his hammer. He relaxed his hand, filled his lungs then breathed out long and slow.


It was a cool, dry late summer’s day under a white cloud sky, which was a plus. Fighting was more pleasant when it wasn’t too hot. But why was he fighting at all? He could have carried on out of Maidun and be waking up now in some town like Bladonfort with a bit of a hangover, ready to start working on the next one. Instead he’d come back, had risen before it was light with thousands of other nervous bastards and was lining up for yet another battle. Great big badgers’ arses, why? Because, he admitted to himself with a self-chastising shake of his head, he was an idiot who wanted to impress Lowa, even though she didn’t even know he’d gone away, let alone that he’d come back, and she was too busy being queen to care anyway.


Talk was that the Dumnonians numbered a hundred thousand men and women. Dug was sure that they didn’t. That was what the shout had said, and everybody had accepted it. People always exaggerated army sizes and it wasn’t as if anyone had popped over to the Dumnonian camp, asked them all to stand still and counted them. One thing was sure, though – there certainly were shiteloads of the nasty looking buggers – many, many, many more than the Maidun army had.


So it looked like Queen Lowa’s reign was to be a short one. It was an odd twist of fate, mused Dug. If Lowa had waited less than a moon, then Zadar would still be ruling Maidun instead of her, the Dumnonians would have crushed him instead and would have avenged her dead sister and friends for her. But now Lowa was leading a formerly enemy army that she’d previously been a part of, against an army that she would have joined, had she known it was going to attack the army she was now leading. The world, thought Dug, was rarely straightforward.


The outcome of the battle would be, though, without even taking the massive difference in army sizes into account. Before it had even begun, Lowa had made some blinding errors, as Dug had noticed that new kings and queens were wont to do.


There was a ripple along the Dumnonian line and a couple of chariots started forward. Were they about to charge? Dug and the rest of the Maidun army tensed as one, but the chariots wheeled round to display a couple of naked, mooning posteriors, and returned to the Dumnonian lines.


Now, where was I? thought Dug. Oh yes, he’d been thinking that he should have gone to the war council and pointed out how rubbish the plan was, and not chickened out of it because he didn’t want to see Lowa and that woman-stealing arsehole Ragnall together. Whatever advice Drustan, Carden, Atlas and the rest had given her, it had either been crap or she’d ignored it. He could see three glaring mistakes.


First rule when fighting a larger army was to find somewhere narrow to fight, like a valley or, better, a cliff-lined gorge, to ensure that fighting was never more then one on one. Yet Lowa had decided to meet Samalur on an open plain, where he would surely encircle her much smaller force and attack every soldier of hers with ten of his.


Second rule with a smaller army was surprise. Hit the enemy when and where they didn’t expect it. Yet the Dumnonians had been camped in the same place for three days, and Lowa had announced that she would attack them there. It couldn’t have been less of a surprise.


The third, and biggest, error was meeting Samalur in battle at all. An army that size would be able to feed itself for only a matter of days in enemy territory, so, had Lowa pulled her people up into impregnable Maidun Castle and closed the gates, the Dumnonians would have gone home soon enough.


The only good thing he’d heard that she’d done was to tell the Dumnonian king that they were going to attack the night before. With any luck he would have kept his troops awake in readiness, while the Maidun forces had slept. And, Dug admitted to himself, he didn’t know everything. There might have been more to the plan than immediately met the eye. Whatever, it didn’t matter. He just had to follow orders, give orders, and fight.


Down by his feet were two long spears and a large, hefty shield. They’d been sneaked forward once the ranks were already in place so that the Dumnonians wouldn’t know they were there. That was pretty tricksy and should really muck up a chariot charge, so it was possible, he supposed, that Lowa had other schemes in place.


Another positive was that the breeze was an easterly on the Maidunites backs, rather than the more common south-westerly. That was a spot of luck, since their projectiles would go further than the enemy’s, but it was hardly a gale, and there was no way Lowa could claim credit for the direction of the wind.


Dug’s thoughts were interrupted by a rattling blare of bronze trumpets with wooden clackers in their mouths. They rang out first from the Dumnonian army, then from their own. The Dumnonian front line shuddered as one, then rolled forwards. Here we go. Dug felt the contents of his stomach lurch and asked Makka the god of war to ensure, if nothing else, that he didn’t shit in his leather battle trousers. If he was going to the Otherworld today he wanted to arrive clean-arsed.


“Ready!” he shouted, looking around at his men and women, then added, “Arms’ length between you all!” more for something to say than anything else – they were already well spaced. They looked back and him and nodded; some were wide-eyed with their lips parted in fear, some serious, some wild-eyed and froth-mouthed. They were mostly armoured in leather like him, a few wore iron helmets like his. Most were armed either with hefty iron swords or stout spears. He was the only one with a hammer. Very few, thank Toutatis, looked like they were going to flee before the fighting had begun, so that at least was a great improvement on some battles he’d been in. He looked back to the Dumnonians and spotted a large dragonfly, flying between the armies as if it was just another day.


From horseback in the centre, atop one of the burial mounds that clung on to Sarum Plain’s uplands like a well-spaced migration of giant slugs that had died and solidified, Lowa watched as the Dumnonian chariots charged her right flank. She’d sent Atlas to the right with the infantry to encourage Samalur to line his heavy chariots there. The young Dumnonian king had obliged. With his massively superior force, Samalur had done the sensible thing and matched her battle lines on both sides, heavy chariots on the left, infantry on the right, light chariots and cavalry in reserve ready to zoom wherever they were needed. Numerically superior, the Dumnonians had no incentive to try anything more advanced than the classic “infantry attacks chariots, chariots attack infantry” tactics.


Dug was leading a section on the right, she remembered once again, about to be hit by thousands of thundering chariots and their crews of murderous, heavily armed Dumnonians. Atlas had told her that he’d come back to Maidun offering his services, and that he’d been given a company to lead. She was hurt that he hadn’t been to see her on his return, but then again it wasn’t long since she’d woken him up by having sex with Ragnall on the other side of the campfire. How could she begin to explain and apologise for that? She banished Dug from her thoughts. This was no time for childish romanticising.


Thinking of children … it was irksome that Spring wouldn’t use her magic. If the girl had made Lowa feel like she did when she’d fought the chariot and Chamanca, she would have taken on the whole Dumnonian army herself. But Lowa believed that she’d been telling the truth about not being able to use her magic, because the girl was a terrible liar. Lowa was sure she’d lied about using her magic on Mearhold, and she had a fairly firm idea about what the jealous little brat might have done. That was something else she’d have to address if they lived through the day. Right now, she’d found another use for Spring.


Drustan had helped a little, magic-wise. By sacrificing an ox, so he said, he’d caused the wind to veer round to the east so that it was behind them. But that was it. He said that those who could use the gods’ powers could only draw a limited amount. Lowa had asked him if there was anyone else. He’d said no. The gods had shown him that he was going to find a young person who was the greatest ever practitioner of magic. He’d thought that this was Ragnall, and he’d even tricked Ragnall into believing he’d lit fires with his mind in order to draw it out of him, but now he knew that the young man had no contact with the gods. The magic youngster foretold was Spring.


But now Spring had lost her magic. Had the gods deserted her, Lowa wondered, because the Maidun army was doomed to be annihilated by the Dumnonians, and gods don’t like helping losers?


There was one way to find out.


She raised her arm and dropped it. The Maidun trumpets spewed their cacophony. Her army’s left, her mass of heavy chariots, stirred then surged towards the Dumnonian line of foot soldiers.


On her right, the Dumnonian chariots charged the Maidun infantry. Javelins launched. Maidunite shields appeared like a sudden bloom of flowers. There was a great howl of disappointment from the Dumnonians as their missiles were deflected by the revealed defences, but they charged on, swords aloft, wheel-blades flashing.


At the last moment, all along Maidun’s right flank, long spears sprung up like hair bristling on a wildcat’s neck. The Dumnonian chariot line faltered as thousands of reins were yanked in panic, but it was too late. The horses and chariots hit the infantry’s spears. A heartbeat later she heard the sound of a thousand wooden poles snapping under the impact of horses and people, followed by the screams of Danu knew how many Dumnonian horses and men as iron spear heads punctured their limbs, stomachs, faces … She thought of her own soldiers, kneeling behind shields as tons of man, horse, iron and wood smashed down around them. All along the Maidun line, horses’ hooves would be crushing skulls and splintered chariot draught poles impaling the chests of her own people. That had been unavoidable. She prayed that not too many were killed, and that none of them was Dug.


The Maidun front line held. The Dumnonian attack crumpled as wave after wave of horses, chariots and charioteers crashed into and on to the broken pile of their fallen comrades.


On the left, Maidun’s chariots stopped twenty paces short of the enemy line, as, Lowa thought with some satisfaction, the Dumnonian heavy chariots should have done. Maidunite javelins flew. The volley whumped harmlessly into thousands of Dumnonian shields. The Dumnonians shouted in delight, dropped their shields and charged. The Maidun chariots paused for a moment, then unleashed their second, unexpected salvo of javelins. That was much more successful, as were the third, fourth and fifth javelin volleys. Hundreds of Dumnonians fell. Their line dissolved in disarray. Some ran back to retrieve their shields. Some ran at the chariots. Captains screamed contradictory commands.


For centuries it had been the pan-tribal British custom to carry only one javelin in each chariot. You chucked that as an opener, then the crew-warriors dismounted for some proper mêlée fighting with swords, axes, hammers and the like. It hadn’t been easy, but Lowa was glad she’d talked the charioteers into flouting tradition and carrying five javelins each. Hopefully now, if they survived this battle, some of the other innovations she had in mind might be more readily accepted.


On the right, her infantry dropped their pikes and dashed in to finish off the downed charioteers. The Dumnonians saw the line broken, rallied and came at them, but the Maidun soldiers rolled back into their line, retrieved their spare, unbroken pikes, held them aloft and retreated steadily, backwards and outwards, away from Lowa and the centre. The Dumnonian heavy chariots pressed, but, having seen what happened to the first lot, held back from all-out attack on those bristling pikes.


Another discordant trumpet blast honked from the Dumnonian centre and their light chariots set off at a gallop to swing around Maidun’s right and attack the flank of the infantry. Lowa gritted her teeth. She’d planned on Samalur doing exactly that, but not so quickly. If the Dumnonian chariots got round behind her right flank, then her plan was screwed and they were all dead. It was going to be close.


On the left, the Maidun charioteers had exhausted their javelins. Hundreds of Dumnonians had been killed or disabled, but that was only a tiny proportion of their force and the battle there was far from over. On the same trumpet call that sent Dumnonia’s light chariots around their left edge, thousands upon thousands of their infantry charged on the Dumnonian right, armed with shields and heavy iron swords.


The Maidun chariots cantered away. Like the Maidun infantry, they retreated both backwards and away from the centre, spreading the width of the battlefield.


One Maidun chariot stopped and was soon left behind, on its own between the two armies. A little warrior leapt out, sword in one hand, ball-mace in the other. Even from a couple of hundred paces away, Lowa recognised Chamanca the Iberian, ex-bodyguard to Zadar, the woman who had bested her on Mearhold and would have done again in the Maidun arena had it not been for Spring’s magic. The fastest Dumnonian infantry reached the lone figure. A blur of movement, the Dumnonians fell and the Iberian was left standing. But there were many more Dumnonians coming. Chamanca leapt for her chariot, but too late. The main body of the Dumnonian infantry swept over and gobbled up horse, chariot, driver and Chamanca. Lowa grimaced, then smiled as Chamanca’s chariot burst from the Dumnonian ranks, with the Iberian aboard and shaking her fist at the pursuers.


Queen Lowa looked back to Spring, on horseback behind her, and nodded. The girl yelled a screeching “Fiiiiiiiii – errrrrrrr!!!!”, louder than any trumpet or whistle. All along the rear of Lowa’s battle line, men and women put torches to the tight bundles of thatch that sat on a long line of catapults.


Dug looked about, shaking his head in exasperation. Someone had taken his badger-fucking spear. “Remember where you put your spare spear, and make sure you pick up the same one again. Not someone else’s.” That’s what he’d told them. But some wanker had taken his. It was unforgivable.


He saw a spare one and bent to pick it up.


“Oi! That’s mine! Hands off!” shouted a young, square-jawed woman. “It’s your plan, Dug! What’s everyone else going to do if you don’t stick to it? Come on Dug, leadership!”


It was Nita, Mal’s wife. Mal, next to her, raised a “you see what I have to put up with?” eyebrow.


Dug nodded. He didn’t want the spear, he was a lot happier with his hammer, but Nita was right. He was leader and he wanted to show everyone what to do with their spears. However, looking about, they seemed to have got the idea. They were marching steadily backwards in good order, long spears raised. Dug shook his head in gratified surprise. He’d never commanded men and women who did what they were told more than about ten per cent of the time. Say what you like about Zadar, but his troops knew how to follow orders.


“You all right there, Mal?” Dug had been glad to see a familiar face when his old mate Mal Fletcher had sought him out a couple of days before.


Mal winked. “We should have stayed back at base and guarded the tavern like you suggested. Thought I’d retired long ago, but this one,” he cocked his head at his wife, “reckoned Lowa would need our help.”


Dug nipped in behind Mal. Without a spear, he’d just be in the way in the front line. “Lot of trouble, that Lowa. Might get us all killed one day.” It was rubbish banter and Dug knew it, but at times like this it was good to be distracted from one’s surroundings.


“One day? Have you seen what’s coming?” Behind and uphill of the pursuing heavy chariots, they could see the Dumnonian light chariots thundering northwards across the plain, perpendicular to the line of battle. The lead chariots had already swung eastwards towards them, aiming for the criminally exposed Maidun right flank. A flash off to the left caught his eye.


“Oh no,” said Dug. “Look, she’s gone and fired her bloody catapults too late. If they were meant to slow the light chariots, which I bet they were, then we’re in trouble.”


“She’s lost it!” said Mal. “She’s lost her mind and we’re all going to die.”


Nita slapped his arm with the flat of her sword. “Lowa knows what she’s doing.”


“Then why,” said Mal, “has she used the one unusual weapon we’ve got that might actually surprise the enemy to bombard the gap left by the Dumnonians attacking us? What did she hit?” Mal stood on tiptoes to peer over soldiers’ heads. “Yup, thought so, a grassy space where the enemy used to be. I’m sorry, Nita, but she really doesn’t know what she’s doing with those catapults.”


Nita didn’t have an answer.


Dug looked to Atlas to see if he’d seen what had happened. He had. Two hundred paces away along the front line, the large African had climbed on to someone’s shoulders; Carden Nancarrow’s probably, since those two were always together and Carden was about the only man in the army who could have born Atlas’ armoured weight. The Kushite blew an iron whistle twice.


The Maidun line doubled the speed of its retreat, jogging diagonally backwards, away from the pursuing Dumnonians and out from the battle’s centre, spears brandished to keep the heavy chariots at bay. They were headed for a thickly brambled band of wood, which would protect their flank from the light chariots and their slingstones. Given the speed those chariots were coming, though, there was no way they were going to make it.


Dug was glad he wasn’t on the far right. Very soon they were going to be hit hard by a hailstorm of lethal stones. Still, it didn’t really matter whether he was there or not. If the far right collapsed under the onslaught, they were all fucked.


Dozens of balls of burning thatch crackled over Lowa’s head.


She looked across to Samalur’s position. She had a clearer view of him since both armies had split down the middle, hers retreating away from the centre, his following, leaving a gap in front of his central command position. Like her, he was perched on a burial mound, surrounded by a few guards and probably the same group of hangers-on from the day before. For an instant she was sure he was looking directly at her, but then he was obscured by smoke from the burning thatch.


Atlas’ whistle sang out three times, the signal to pick up the pace again. It would be difficult for the ranks to maintain form at that speed, so it meant that something was going wrong.


Oh aye, thought Dug, as he saw over on the right the first of the light chariots come into range and unleash a volley of slingstones. Those holding pikes in the front rows – the ones holding the blade-wheeled heavy chariots at bay – didn’t have shields. A lot of them fell. The heavy chariots charged.


“Now?” asked Spring.


“Now,” Lowa agreed, putting her hand over the ear that was nearest to the girl.


“Horrrrr – sesssssss!!!” screeched Spring. She might not be able to use her magic, but her scream, louder than all the battle trumpets combined, was proving useful.


From their hiding place behind a low rise, Ragnall and two hundred other riders armed with swords and bows heard Spring and mounted. For the first time in a while the young man felt brave, confident and full of purpose. He roared a battle cry. That drew some disapproving glances from his mostly older and more sensible fellows, but he didn’t care.


He was off. He was leading the charge.


Lowa saw then coming and sped ahead, followed by Spring. So Lowa was leading the charge now and Spring was at her shoulder. How annoying, thought Ragnall. Although also something of a relief. The first enemy stones and arrows were not usually targeted on the third rider from the front.


Up ahead, the catapulted bales burnt merrily, gushing smoke away from them, obscuring the Dumnonian army, then Lowa as she and her horse plunged into the fog, followed by little Spring on her mount. Ragnall willed his horse on. The beast complied. Ragnall took a deep breath. Gripping his horse with his thighs and his sword in his hand, he followed the new queen into the smoke.


They reached the trees and stopped retreating, but it was far from the end of problems for the right of the Maidun army. In fact, Dug realised with a snort of annoyance, it was the beginning of his.


The far right was now, as planned, protected from Dumnonia’s chariot-mounted slingers by a stand of bramble-skirted trees, but the slingers leapt from their chariots and ran across to join the warriors from the heavy chariots. Together, the Dumnonian heavy infantry and slingers advanced at the now static Maidun line. Dug gulped. There were a lot of them and they all seemed to be coming at him.


Shields went up over Maidun heads as slingstones rained down. Soon those shields would be needed to stop swords. It was a nasty situation. Retreat was tempting, but if they fled the Dumnonians would part ranks and the bladed chariots would stream through and cut them down.


There was, Dug realised with a mixture of terror and disappointment, only one thing to do.


Atlas worked it out at the same moment and five blasts rang out on his whistle. It was the signal to charge. Dug shook his head. So it was time to attack. No choice in the matter. He shuddered. Just as he thought his growing fear might overwhelm him, it morphed into raging courage. It felt like a monster was growing inside him, expanding out from his stomach, widening his shoulders and burning in his head hot as a bone-fed furnace. His battle lust was coming, he realised with a mixture of shame and excitement, and it was time to bid rational thought goodbye for a while.


Dug gripped his shield in one hand, warhammer in the other, and sprinted at the broad enemy line. The ground flew under him as he pumped his legs. He ran full tilt, no thought of pacing himself. He didn’t need to. He had all the energy in the world. Slingstones whistled past his ears. The front line of Dumnonian troops, a mass of bearded men, shaggy haired women, sharp iron weapons and flying stones, zoomed towards him.


A grin split his face and he screamed with joy. He smashed spears out of his way with hammer and shield. He swung the hammer, felling three of them. A sword came down. He whacked it aside with his shield and drove his hammer’s top spike into the underside of the sword swinger’s jaw.


Mal shook his head as he jogged towards the Dug-shaped breach in the enemy line. He’d seen it before, but it always amazed him when Dug, who was possibly the most workshy man Mal had ever met, burst into this rampaging ball of fury on the battlefield.


“Stay behind me!” he shouted to Nita as he knocked the first spear thrust aside and smashed his sword into a Dumnonian head.


“Will I fuck!” shouted Nita, pushing past him, her slim sword flashing in one hand, wheel iron whacking down in the other.


“Don’t get too close to Dug!” Mal shouted at her unheeding back.


Chamanca licked blood from her lips. She was soaked in Dumnonian gore from her brief foray into their lines, but it wasn’t nearly enough.


“Not so fast!” she shouted at her charioteer, cuffing the girl. The Dumnonian infantry had slowed its charge and the Maidun chariots were getting too far ahead. Chamanca wanted to be ready for any overzealous and speedy Dumnonians who ran clear of the main group. Killing a dozen or so had only enhanced her appetite. She yearned to champ her teeth into someone’s neck. It had been ages since she’d sucked Weylin’s life away, and Queen Lowa’s rule wasn’t going to provide as many blood-drinking chances as King Zadar’s. Not that she didn’t like Lowa. What wasn’t to like about the brave, king-toppling, hot-bodied beauty whose blood had tasted so silky and skin felt so smooth when they’d fought on Mearhold and in the Maidun arena? But Lowa had rejected the Iberian’s offer to prove her loyalty by biting the throat out of anyone who opposed her, and made it clear that she wasn’t going to ask her to drink anyone’s blood. Chamanca was going to have to take her sanguineous dining opportunities when she could. So it was somewhat annoying to be running away from tens of thousands of racing-pulsed Dumnonians.


The enemy kept coming in their annoyingly regular line, and her chariot bounced on. The shaking and jolting was doing nothing to improve her mood. If Chamanca had been commanding this side of the line she would have ordered a charge, despite Lowa’s orders for this retreat, and despite the fact that she could see the insanity of attacking the multitudinous Dumnonians. Unfortunately, Lowa had not only put someone else in charge, but also told the other charioteers not to listen to Chamanca.


The only person Chamanca was allowed to be in charge of was her young driver. She cuffed her again, then hooked her blonde hair aside and ran her fingers down the back of her slender neck. The girl knew better than to complain or even turn round. Chamanca licked her lips.


Dug’s shield was reduced to an iron hub, fringed with splinters of smashed wood. It still worked for slamming into Dumnonian faces. His hammer swung and smashed bone. A sword clanged into his helmet. He lashed out with his hammer and another Dumnonian fell. A face screamed. A backhanded hammerblow silenced it.


A small voice scrambled up from deep in his mind and timidly suggested that he was tiring, that he couldn’t possibly keep this up. Soon he’d make a mistake or meet someone stronger, better or luckier than he was. He’d done his bit, for now at least, and it was time to take a breather.


Dug snarled at the little voice to bugger off. He was busy. He ducked a sword-swipe, crunched the handle of his hammer into someone’s bollocks and his hammerhead into possibly the same person’s face. He waded on, deeper into the Dumnonian ranks, hammer flailing, shield boss punching.


Ragnall galloped out of the smoke. Already there were arrow-stuck bodies on the ground and riderless horses panicking on the burial mound. The remainder of Samalur’s guard were tightening around their king, swords aloft. Lowa was up ahead, drawing her bow, shooting down one of the guards, reaching into her quiver then nocking another arrow, drawing and shooting another guard, again and again. The movement reminded Ragnall of a waterwheel on a stream in spate.


Spring was trotting behind the queen, slinging out stones almost as quickly as Lowa’s arrows, smiling like a girl on a pleasure ride. Ragnall heard an incongruous noise. Was Spring singing? She was.


A remaining slinger aimed at Lowa, but a stone from Spring send him tumbling from his horse with a surprised squawk. Ragnall wondered why Samalur’s guard didn’t contain more slingers and archers, then realised that it probably had done but Lowa and Spring had targeted these first.


Lowa reined her horse to a halt ten paces from the man-high mound. Ragnall drew up next to her. The two hundred others of the Maidunite cavalry arrived behind. There were perhaps ten Dumnonian guards left, concealing the young king somewhere in their midst.


He couldn’t see any of the rest of the other hundred thousand or so of the Dumnonian army. They were all off chasing the two split horns of Maidun’s forces. The plan had been a simple one, and far from original. With a few tweaks like the burning straw bales, it was roughly how Alexander the Great had beaten Darius of Persia’s much larger force at Gaugamela. Ragnall had learnt about it on the Island of Angels. He’d been surprised at the war council when nobody else, other than his old teacher Drustan, had heard of the battle. Then he’d swelled with pride when Lowa had decided to use his plan. He was perhaps even more glad that Lowa had allowed him to take charge of her equivalent to Alexander’s Companions – the cavalry who charged through the gap to take Samalur. He felt a little glow in his stomach, remembering that Alexander had taken one of his Companions as a lover.


Lowa turned to Ragnall and the other riders, smoke whirling around her. “Surround the mound.” She said, then, louder. “Bruxon! Give us Samalur now, or you all die.”


“You don’t have a hope, Lowa! My forces … Aaaark!” Samalur’s voice was cut off, the horsemen parted, and a severe-looking black-clad man whom Ragnall took to be Bruxon marched down the mound, dragging the king by the collar.


Lowa dismounted and headed towards them, bow in one hand, sword in the other.


Bruxon thrust Samalur forward.


Dumnonia’s king stumbled toward Maidun’s queen and fell to his knees. “Lowa…” he stammered, arms outstretched and palms upward. “We need to be allies. It’s like you said. Together we can—” Lowa pulled her sword arm back. Samalur raised a protective arm and screamed: “No! Don’t!!”


Lowa spun in a whirling blur. Samalur’s hand and head flew up in the air. His body fell forwards, severed neck and wrist spurting. The gasp from his guards was overwhelmed by cheers from the Maidun cavalry.


Lowa snatched up the boy’s head, leapt on her horse, shouted “Follow me!” and galloped away.


Ragnall looked round at the others. If they were surprised as him it didn’t show. They heel-kicked their horses and sped after the queen.


“Stop!” someone was shouting at Dug.


The cowards were running!


“Stop!” They were getting away. He swung his hammer and missed.


“Dug, you arse! Stop!” Somebody grabbed his hammer arm. Somebody strong. Dug whipped round the dented, blood-covered shield boss to beat away the hindrance. He needed that arm. But something grabbed his left arm too.


“Stop!” came the annoying shout again. He tried to shake off his captors, but the little voice in his head which had been struggling to make itself heard for some time finally got through and persuaded him to desist struggling for the briefest of moments and take assess the situation.


Dug shook his head. His ears popped. It felt like a bandage was ripped off his eyes as reality whooshed back to him. Mal was holding one of his arms, Atlas the other. “Um?” He said.


“Thank Sobek for that,” said Atlas. “It’s over, you great fool. Look.”


Dug looked around. The fighting had stopped. Some Dumnonians were heading back to their chariots. Many from both sides were sitting on the bloody grass, nursing wounds. Others, less fortunate, were screaming in pain, trying to hold their guts in or staring at their severed limbs. Others were bubbling their last. An awful lot were dead. Dug looked at his blood-smeared hammerhead.


“What happened?” he managed.


“Lowa,” said Mal. Atlas was already off, shouting at the beaten Dumnonians not to stray too far.


“Lowa?”


“Lowa.” Mal shook his head in exhausted wonder.


“Could you give me a wee bit more detail?” asked Dug.


“Sorry, battle took it out of me. We’re not all Makka-driven madmen like you, Dug. We were fighting away, when there was this unholy scream and there was Silver – Spring, I mean – on horseback, next to Lowa.” Now Mal mentioned it, the northerner did find the memory of a weird scream somewhere amongst all the rage. “And Lowa was holding up the Dumnonians’ king’s head,” Mal continued, “shouting that the battle was over. Almost all the Dumnonians said fair’s fair and put their weapons down. And that was that, more or less. A few idiots like you fought on for a short while, but most of them gave up like men who never wanted to fight in the first place. Lowa galloped off southwards, presumably to halt the battle over there.”


“She’s gone?”


“She’s one of that lot.” Mal pointed at a flock of cavalry galloping across the plain to the other side of the battlefield.


“Badgers’ cocks,” said Dug.




Chapter 4


Ragnall had drunk way too much alcohol once before. He’d behaved like a chump, been beaten up and woken the next day feeling as if he’d been poisoned and that everything he’d done or ever hoped to achieve was worthless. So he’d made the sensible decision to never get very drunk again, in much the same way, he reckoned, that a dog might pull apart a wasps’ nest only once.


So he didn’t understand, the evening following the battle, why all the people around him, Drustan included, had drunk so much beer and cider that they were telling the same stories over and over and wagging fingers at each other as if they’d discovered the secret of life, when in fact their observations were to philosophy what farting was to singing. Ragnall decided that he’d rather lie on his own looking at the sky than listen to another half-remembered story or quarter-cultivated pearl of wisdom, so he headed off. 


He was nearly clear of the impromptu outdoor inn’s rough tables and benches when a tough looking but cheerily drunken man grabbed him.


“Have a drink!”


“Thanks, but I’ve already got two over there,” he lied.


“I see! You know when I knew that Lowa would be queen?” 


“I don’t.” Ragnall tried to pull away, but the man held his arm. It seemed that he had a story and was determined to tell it. Ragnall decided it would be easier and quicker to listen than try to reason his way out of the situation.


“You know when I knew that Lowa would be queen?” the man repeated.


“OK, when did you know Lowa would be queen?” Ragnall asked.


“Boddingham,” said the man.


“What?” said Ragnall.


“Boddingham,” the man repeated, nodding his head vigorously. “When we sacked it. That’s when I knew Lowa would be queen one day.”


The peaceful summer night and the victorious laughter of the revellers melted away as Ragnall remembered riding home to Boddingham. His dead friends. The smashed palisade. His slaughtered brothers. Slaughtered by arrows …


He shook his head. “But Lowa wasn’t at Boddingham. She told me she was off scouting that day.”


“Wasn’t at Boddingham? Lowa? Scouting? Lowa? Nah, nah, nah. You got that very wrong, mate. First over the palisade, that was her, moving as if she and that horse were one, shooting those arrows into man, woman and beast. I said to myself right then, she’ll be queen one day, that one. She was like a goddess. You would not believe how many she killed that day. I told myself then and there that she’d be queen. Moving like she and the horse were one, she was. First over the palisade.” The man was nodding enthusiastically.


“How many?” Ragnall managed.


“How many what?”


“How many people did she kill?”


“At Boddingham?”


“Yes!”


“I don’t know. Maybe fifty? Maybe ten. Probably more than ten, less than fifty. A lot. Maybe fifty.”


“I see. I have to go.”


“Have a drink! I’ll go and get you one. You look like you need a drink.”


Ragnall stopped. “All right, I think I will have another drink.” He found a space on a bench and sat down to wait. The man tottered away.


After a while Ragnall realised that the man wasn’t coming back and he got up to find his own drink.


Away from the noise of celebration, Lowa spoke to Bruxon the Dumnonian for a long time. Lowa asked most of the questions and Bruxon did most of the talking. She heard how Samalur’s father, Vidin, had been a tyrant very much in the Zadar mould, perhaps worse, ravaging Dumnonia to enrich the few and win favour with the coming Romans.


Bruxon and a few others had plotted, rebelled and killed Vidin. They’d replaced him with his up-until-then studious son Samalur. It had been a mistake. Samalur was a good deal more intelligent than his father, but the moment they’d put him on the throne he’d turned his keen mind to merciless persecution. As well as all the druids, he’d killed anyone he perceived to be a rival, including three of his own brothers, two sisters, his mother and a slew of uncles, aunts and cousins. Anyone who wasn’t a threat but had some power, he’d bought off with gold, land and slaves. Bruxon and the original plotters, those of them left alive, had been looking for a way to be rid of the young oppressor when Lowa had kindly done it for them. He apologised profusely for the battle, offered food, weapons and gold as reparation, and swore that Dumnonia would join Maidun as a more numerous but junior ally in battles against the Romans, or anyone else for that matter.


He also asked Lowa’s permission to become king of Dumnonia. The tribe’s leadership had always been rigidly hereditary, but Samalur had murdered his relations so thoroughly that Bruxon, a distant cousin of the royal line, had as good a claim to the throne as anyone, as well as the support of the more morally upstanding survivors of Samalur’s rule. He swore that he’d treat his people well and prepare his armies for the Roman invasion.


Lowa was convinced. She considered telling Bruxon to wait for her decision, intending to discuss it with Drustan and Atlas. But some decisions had to be made quickly. It was for decisions like this that tribes had a sole ruler. So she sent Bruxon off, demanding that he and his army return home immediately and that he report back to her in four moons with the promised reparations.




Chapter 5


Nearly a moon after the battle on Sarum Plain, Lowa was walking down from Maidun Castle, bow in one hand, arrow-stuffed quiver bouncing on her back, on her way to win the archery competition. She’d considered the long-distance running race, which she might have won, and the mêlée scramble, in which she might have learnt something while not winning, but in the end she elected to enter the one event in which she’d definitely triumph. Now that she was queen, winner was a more appropriate look than plucky loser.


Lowa had organised a few days of competitions, eating and drinking to mark the victory over the Dumnonians and the beginning of her reign with something that people would remember. More than that, she wanted her newly appointed captains – Atlas Agrippa, Carden Nancarrow, Mal and Nita Fletcher and more – to see others’ abilities and choose their own officers.


Even more than that, perhaps, she wanted a break from the mind-knottingly tiresome and convoluted arse ache of running a realm. Zadar had left her with a thousand problems, not least how to reduce the crippling taxes that he’d claimed from tribes under his boot and free all the slaves he’d collected, while still feeding, housing and arming the army. The obvious answer would have been to disband the army, for a few moons at least, but that wasn’t an option. Even if the druids – including Spring – hadn’t all insisted that the Romans were coming, she still had the Murkans in the north to ward off. If they heard that Maidun was uprooted, they’d be on her like a starving dog on a dropped bucket of offal. But they didn’t matter so much. The Romans were coming and she had to be ready. The Dumnonians’ reparations would begin to plug the hole left by the removal of Zadar’s evil income, but not nearly enough. She should have demanded more.


She could feel the party atmosphere humming from Maidun Camp, even that early in the day. The network of muddy tracks that linked the makeshift sheds and tents of the camp’s ever-growing population (another problem she had to deal with) was even thicker than usual with people running hither and thither with cauldrons, sacks of food, weapons, barrels of booze and all the other equipment essential for a day of games. On the flat land over to the west the football tournament had already started, with teams of ten trying kick an inflated bladder past the other team and into a goal-bucket. She’d never been a fan of football herself, or of any other team game for that matter.


She saw Drustan emerge from the throng and head towards her, across the open land surrounding the castle towards her. She hadn’t seen him since after the battle on Sarum Plain, when she’d sent him away with Carden, Ragnall and a squad to free slaves from the ports and holding camps dotted around Zadar’s territory.


“Lowa, might I have a word?” said the druid.


Surely “Queen Lowa” would have been more appropriate, she thought, but at least he hadn’t shouted “Oi!” at her from a distance, like Spring had the day before.


“The slaves?” she said, without breaking stride.


“Most of them are home or on the way there,” Drustan said, following. He had to half jog to keep up with her. “A few are too injured or sick to move, so I left those in situ, as well as a few to look after them. But that’s not why I need to talk to you. Please can you stop walking? I do not want others to hear this.”


Lowa stopped. They were on the track down from Maidun Castle, perhaps thirty paces from the edge of the Camp and the crowds, near where Lowa had crawled for hours, climbed into the castle and been caught by Drustan, on her way to assassinate Zadar. Funny, she thought, how time could move on so dramatically while geography stayed the same.


There were a few flapping ears on the road, so Lowa walked off it and leant on the rough wooden fence of a corral. A few horses sauntered over, with muzzles raised in “how about plucking some of that better grass on your side of the fence for me?” enquiry. She ignored them.


“I heard about your agreement with Bruxon and the Dumnonians,” said Drustan, leaning on the fence next to her.


“Oh yes?” she asked, pushing away the nose of a persistent horse.


The druid paused for an almost awkwardly long time, then said: “You made a mistake.”


“Oh?” said Lowa. “And what would you have done? Executed all the able-bodied Dumnonians so that their crops rotted in the fields and the young and elderly starved? Or taxed them into weakness and starvation? We’ll need the Dumnonians, fighting well and willingly on our side.”


“We will, which is why we need to know what they are doing, and why leverage over them would have been useful. You should have appointed their king, or at least forced a few advisors on Bruxon. You should have also demanded child hostages from him and their most influential families. Instead, a few days’ ride away, is a man we do not know commanding an army much larger than ours. You had an opportunity to have control over that army and you threw it away.”


“I trust Bruxon.” Lowa realised how lame it sounded as she said it.


“Because he looks trustworthy?” Drustan’s blue eyes sparkled at her from his tanned, wrinkly face, wreathed in curly white hair. Her solo decision to be lenient towards the Dumnonians had made good sense at the time, but shortly afterwards she’d asked herself the questions that Drustan was asking now. 


“Decisions made quickly and alone are wrong more often that those made with long thought and good advice,” said Drustan. “I understand why you acted alone, but there are ways of consulting those close to you, while still having onlookers think that all commands come directly from you, formulated solely by you.”


“Yes,” said Lowa. “None of the great kings and queens that the bards tell us about are nearly as renowned as the committees that advised their every move.”


“Every one of those kings and queens had advisors, Lowa. When Cran Madoc holed Grang Bilton’s boats before the attack to retake Caer Madoc, do you think that was his idea?”


“Yes.”


“It was not. The plan was constructed by a group of people, as are all the best plans – like your battle with the Dumnonians. You listened to your advisors, Ragnall particularly, with impressive humility before the battle on Sarum Plain, showed great sense in choosing the most feasible plan, and won a marvellous victory. The bards will tell of it for the rest of time, but history ignores inconvenient and boring details, so the story of the council before the battle will die with people who were there. It will suit history much better to say that you were the great warrior queen and the plan was yours. Ragnall will not get a mention.” Drustan reached down to pluck some grass, which he fed to a grateful horse. “But I stray from my point, which is that the indulgence you showed to Dumnonia may yet sink Maidun. Hopefully not.”


Lowa knew he was right. The stupidity of her impulsive clemency made her feel a little sick with shame. The druid took her sleeve and looked her in the eye. “All I ask is, please, next time, think long, and talk to people before you make major decisions.”


Drustan walked away, leaving Lowa leaning on the fence. Was he meant to request permission to leave her presence, she wondered? She didn’t want to be a dick about it, but it was important that she had respect, and part of that came from how people saw other people interacting with her. Should she get petitioners and supplicants to kneel when they spoke to her? Probably not, but some show of fealty was surely apt? Most people, she realised, did treat her with a hefty dose of deference. When she’d had Mal and Nita Fletcher brought before her to thank them for their roles in the rebellion and give them positions of command, they’d pretty much crawled with abasement.


The difference, she realised, was that they hadn’t known her well before she was queen. Perhaps her reign would be more successful if she got rid of all those who she’d been close to in her pre-regal days – Atlas, Carden and others. Of course she wasn’t going to kill them, but there were other ways of getting people out of the way.


Thinking of people she knew well, if Drustan was back from sorting out the slaves, it meant that Ragnall was back, too. She didn’t want to see him. She’d enjoyed some times with him, liked him quite a bit, and was grateful for his plan for the battle of Sarum, but his seemingly unconditional affection bugged the crap out of her. What had once been puppyishly appealing now made her want to punch him in the face.


“Hurray! Hurray! Hurray! Whoooo-oop!” Spring jumped up and down along with the rest of the crowd in the arena, apart from Drustan, sitting next to her, who clapped politely. They’d all known Lowa – Queen Lowa – was going to win the archery, but still that had been an amazing shot. Amazing. Although she couldn’t help but feel sorry for the squirrels.


“Is there a squirrel Otherworld?” she asked, sitting back down next to Drustan.


“What do you think?”


“That answering a question with a question is a cop out, and that there probably is an Otherworld for squirrels. Their souls have to go somewhere when they die. Perhaps they share ours? They’re not going to like it much when Lowa gets there.”


“You’re certain that the Otherworld exists?”


Spring looked at kind, clever old Drustan, then down at the ring. Since the slaves that used to do such things had all been freed, members of Lowa’s cavalry – whom everyone was calling the Two Hundred because it sounded like an improvement on Zadar’s Fifty – were clearing arrows and rodent corpses ready for the wrestling. Spring was looking forward to the wrestling most of all. Dug was going to fight. He hadn’t intended to, but the prize for first place had convinced him. It was enough gold, he’d said, to get his seaside farm started somewhere miles away up north. Spring had told him she’d use her magic to make him win, and then it could be their farm and she could come and live with him. He’d said no, she mustn’t use magic to help him, and she couldn’t come north with him because everyone needed her here. She’d come up with the brilliant idea of him getting his seaside farm in the south, then she could live with him and be near Maidun if they needed her. And the weather was better, and the people nicer. Dug has said that farms cost much more gold in the south, but he hadn’t said no, and he’d definitely looked as if he was considering it. He’d still forbidden her to use her magic, though, and had said quite emphatically that she couldn’t be more wrong about people being nicer in the south.


It was a good thing he didn’t want her magic, because she didn’t think she’d be able to give it to him. She wasn’t as certain as she’d been before the battle on Sarum Plain, but she was pretty sure the magic wasn’t with her today. She’d felt that it might have been the day before, when she’d gone boar hunting with Dug, but she’d had nothing to do with it. Funny how it worked.


“Drustan,” she said, pulling on his woollen poncho, “what did I do that time in the arena to Dug and Lowa? How did I do it? How does magic work?”


Drustan paused, looked like he was about to speak, then paused again. Spring sighed and looked around. Most of the other spectators were taking advantage of the gap in proceedings to nip out of the arena. The tramp of their feet beat a cheerful rhythm, overlaid by the music of laughter and good-natured shouting. The air was sweet with the smell of cider and roasting meats. Zadar was dead, the Dumnonians were defeated and the sun was shining. These were happy times.


Still no answer from Drustan, though. Spring was about to poke him to check he was alive when he said: “I don’t know.” Then he was quiet again.


Spring shook her head a little, not so much that he would see. She’d hoped for a better answer than that. Especially when it took so long in coming. She looked down at the arena. The first two wrestlers were walking on. Neither of them was Dug. Both of them were bigger, younger and fitter looking than him. Dug, she was sure, could have beaten both of them at the same time.


“What I think I know,” Drustan continued eventually, “is that magic comes from the gods.”


“Which gods? Where are the gods? How many are there? How did I get magic from them?”


Drustan looked at his hands and Spring’s head bobbled with impatience. It seemed to her that she and the druid moved through time at different rates. She reckoned she could fit in ten years’ worth of doing stuff before he’d even begun to think about lunch.


“Many lifetimes have been spent pondering those questions,” Drustan said finally and slowly, “and many more will be. Fruitlessly, in my opinion. I’ll tell you what I think about the answers, then I will tell you what I know about your magic.”


“Okay!” said Spring. She had time. While Drustan had been talking, Spring had also been listening to a woman in the arena shouting out the rules of the wrestling, and announcing that Dug Sealskinner would be given a bye to the third round, since he’d fought so well in that very arena just recently against Tadman Dantadman. Atlas Agrippa the Kushite had also been given a bye, since he’d won the last wrestling competition. Well, Dug hadn’t been in the last wrestling competition and Atlas wasn’t going to win this one, thought Spring.


“So, where are the gods?” said Drustan. “Perhaps they are all around us, in the air. Perhaps they are the air, the water and the earth. Perhaps they are fire. Most likely, I think, is that they are on a different world, watching us. I suspect that world is separated from ours by something other than geography. The world of the gods is perhaps like the world we see in the reflection on a lake. It is there, but we cannot go there, nor imagine how we might. Our physical essence simply does not work there. Their world is close to ours, however and perhaps, to bring the analogy back on itself, it mirrors ours.”


Spring nodded as the crowd clapped politely, and wondered why adults so often took such a long time saying: “I don’t know.”


In the arena the first fight had been won by one man throwing another out of a circle twice. That was the game. Get the other one out of the ring, best of three wins. The first fight had been a two-nil, one-sided affair, hence the crowd’s less than wild celebration of the result – all apart from one knot of ecstatic cheerers whom Spring took to be the victor’s friends and family.


“How many gods are there?” Drustan continued. “A lot. There is so much utter evil and so much absolute good in the world, and so much in between, that it must be the work of many gods, as differing in personality as we are. If there were only one god, as some will have you believe, then that god must be raving mad.”


“OK,” said Spring. This next fight looked like a good one. It was Chamanca the Iberian against a large but worried-looking man.


Drustan seemed to realise that he wouldn’t have Spring’s attention, and paused while the Iberian used her attacker’s momentum to send him flying out of the ring twice. He hobbled off, clutching his whacked balls to much laughter and cheering from the crowd.


“Now, what do I know about how you use your magic?” Finally, the bit she wanted to hear. “It is not like a spigot in a beer barrel, which you can turn on and off at will.”


“Yes.” Spring hoped he was going to tell her what it was, not just what it wasn’t.


“It is connected to the gods.”


“Uh-huh” That was a bit better, but hardly a surprise.


“It is linked to love and death.”


“What?” He’d only gone and told her something she didn’t already know! Why hadn’t he started with this bit?


“There are two types of magic, it seems, both of which are stronger in you than in anyone I have heard about since ancient days.”


“How are they linked to love and death?”


“Patience, Spring. I call the two types passive and active. Passive is thoughts and abilities that come to you. So, for example, you are unusually good with a sling. It seems to me that that is a passive magical ability. Chamanca’s speed when she fights is another example as is, possibly, Lowa’s prowess with a bow.”


“I’m not that good with a sling. I’m not much better than Ragnall.”


“He is much older, he is trained and he was the best with a sling on the Island of Angels. You are ten years younger, have perhaps a tenth of his strength and you haven’t been trained by the Island of Angels’ best. You should not be nearly as good as him, let alone better.”


“Hmmm. That’s an ability. What about the thoughts?”


“Have you ever simply known that someone you love is in trouble?”


“Yes, and something told me what to do. A voice in my head, but not like a voice. More like a feeling. But it didn’t grow like a feeling, it was just suddenly there.”


“That’s it.” Drustan nodded. Around them the crowd clapped as more fighters began or finished. Spring didn’t know, she’d stopped watching.


“Tell me,” the druid continued, “are the Romans coming?”


“Yes.”


“Will they conquer Britain?”


“Yes.”


“Definitely?” The old man seemed disappointed.


“No. Almost definitely. You know those days when it gets dark, cold and windy suddenly and then it rains?”


“Yes.”


“But sometimes, almost never, but sometimes it gets dark and cold and everything, but it doesn’t rain?”


“Indeed.”


“It’s like that. I’m not certain they’re going to conquer us, but it looks a lot like they will. Now tell me about the active magic!”


“Active magic,” said Drustan, “is where you are unlike anyone else I’ve met or even heard about, not just now but through all history.”


“Yes?”


“I said it was connected to love and death. Nobody understands why, but if you kill something, you can perform stronger … let us call them spells. So when Lowa fought the chariot, I gave her strength by killing a rat. At least I thought I did at the time. I realised soon afterwards that it had been mostly you.”


“It was. But I didn’t kill anything?”


“No. That is what makes you different. Felix, you see, is a more powerful druid than me, and I think he has a better understanding of magic. He seems more willing to … experiment with its darker properties. He converted Elliax into a strong power source by making him consume his wife. I don’t think that Felix been planning to sacrifice Elliax, or Anwen for that matter, to kill Lowa. I imagine that he created those magic sources for a wider purpose. However, confronted by your magic, he had to use them. And yet your magic still triumphed. What is both terrifying and exciting to consider is how powerful your magic might be if you mixed it with sacrifice.”


“I’m not going to do that. I’m never even going to kill a fly for magic.”


“I hope that you never have to. Especially because the more you love your sacrificial victim, the more powerful the magic.”


“But you used a rat!”


“I liked that rat. I caught it on Mearhold and had been looking after it since. It saddened me to kill it. I suspect that a human sacrifice would produce stronger results, but I decided a long time ago that I will never sacrifice a human, no matter what is at stake.”


“I see. I won’t either. And no animals, too. So why didn’t Felix kill someone he loved?”


“Nobody likes killing people they love. And perhaps he loves only himself, so that would not have been practical. I do not know.”


“Oh yes. I see. And when Lowa wanted me to use my magic against the Dumnonians, why couldn’t I?”


“I do not know that either. Magic is complicated and contradictory, like everything else in life. Things are only simple, Spring, in bards’ tales. Possibly you’d exhausted your quota, possibly the god or gods that you draw on were busy elsewhere that day. But, look, your fellow Dug is in the fighting ring. He seems to be upset about something.”


Dug nodded hello to Atlas. The Kushite was built like a particularly heavyset ox, but that wasn’t why Dug had had to complain to the referee.


“You’ve made a mistake,” he said, “I shouldn’t be fighting him yet.”


“I’m not surprised you’re scared. You can back out if you like. We’ll just call it a lose.” The referee was a short, proud-chested man perhaps five years younger than Dug and ten years older than Atlas.


“I’m not scared.” The prospect of fighting Atlas didn’t exactly fill him with joy in fact, but that wasn’t the point. “But I shouldn’t meet Atlas until the final. I’m telling you this for the sake of the crowd, not me.”


“As I said, you can back out. Otherwise, I’d like to get the fight started.” The referee walked to the edge of the circle.


Great big badger’s bollocks, thought Dug. It would have been easier to explain the point to a sheep. “Atlas, don’t you agree? We were both given a bye so it’s crazy that we should fight each other before we fight anyone else? For the sake of the crowd?”


A crooked but bright white smile cracked Atlas’ purple-black face. He’d probably, thought Dug, been a handsome man before Lowa had rammed a venison bone through his face. “It doesn’t make any difference to me,” he said in his booming voice, rolling his colossal shoulders.


“Right, so if you don’t mind?” said the referee, smirking happily at Dug.


“All right, all right. It’s the wrong way to do it, but it’s your competition. If you want to do things wrong it’s your lookout.”


Dug walked into the circle, still muttering to himself.


There were two ways, Dug reckoned, to fight someone bigger and stronger than you were. First was to use their weight against them, which meant being quicker or more skilled, or, optimally, both. Second was to go absolutely badger-shit crazy and overwhelm them with a furious onslaught. Problem with the latter is that people tended to get hurt, and most often it was the person going badger-shit. So Dug pretended to lunge at Atlas a few times, then stepped back towards the edge of the circle, as if inviting Atlas to have a go at shoving him out.


Atlas came fast, but Dug was faster. He stepped to the side, stuck his leg out and reached for Atlas’ leather jerkin.


Two heartbeats later Dug was in the air, upside-down, being carried out of the ring. As he thought about grabbing Atlas’ legs, the African dropped him, and he had to put his hands out to avoid landing on his head.


Dug lay face down on the dirt listening to the crowd’s laughter.


So, plan two. Dug leapt up, roared and flew at the African, fists windmilling. Atlas stepped aside and put a foot out. Dug tripped, spun to try and slow his momentum, got tangled up in his own feet and fell backwards. He thumped down on his arse, painfully, just outside the circle.


This time the laughter was much louder.


Badgerfucktwats, thought Dug as he walked out of the arena, cheeks throbbing with embarrassment, trying not to limp on his sore knee. He heard one person cheering. It was Spring, waving and whooping. That made him a wee bit happier. He waved back.


As he headed for the ring’s exit, the one he’d charged through the other day to rescue Lowa, movement caught his eye. Someone had closed the door of one of the cells built into the ring wall from inside, someone who looked a lot like Lowa. He was still avoiding her. He’d been keeping busy on purpose, because every time his mind wasn’t occupied it came back to her, to her face, her smell, her voice … and that boy Ragnall’s white arse pumping up and down on her while she moaned with pleasure.


However, without thinking, he walked over to the cell door and opened it. He’d been seeing Lowa everywhere where she wasn’t recently, so he didn’t expect to find her in there.


“Hello,” said Lowa. She was sitting on the cell’s rude bed, her unstrung bow propped next to her. The light from the opened door made her white blonde hair shine. She smiled, a little sadly.


“Hello,” said Dug, leaning on the door. “Well done in the archery.”


“Thanks. I saw your fight. Tricky one, that Atlas.”


“Aye. Big bugger got me twice in a row. If they made it best out of five … he’d have had me three times in a row. There’s always a bigger fish. Although maybe not a better archer.”


“I’m sure there will be soon. Spring’s started learning, and with the way the gods love her…” Lowa looked at her feet.


Dug looked at her feet too. Very nice feet they were, even cased in leather. The silence was heavy for a couple of heartbeats, then both started talking at the same time.


“Dug, I wanted…” said Lowa


“What are you doing…” said Dug


“In here?” asked Lowa, as if relieved not to have to say whatever it was she’d been about to say. “This is where I was held when Zadar had me fighting in the arena. I was just sitting here thinking how much things have changed and wondering what to do next.”


“Aye, Lowa the fighting slave to Lowa the queen.” Dug liked using her name. It made the encounter more real, which was good, because he couldn’t really believe he was there, talking to her. It was such a precious moment, so important, that even as it was happening he felt it was already over and he was remembering it.


“I never thanked you properly, Dug, for saving me from Tadman.”


“I just beat up a big bastard. It was Spring really. Her powers. I could have done with them today. I wanted that prize money to get a wee farm.”


“You don’t need the prize money,” said Lowa. “I’d thought I’d see you, but I didn’t, then I was going to send somebody to tell you and I didn’t get round to it. Sorry. The point is that all Tadman’s wealth is yours now because you killed him in battle. He had no family, no friends even, so his fortune is indisputably yours. It was a large one, gained in the same way you gained it from him. It’s more than enough to set up the largest farm you could dream of.”


“Oh. That’s good.”


“Yes, it is … Where will you…?”


“I was thinking way up north, where I lived when I was young.”


“Ah.”


“But Spring has this idea that I could get somewhere in the south, not too far from here. That way she could live with me some of the time, and spend the rest of it training with your army. I’m not…”


“Definitely south, near here,” interrupted Lowa.


“Why?” said Dug, stifling the urge to run over to the bed and kiss her. It may have been his imagination, but her pale skin seemed to flush a gentle pink. She paused, then said: “It will be good for Spring to have you around. And it’s warmer and lighter in the south. Better for crops and animals, too. And it’ll be more peaceful, I hope.”


“And will you visit?” Dug dared. He felt as if he might faint.


Lowa looked up. Her eyes shone. A sad smile grew on her yew-berry-red lips.


“Dug, I’d—”


Dug felt a large presence next to him at the door. “Lowa, sorry to butt in, but you’re needed.” It was Atlas. “Big fight in the stands between the charioteers and some freed slaves. They’ll stop when they see you, but if you don’t hurry people will be killed.”


Lowa’s smiled hardened. “All right, I’m coming. Dug, see Drustan – he knows all about Tadman’s belongings and where you can pick them up. Oh – and you’ll need a couple of strong leather leashes. Actually bear poles will be better.”


“What?”


“I’ll catch up with you later!”


She rushed past and Dug was left standing in the doorway, alone. He walked in and sat on the bed for a while. The room still smelt of her. Just when things had been looking good, she’d dodged out. Yes, she’d had to go, but she’d seemed relieved at the interruption. If he did stay in the south, it would be for Spring’s sake. He had to forget about Lowa.



Chapter 6

Lowa sat by Zadar’s expansive hearth, her hearth now, sharpening and polishing arrowheads. She’d cleaned out some of the less tasteful decorations from the ruler’s oversized hut – the pots containing the heads of defeated enemy rulers steeped in cedar oil had gone, for example – but rows of excellently crafted shelves were still packed with bronze torcs, silver crowns, gold bracelets and other purloined treasures. She supposed she should find their rightful owners, or at least their rightful owners’ heirs, and return them. There was so much to do. For now, though, she’d focus on polishing her beautiful arrowheads.
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