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Prologue


WIHAZ FOREST, GERMANIA, AD 7


THREE HORSEMEN ARMED with swords, spears and shields made their way slowly along the shore of the pitch-black swamp. The sun had begun to set, its light silhouetting the dense forest that lay beyond the swamp, thick with colossal oaks and fir trees as black in the twilight as the brackish water and the far-off mountain peaks. Two of the men were escorting the third, a warrior prince no longer in his prime; strands of white hair mixed with his long blond locks.


He was wearing his best armour and his long sword hung from a silver baldric. As the sky darkened in the west, the prince urged his horse on, suddenly eager to quicken his pace. The autumn rains had swollen the swamp, causing it to spill out onto the lowlands all around it, and it was taking far longer than he had expected. He would arrive at his destination neither by day nor by night, but with the false, deceptive light of the gloaming, when reality blended into dream or nightmare, when the forest filled with ghosts.


A rock at the side of the road bore signs of ancient runes, once carved deep but faded with time so they could no longer be deciphered. Nonetheless, they told the prince that he was on the right path.


‘How far do we have to go, my lord?’ asked one of the two young warriors, the best of all his guard.


‘Not much further,’ he replied. ‘When the shadow of that mountain peak reaches the edge of the swamp, we’ll be there.’


The two youths fell silent. They clutched their swords tighter and their eyes strained to miss no movement in the half-light, every sense as taut as a bowstring. The prince began to ascend the slope of a small hill. He was the first to reach its top and he waited for his warriors to join him, one on each side. He pointed at a spot in the direction of the setting sun and said, ‘It’s there, that cave belongs to the Germanic oracle.’ The long deep whistle of an owl sounded from the boughs of an oak tree.


The two warriors shivered but their hearts did not falter. ‘Let us go first. We’ve sworn to keep you safe.’


‘No. It is I who must do battle with the virago within the cave. She is huge and horrible to see. It is said that she never misses.’ It wasn’t clear whether he meant with the deftness of her blows or the truth revealed in her utterances. ‘To hear her words, one must first contend with her. Many men have died trying.’ The prince drew his sword, dug his heels into his horse’s flanks and began to descend the slope alone.


All at once a creature, a feral beast, came out of the mouth of the cave, so enormous that she looked like a bear. She threw a great bundle of sticks onto a fire that had been smouldering just outside the entrance, giving rise to a flurry of sparks.


The fire reflected in the faces and the eyes of the two young warriors as they sought their next move. They wanted to gallop straight at the awful hag but they dared not disobey the command of their lord. He couldn’t have been clearer: only if he fell were they allowed to come to his aid. They were not to attack unless his life was at risk. But they did draw closer, so they could see and hear whatever was about to ensue.


When the giantess realized that a warrior with his unsheathed sword stood before her, and that two more warriors were close behind him, she let out a roar that dwindled slowly to a hoarse rasp. The two warriors were stunned to hear her voice begin to take on a human tone.


‘Hermundur,’ said one to the other. ‘She just said, “Who are you?” ’


‘You don’t recognize me?’ said the prince, looking straight into the virago’s eyes. Her face contorted and the raw animal hides that only half covered her let off a disgusting stench. She gave out another roar and lifted her axe as she croaked, again in Hermundur, ‘What do you want?’


‘Give me your prophecy,’ replied the silver-baldricked horseman as he swung his blade. Axe and sword met with a loud crash and one of the two young warriors lunged forward but his companion stopped him.


‘We promised. He has to fight her alone.’


The blows came fast and strong, blades clashing with violence. As the fighting grew harsher, the prince could hear that the frightening hag was beginning to groan. Certainly no one had come to challenge her for a very long time. The strength she had once been able to depend on was failing her, but her sheer size made her indomitable still. She lurched at her querent with a burning stick from the fire in one hand and her axe still in the other. He dodged her blows, twisted around and rammed at her with all his might. She was thrown off balance, threw up her hands and sank to the ground on her knees. He pushed the tip of his sword into the small of her throat. ‘The revelation,’ he hissed.


The virago resisted defeat. She shook her head and her shaggy tangled hair covered her face.


‘Don’t you know me? Pronounce the prophecy for me now!’


The Germanic oracle finally spoke and the two young warriors sheathed their blades.


They could hear the voice of the ogress but they couldn’t understand a word. They saw the tears of their lord and heard a wailing first and then a long agonized shriek that echoed from the mountainsides. The silver-baldricked prince took his sword then and plunged it deep into the throat that had spoken and the virago collapsed face down on the fire she herself had lit. She burned under the horrified eyes of the two warriors.


When the prince turned towards them his eyes were full of darkness.




PART ONE


FOREST OF THE CHERUSCI, GERMANIA, 3 BC




1


TWO BOYS, running through the forest.


Sparkles shot through their hair as they slipped in and out of shadow and met the sun, flashing gold. They flew, light as the wind that touched the fronds of the trees, light as the scent of resin that wafted among the giant firs. They never hesitated, never slowed as obstacles appeared, not even for any of the giant forest creatures who might suddenly emerge. Pure joy in their every movement.


Wulf and Armin their names, noble their stock.


The boys reached the top of the Hill of Echoes just as the sun was flooding the great clearing.


Armin stopped. ‘Listen!’


Wulf stopped as well. ‘What?’


‘The hammer. It’s the hammer of Thor.’


Wulf listened hard. Deep bursts of thunder, accompanied by pounding water and the endless echo of the same.


‘Are you trying to scare me?’


‘No, not yet.’


‘Where’s it coming from?’


‘From the right. Behind the oak wood.’


‘Shall we go?’


‘Yeah, but careful, though. It’s not really Thor’s hammer.’


‘What is it, then?’


‘I told you . . . I’m going to show you the road that never ends.’


Armin motioned for his brother to follow as he began to move forward, cautiously, among the oak saplings and ash trees. Armin wasn’t hard to follow. Taller than any boy his age, his red and silver tunic could be seen from afar, like the bronze reflections in his hair.


Armin finally stopped. Wulf drew up alongside him and what he saw left him dumbstruck. A road paved with polished stones, almost thirty feet wide, perfect in every way, dry and straight, constant in its dimensions and complete in its structure. It was as beautiful as if the gods themselves had built it. Wulf followed it with his eyes until he saw it disappear behind the oak wood.


‘You said the road that never ends.’


‘I did. Follow me.’


They scrambled down the slope of the Hill of Echoes and there was the road again, straight and flawless.


‘See?’ said Armin.


The road stretched on and on to the edge of the Great Swamp, which reflected the disc of the sun like a mirror, but it did not end at that enormous expanse of water. It skimmed the swamp’s still, liquid surface, continuing on straight to the middle, where it stopped at a distance of at least three miles from the shore.


‘How can that be . . .’ whispered Wulf.


‘Look, down there, by that little island,’ replied Armin. ‘See those wooden towers? Each one of them is manned from the inside by at least fifty soldiers. They activate a mechanism that raises a two-hundred-pound mallet thirty feet in the air. It’s let loose on a stake that’s been planted into the soil bed underwater, driving it further and further down. Look closely. You’ll see a double row of those stakes emerging just slightly over the surface of the water, see? Beams are pounded into the stakes, and then oaken planks are placed over the beams. Sand is spread over the boards and then stones to cover. Every piece of wood, from the stake to the beam to the plank to the pegs securing them, is cooked first. They use a mixture of oil and pitch so that the wood can last centuries under water. A road that never stops, no matter what obstacle it finds on its way. A forest, a lake, a swamp, even a mountain.’


A Roman road!


‘How do you know all these things?’ asked Wulf.


‘I just do, that’s all.’ Armin cut him short. ‘We have to go back home now. Father will have our hides for disobeying.’


‘We’ll never get back home before sunset,’ said Wulf.


‘I’m not so sure. We’re good runners and there’s plenty of reason to be home in time.’


‘Wait,’ said Wulf. ‘Hear that?’


Armin stopped in his tracks, then scowled, peering hard in the direction the rhythmic sound was coming from.


‘It’s a Roman legion. On the march. Down, get down!’


Wulf dropped to his stomach. ‘What are they doing here?’


‘Shhh! Don’t make any noise and do as I do.’


Armin covered himself with leaves, making himself invisible in the underbrush and Wulf, obedient, did the same. The cadenced beat of nailed boots drew closer until it was next to the two brothers. Under the leaves, Armin felt for Wulf’s trembling hand and squeezed it hard. The trembling stopped and the pounding began to fade until it disappeared into the distance.


Armin lifted his head, but the sight of two Roman nailed boots at an arm’s length from his face made him jump with shock.


‘Well, look who I’ve found!’ exclaimed a hoarse voice in Latin. A switch flicked through the dry leaves.


Armin jumped to his feet, shouting, ‘Go, run!’ The two boys took off in headlong flight without a second look. They alone knew every corner of the forest, every nook and cranny, every light and every shadow, and would reach a safe haven in no time.


Centurion Marcus Caelius Taurus did not go to the bother of shouting or cursing. He simply made a gesture with his hand and five horsemen – three Romans and two Germanics – set off at a gallop, managing to swiftly block the boys’ flight and cut off any route of escape. All five slipped to the ground at once and surrounded the two brothers who stood tall, back to back, and pulled out the daggers they wore at their belts, pommels pressed to their chests.


‘Those two,’ hissed Wulf, nodding towards the Germanic soldiers. ‘They’re like us. Why are they trying to get us?’


The two brothers wheeled slowly, facing towards their enemies. ‘Traitors,’ Armin replied. ‘They’ve sold themselves to the Romans and fight by their side.’


Their attackers pounced from every direction but the two boys defended themselves ferociously: they struck out with their blades, kicked, punched, bit. Five robust men struggled to best the two barely adolescent boys. In the end they pinned them to the ground, tied their arms behind their backs and dragged them off on two ropes tied to the horses.


The patrol chief approached the centurion. ‘They’re like wild animals, those two. It took all five of us to overpower them.’


‘Do you know who they are?’ asked the centurion.


One of the Germanic soldiers nodded. ‘They’re the sons of Sigmer, the chief of the Cherusci.’


‘Are you sure?’


‘Without a doubt.’


‘Fine catch. You’ll be rewarded. Don’t let them escape or it’s me you’ll have to answer to. At least until tomorrow.’


Armin and Wulf were put inside a tent surrounded by armed guards. Two mattresses had been rolled out onto the ground. A slave brought them roasted meat with bread, a jug of beer and two glasses, as well as an oil lamp to light after dark.


‘They’re treating us well,’ said Wulf.


‘That’s a bad sign,’ replied Armin. ‘It means they know who we are.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘They can’t treat all their prisoners this way. If they’re being nice to us, it means they’re going to try to get something from our father.’


‘What could they want from him?’


‘Rome wants one thing: submission. They call it alliance but both sides know that’s not what it is. Allies know they can never trust one another, and so the stronger one – Rome, that is – demands some kind of guarantee.’


‘What guarantee?’


‘We’re it. You and me. Hostages.’


‘Our tribal chieftains do the same.’


‘They do. But it’s completely different. An exchange of hostages doesn’t imply submission; it ensures peace between the two tribes. Now naturally, the Romans won’t use the word “hostages”; they’ll talk about education, training for military command, studying, learning Latin and maybe even Greek. In truth, though, hostages are what we will be. May be.’


Wulf dropped his head and for a while there was total silence in their little tent. The wind outside carried the voices of the sentries as the new shift came on duty.


‘Help us, powerful gods,’ he whispered.


SIGMER, SUPREME CHIEF of the Cherusci, had spent a sleepless night. When his boys hadn’t come home by sunset he sent squads of scouts riding out on horseback, carrying torches to comb every path of plain, hill and swamp, without finding any sign of them. The search continued the next day, fresh squads replacing those who returned exhausted. Finally, one of the men arrived at Sigmer’s house at a gallop. He sprang to the ground and was brought immediately into the chieftain’s presence.


‘It was the Romans,’ he said in a single breath.


Sigmer did not rage or curse. ‘How do you know?’ he asked.


‘One of their auxiliaries, he told me himself. He was born in my village. It was the boys’ curiosity that got the better of them. They made their way to the road that crosses the swamp and were surprised by a Roman cavalry patrol that was reconnoitring the service roads where supplies are brought in for the roadworks. They were unlucky. It was the old fox Centurion Marcus Caelius Taurus of the Eighteenth Legion Augusta who found them.


‘I know for certain they’re being treated well, but they’re guarded day and night; it’s impossible to get close. A raid would be a mistake for now, too dangerous for the boys. It seems, however, that Centurion Taurus will ask you to receive him so he can relay a message from Terentius Niger, the legion’s legate.’


‘Yes,’ replied Sigmer. ‘I’m prepared to do anything but I want proof first that my sons are alive.’


‘You will get it,’ assured the scout. ‘And very soon. But now you should get some rest.’


Rest . . . how could he do that? His boys, the light of his eyes, were in Roman hands and no one could say what destiny might await them. Would they be taken away? One of them? Both? Would Rome accept a ransom? But what could he offer? Flocks and herds? Horses? Sigmer felt impotent, shattered. The Cherusci were the most powerful of all the Germanic tribes and the most numerous but they could never challenge the Empire of Rome. It was said that it extended from one end of the world to the other, from the southern sea to the ocean . . .


He’d challenged the Empire, once. He’d tried to kill one of their commanders, young Drusus, who at the age of twenty-four had been conducting a fleet of one hundred battleships down the Rhine. Sigmer remembered the canal that Rome had dug to make that possible, eighty leagues long, stretching from the bend in the Rhine to the northern lagoon. Rome reigned over seventy million people and there was nothing it could not do: Romans brought land where there was water and water where there was land. Now Rome had his sons.


CENTURION TAURUS ARRIVED two days later, escorted by a squad of cavalrymen and a Germanic interpreter. He asked to be admitted to the presence of the sovereign of the Cherusci. Sigmer received him seated on a wooden throne adorned with gold, surrounded by his most imposing warriors wearing their finest armour. All of them wore their hair loose to the shoulder, blond as gold. Sigmer’s younger brother Ingmar was also present.


‘What is the reason for your coming?’ asked the sovereign.


‘I must arrange for a meeting between you and the legate of our legion, Terentius Niger. It will take place on neutral ground, at the clearing of the four oaks. Each of you will be escorted by a maximum of thirty men. You and the legate will be unarmed.’


‘Will my sons be present?’


‘Certainly. You must understand that they are being treated with all of the respect due their rank. What shall I tell the legate?’


‘That I accept,’ replied Sigmer in a low voice.


Taurus mounted his horse and rode off with his escort.


Sigmer lowered his head with a sigh.


THE ENCOUNTER TOOK place as arranged two days later at mid-afternoon, at the clearing which took its name from four colossal trees that were probably centuries old. Sigmer was shaken at the sight of the hemp ropes binding the wrists of his two young sons to prevent their escape. The interpreter was ready, on his feet.


‘Is this how you treat my sons?’ Sigmer exclaimed. Ingmar laid a hand on his brother’s shoulder in warning.


The legate advanced to the centre of the clearing, on his horse, and Sigmer did the same.


The legate replied, ‘I’m sincerely sorry, but your princes mean too much to us. We cannot afford to untie them, under these circumstances.’


‘I am willing to pay any price to have them back,’ said Sigmer. ‘I will give you everything I own.’


‘I understand you, noble Sigmer. I would do the same in your place but I have no authority to negotiate a ransom. Caesar is very interested in meeting these young men and he wants them to experience Rome in all its greatness. He wants to meet them in person, you see. Rome needs a new generation of soldiers who will learn our ways and who can defend our world, and a new generation of commanders and also magistrates who can govern Roman Germania, when the moment arises.


‘They will be returned to you at some point, and you will be proud of them. You will see what a great advantage it is for you to respect the terms of our alliance. Your sons will not be hostages, but guests. You can believe me, Sigmer.’


Not much remained to be said. It was clearly evident that, even if this man called Caesar had his plans for Wulf and Armin, the boys were hostages and if their father challenged the terms of his alliance with Rome in any way they would suffer the consequences. Sigmer had no alternative but to accept the conditions and renew his promise of loyalty.


The meeting was over.


‘May I say goodbye to them?’ Sigmer asked the legate of the Eighteenth Augusta.


Terentius Niger nodded. ‘Certainly.’


Sigmer walked slowly towards his boys, who waited without moving, without displaying any emotion. His own face did not show any signs of turmoil, although his blue gaze went dark like a stormy sky.


He stood in front of his sons, so close he could touch them. A shock seemed to run through his soul. Then he suddenly lifted his hand and slapped them violently, one after another. It was like slapping two trees. Neither one moved, nor changed expression, nor reacted in any way.


‘Now you know why, when I give you an order, you must obey.’


The boys’ heads dropped before him. Sigmer touched the head of Armin, and then Wulf. ‘Farewell, my sons,’ he said. ‘Never forget who you are and who your father is.’


He stood still, never taking his eyes off them, until they disappeared over the hill.


Only in the deep of night, in the most complete solitude, did he weep.
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SIGMER AND INGMAR turned north without ever looking back, without ever calling the boys by name. They were lost. Gone.


They advanced in silence, the only sound coming from their horses’ snorting. They had nothing to say; there was no course of action to be discussed. They knew what they needed to know. Back at home they would take up their work, face their difficulties, nurse their troubles and their hidden wounds.


The few times their eyes met they were inexpressive and cold. There were no messages, nor feelings, to communicate. Their forebears and now their people were accustomed to dealing with death and with life’s hardships, used to revealing nothing of what they felt inside. No laughter or tears. Because, every day and every night, they knew they had to survive the cold and the heat, the insects and wild animals, the pounding rains, the mud, the damp, the snow and the chill that sank into their bones.


Sigmer did not relish the power he wielded. It was more of a burden to him, sometimes a curse. Women had filled up his life for a long time, but that changed when he married Siglinde, daughter of a Sicambri chieftain. With light blonde hair, and eyes the colour of the sky, Siglinde was like a forest spirit, delicate and ethereal. She was also very sensitive and did not always succeed well at hiding her most secret emotions.


He loved her, in his own way, as one could love a bride in a marriage arranged for reasons of state. But she had given him two sons and now he was returning home with neither. Siglinde surely knew that children belong to their mothers only as long as they are small and helpless, like puppies. When they reach the threshold of adolescence and learn to reason and to speak for themselves, they are passed on to the father. It is he who decides their destiny, he who prepares them to live, and also to die.


Of the two boys, it was more often Armin who sought his mother out; he was more like her and they shared the same disposition and sensitivity. He never missed saying good morning to her. He would bring her pretty blossoms at the beginning of spring and one day in May he brought her a gift: a little cage made with reeds that held a nightingale he had taken from its nest and raised. Its song was as intense and poignant as that of a poet but that was an illusion: in reality, it was an air of defiance. Sigmer knew she would miss Armin terribly.


He knew that she would not react with screaming or crying. But her long silences cut as deeply as a blade.


He thought he would have been more suited to a passionate, ardent, sensual woman. There was one, in particular, who had penetrated his heart like an enemy’s sword.


It had been many years before. It was the night that Sigmer had dived into the Rhine from the eastern bank and attempted to swim across the great river. His aim was to reach the flagship of the Roman fleet, with General Drusus aboard, and kill him, to win the war with a single stroke.


A fish had stopped him. It was a gigantic sheatfish, scraping up hard enough against his skin to make him bleed. He knew he was lost. Those repugnant creatures would be shortly coming at him from every direction, attracted by the odour of his blood, and they would devour him, ripping him to shreds. The chill of death sank into his bones and he realized that, as close as he was to the flagship, he would never board it, never reach the Roman side of the river. But just as his nostrils were filling with the stink of more of those huge muddy beasts, an arrow tore through the air dense with fog and sank into the monster’s body. Sigmer himself was pulled aboard the huge, gleaming battleship that smelled of pine and oak and tied to the mast, the trunk of an enormous larch tree.


Whoever had let the arrow fly hadn’t killed the sheatfish to save Sigmer’s life but to open the way for a boat that was making its way by dint of its oars to the flagship. It bore a litter that was covered and shrouded, and pulled up alongside the larger vessel. The litter was hoisted onto the deck at the bow. From it emerged the most beautiful woman that Sigmer would ever see in his life, more captivating than any dream or imagining, more desirable than Freya, the goddess of love. She was Antonia, the young wife of General Drusus.


He would learn that they had been married for a couple of years and that they loved each other so intensely that they couldn’t live apart for longer than the briefest of periods. All Drusus needed to do was send word and she would leave the comforts of her villa, face hardships and danger to be with him wherever he was.


Her head was veiled when she stepped away from the litter but her body swayed under a light gown, blown by the evening breeze. Sigmer breathed in her scent when she passed; he’d never experienced anything like it. No forest flower, no springtime zephyr was so magical, so pure. The women he’d known mostly smelled of the stables. The light fragrance of girlhood lingered with them for too short a season.


Over the years he had often tried to understand what was in the scent that wafted in the air as that sublime creature went to meet her beloved spouse. Perhaps the fragrance of remote valleys, of salty shores, of honey and of lilies.


One night he saw them, or rather their shadows, cast by the lamp light onto the fabric of their tent at the stern. Bodies clinging to one another in a delirium of love, mouths breathing into one another, lips burning. Sigmer felt hopelessly unhappy. He realized that, although he was a prince, the difference between their life and his own was so great that it could never be bridged. Sigmer dreamed of Antonia at times, dreamed that he could win her for himself as a spoil of war. The dream only made him feel bitter when he shook himself awake at dawn. He couldn’t begin to express the emptiness she had aroused in him; he didn’t even have the words.


The Romans had rivers of words. The commander and his wife even had a poet on-board for the sole task of delighting them with his song. He was something like the bards of the Germanic peoples but his voice was lighter, while the stories that inspired him were more intense. He sang of emotion and the musicality of his words was fascinating. In just a few months, Sigmer began to understand the sounds of that language as the meaning of its words opened up to him, never to be forgotten.


During his long stay on the flagship, he had to remind himself that it was he who’d swum across the gelid current of the Rhine with the intention of driving his dagger into Drusus’s heart and thus instantly winning the war for his people. Over the months, he began to feel something very different, something closely akin to friendship for the youth who was exactly the same age. He admired Drusus’s intelligence, his courage, and his ability to make thousands of men obey a single word from his mouth. His men thought of him as something close to a god.


Time and time again, Sigmer had thought of escaping, but he never went ahead with it for one reason: because he knew he’d be robbed of the sight of Antonia. In the end he managed to break the spell and win back his freedom, so he could continue to fight for his people against the Romans and against General Drusus. And yet, in great secret, the two young men continued to meet up from time to time. They sat facing one another and talked. Actually, Sigmer would ask question after question and Drusus would talk about his world. His house in the countryside with a garden full of silver-fronded trees, his hunting dogs, a little lake where he could take his bride for a row under the summer moon.


Even now, Sigmer still thought about those moments, of his secret talks with the commander of Rome’s Army of the North, of the sensation that they were peers thanks to the intimacy of their friendship and that he, too, was one of the most important men in the world.


Now many things had changed and yet, when he felt sad or tired or incapable of making a decision, he went back to mulling over the days of his youth.


He recalled the first time he realized that despite the enormous distance which separated Rome from his own nation, he was still a prisoner. The Roman fleet of the Rhine had sailed down the canal, which Drusus had built to join the bend of the great river with the northern lagoon. It was then that Sigmer realized that he knew things that the Roman general was completely unaware of, or that Drusus had never seen and may have only read about in books. Foremost among these was the great tide. One night the water withdrew by two hundred leagues or more, and all of the Roman ships ran aground in the mud. The Germanic army, who had been waiting in the coastal forests for such an opportunity, were ready to launch the attack and destroy them all at once with their flaming arrows.


How could it be that Drusus did not seem worried? How could he not realize the huge danger he was in? He remained calm even as thousands of Germanic warriors began to leave the cover of the forest, brandishing bows dancing with flames.


Yet Drusus was right to be calm for three reasons. The first was soon evident: a troop of Frisii horsemen raising lit torches in their left hands and steel swords in their right. It was with them that Drusus had entered into an alliance before he had set off with the fleet – a people who inhabited those lands and who now patrolled the coasts. They would be the bulwark between the ships beached like dying whales and the Germanic army lying in wait in the woods. From the bow of the flagship, Sigmer saw a snake of fire quickly spread across the beach from west to east.


But the Germanic warriors instantly understood what was happening and they reacted, taking off at a gallop on their swift horses to take control of the beach in front of the Roman ships before the Frisii could manage to occupy it and cut off their attack.


The second reason was that in the bilge of every ship was a machine run by four men which was designed to suck in water and shoot it back out through a fabric hose, in any direction. When the first incendiary arrows plunged into the resined wood, the crew turned their hoses towards the flames and put them out immediately. Sigmer had seen nothing like it his whole life.


He understood the third reason when an artillery crew on the flagship, at a sign from General Drusus, removed the oilcloth covers from six big machines positioned at the bow, three on the left and three on the right. The men fed heavy iron bolts into the grooves, tightened the steel bands that primed the bows, took aim through the sights and fired them off one after another, at the centurion’s orders:


‘Prima, iacta! Secunda, iacta! Tertia, iacta! . . .’


The bolts taking off with such deadly precision were like the one that had saved his life when the sheatfish in the Rhine was about to devour him. Where they landed they ripped through flesh, tore through trees, took off the heads of men and horses. From the ground, the Romans were invisible, unlike the Germanic warriors who could be seen clearly from the ship, riding white horses, holding torches and firing fiery arrows from bows. In no time, terrified, they were forced to retreat into the forest.


The Frisii rode back and forth on the beach all night, torches held high to illuminate the banks. When the tide began to come in, the ships were set afloat as if nothing had ever happened and resumed their navigation towards the mouth of the Elbe, the river which would mark the new border of the Roman Empire.


Once Sigmer actually asked Drusus why he would face such great danger, risk getting killed himself by spending nights out in the open, fighting on the front line and chancing wounds and disease, when he could have stayed in his own palace in the great marble city, or in his country house alongside his bride.


Drusus had answered him: ‘To serve the State.’


‘And just what is the State?’ asked Sigmer again.


‘The State is everything for us. It encompasses our lives, our family and our people. If I fight on the banks of the Rhine, I’m defending my wife who lives in Rome, and my children, even if you have done nothing to harm me. Because if I don’t do it now, one day your horses’ hooves will trample the ashes of our marble city. One of our greatest poets has said so.


‘Serving the State is the greatest honour for us. Giving our life for the State is the most glorious fate. The emperor represents the State and every nod from him is law for us.’


Sigmer remembered the conversation very well and he remembered that it was clear for him then why their relationship had continued for so many years: because that strange friendship overcame their differences of origin, tradition, language and blood.


Drusus continued to fascinate him with the stories he told of his country. The miracle of how a village of huts – which were very similar to the ones the Germanics still lived in – had become the centre of almost the whole known world. The Empire of Rome contained two seas and was bordered by the two greatest rivers in the world, along with a third river, in the south, tens of thousands of leagues long and populated by monsters, that ran powerfully enough to fill the southern sea. And yet in that land it neither rained nor snowed; almost all of the territory was covered with burning sand and no one knew where all the water came from. This was the greatest mystery of that enigmatic land, whose inhabitants considered their river a god.


Drusus himself had been given the task of moving the border of the Empire eastwards, past the Rhine, into the beyond, to the Elbe. It was the emperor who demanded it, the most powerful man in the world, the man whose wish was law.


‘Why?’ Sigmer had asked Drusus.


‘Because you Germanics are the only people remaining on the face of the earth who are worthy of being part of the Empire. First you will be our friends and our allies, and then you will become like us. You will live like us, fight in our army; you’ll become notables, commanders, magistrates. You will raise great cities, and with us you will build the roads that never end. The world cannot be Roman forever if you are not a part of it.’


‘But what if we don’t want to?’ asked Sigmer.


Drusus stared at him with an almost incredulous expression, and then continued coldly: ‘Then it would be a battle to the last blood, as it was between us and the Celts two centuries ago. Every spring two consuls and four legions made their way up the valley of the Po River and took on the tribes of the Boii and the Senones. The Celts even look a lot like you do: blond with blue eyes, big builds. We crushed them, exterminated them. In the end they were on their knees, begging for mercy. We chased the survivors over the Alps, all the way back to their ancestral lands.


‘Is this what you want for your people, Sigmer? Be careful what you wish for. We were living in huts like yours eight centuries ago. But it could take you almost as long before you become like us, and maybe even then it won’t be enough.


‘If, instead, you join us, the wars will end, for centuries perhaps. Or, who can say . . . forever maybe.


‘We’ll cultivate art and law together. We’ll practise agriculture. The roads that never end will reach every village, even the most remote. We’ll build ships capable of navigating the ocean. The armies will serve only to protect the borders of our immense State and tend to order within. The Urbs – the city – will be the State and the State will be the world. And the world will be blond and dark. Can you understand, Sigmer? Do you understand me?’


General Drusus’s voice had started low, but rose as he was speaking, until it sounded as if he were reciting poetry.


‘If only you could see Rome, you would understand.’


Sigmer didn’t ask further questions. He was disturbed and yet fascinated by Drusus’s words and he decided for the time being to support his friend’s vision. This resulted in many advantages for his people and his family, and his closeness to power gained him a newfound respect from other chieftains who had been hostile to him in the past.


Their meetings continued, deep in the forest of the bison. One day Drusus confided he’d had a dream that had shaken him badly. He couldn’t get it off his mind. He had heard that there was an oracle, the Germanic oracle, who was reputed to speak the truth. He asked Sigmer to help him consult it.


What the Romans called the ‘Germanic oracle’ was said to be found in a cave in the Black Forest where no one was allowed to enter. Sigmer agreed to go with him and also to teach Drusus the words in the ancient Germanic language that had the power of rousing the oracle and calling it out through the portal to the underworld.


Sigmer stood back as Drusus approached an opening covered with moss and decaying tree trunks, scattered all around with human bones. There the Roman stopped and shouted out the ancestral formula three times. They waited.


The silence was broken by the sound of heavy footsteps, trampling putrid leaves and rotting branches.


‘Immortal gods,’ whispered Drusus. ‘It’s a giant.’


‘We can still go,’ said Sigmer softly.


‘No,’ replied Drusus. ‘I haven’t come this far to leave now.’


A creature wearing a long robe of goat pelts emerged, its bulk filling the mouth of the cave. When it saw them it let out a deep groan first and then a shrill scream, as strident as the cry of a falcon. It was a woman! She was gigantic and she wielded a battleaxe that made a dull rumble as she whirled it in front of her.


‘You have to fight her,’ said Sigmer. ‘If you win, she will pronounce a prophecy. If you lose, she’ll kill you. The bones you see all around are from those who sought to interrogate the oracle and were defeated.’


General Drusus unsheathed his sword. It was a weapon he’d had forged for himself which was longer than any gladius – to compensate for the greater reach of the large northern warriors. He scrutinized the axe and saw that it was cast from rough, impure metal. Its only strength was in its weight. He could win.


It was she who struck first. Drusus dodged the blow, and the axe pounded into a stone and exploded into a thousand incandescent shards.


Drusus crept up on the oracle, threatening her with the sharp tip of his sword, but she threw off her black mantle and hurled it at him to ensnare his weapon. The arms she uncovered were covered with coarse dark hairs. The Roman’s blade flashed bright and sliced the foul mantle in two. She let loose with what was left of her axe but he leapt out of its path and then, as he was landing on his feet, twisted back and with a mighty blow chopped the axe’s handle in half. He spun around and stood tall, sword in hand, facing the horrible virago.


Perhaps for the first time ever, she felt threatened and the feral look on her face resembled fear. She held out her hands and moved them downwards as if miming a surrender of her weapon to the ground. Her fear became panic. Drusus gripped the haft of his sword ever tighter and advanced imperceptibly.


She suddenly spoke out in a deep, raucous voice, in Latin, ‘How far do you want to get, Drusus? To the ends of the earth?’


Sigmer was astonished, but Drusus, without any show of emotion, answered, ‘To the current of the Elbe, to mark the furthermost confines of the Empire.’


Sigmer couldn’t understand his every word, but he did understand the sense of what Drusus was saying.


Night was falling and the air had become cold but the face of the Germanic oracle dripped with sweat. Only three words left her mouth, deep and low: ‘You’ll die first.’


THE TWO MEN’S lives took separate paths after this, and their armies began once again to clash, but before long Sigmer realized the cost of war with Rome was too high. The sentence of the Germanic oracle continued to ring in his ears. Secretly, in his heart, he refused to believe it. He couldn’t stand the thought that Drusus was condemned to an early death. They stipulated a truce and a pact of mutual non-aggression. As the centre of Germania, the territory of the Cherusci, became more peaceful, Drusus moved north, until one day when, after a skirmish, he fell off his horse and hurt himself badly.


Since he’d suffered no visible wounds, he neglected the consequences of his fall, which was so serious that it had, in fact, shattered his thigh bone. He was so convinced that final victory was near that he was unwilling to curtail his activity for any reason in the world, much less some ill-considered recommendation from his doctors.
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FOR DAYS THE COLUMN of Roman horsemen and Germanic auxiliaries crossed the forests and swamps that Sigmer’s sons were well familiar with. Armin and Wulf proceeded on horseback as well, at the centre of the squad escorting them. Their father had sent them garments and footwear before their departure so their appearance would befit their rank of princes of the Cherusci people. And so that they would stay warm on the snow-covered plains beaten by frigid winds. The only thing they were not allowed was their weapons. Their minders had already been introduced to the boys’ expertise in their use.


At every setting of the sun, the Roman soldiers and the Germanic auxiliaries pitched their tents and Centurion Taurus instructed the scouts to reconnoitre the territory in every direction to identify possible threats or dangers.


He always preferred to position the camp on elevated terrain which allowed a good view of the surrounding areas, and he would send out mixed groups of Roman and Germanic horsemen, mostly Hermunduri, Chatti and Cherusci. The latter were easily recognized by the boys.


Wulf turned to his brother one day. ‘How can Taurus trust these men who speak our language? They could easily free us if they wanted to. They could take us back to our father, who would pay them a rich reward.’


‘I wouldn’t be too sure about that,’ replied Armin. ‘If it were so easy, they would have already done it.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Taurus speaks our language well enough, and he understands the others who live on these lands. He knows exactly where we are every time we stop. Have you ever noticed that thing he wears around his waist in that little leather case?’


‘Yes, it looks like a little roll of leather. He unrolls it and then does it back up again after he’s done looking at it.’


‘That’s right. That little roll is called a tabula.’


‘What does that mean?’


‘It’s Latin, and it means a drawing of the earth with all its mountains, rivers, lakes and the distances between them. When Taurus moves anywhere on our territory he even knows where the legions are garrisoned and where the cavalry units are and he knows how far away that is. He can measure time, what hour of the day it is, with great precision. He can send off light signals using a polished metal plate. Our Germanic auxiliaries must know there’s no way they could get away with it.’


‘So we’re not going to do anything to try to get free?’ asked Wulf.


‘I didn’t say that. Our freedom is what’s most precious to us and I wouldn’t want to lose it for anything in the world, but we have to wait for the right time.’


Wulf said nothing. If Armin, who was the wilder of the two, suggested waiting, that was good reason for him to be careful. He didn’t even have a plan for running away.


On the fifth day of their march, they arrived at the foot of towering, snow-covered mountains. Taurus said that it was there that the Rhine and the Danube, the two greatest rivers of the world, had their sources. The Rhine then went north towards the ocean, while the Danube turned east to fill a closed sea called the Pontus. They had been travelling on one of the roads that never end and they stopped for the night in a place where there was a stone house, a well for drawing water and a stable for the horses and mules.


‘What is this place?’ Wulf asked one of the Germanic auxiliaries. The Hermunduri warrior said nothing.


Taurus broke in: ‘The Germanic auxiliaries are not authorized to speak to you. This is a mansio, a changing station. There’s a tavern that serves hot food, with beer for the barbarians and decent wine for us. There are bedrooms, a bathroom with hot water you can pay to use, latrines with running water and soldiers on guard. There is one of these every twenty miles on all of our roads.’


The two boys exchanged an amazed look. They’d never seen or heard of such a place in all the territory of the Cherusci, and these people had one every twenty miles.


Smoke was coming out of the chimney, and they could smell meat roasting. There were a number of slaves, both men and women, who were busily lighting lamps, fetching firewood, baking bread and carrying big wine jugs up from an underground room.


A full moon was rising, and the snow-covered mountains stood out like ghosts against the deep blue sky that glowed turquoise around the silvery moon. Very few constellations could withstand the bright light but those that did seemed like coins hung by a goddess in the firmament. The mountain spurs gave way to barren cliffs, pillars rising in the night.


‘Great Thor . . .’ said Wulf in a whisper. ‘I’ve never seen anything like this.’


‘What are you thinking about?’ asked Armin.


‘I’m thinking that . . . I think that if we’d remained in our village, we never would have seen the road that never ends, or the mountains of ice, or the way the moon makes them shine like silver.’


‘We have the moon that shines in our rivers and that mirrors itself in our lakes . . . Wulf, are you forgetting our own land?’


‘I’m trying to suffer a little less. What’s wrong with that?’


‘You’re resigning yourself to your prison? A warrior learns to suffer without complaining or cursing fate. He grits his teeth and swallows his tears.’


‘We didn’t even say goodbye to Mother.’


‘It was better that way. She would have cried.’


Taurus walked up, flicking his switch against the palm of his hand. ‘What do you two have to talk about?’


‘I didn’t know it was forbidden,’ replied Wulf. ‘Where we come from brothers talk to one another. Sometimes they hit each other or bite each other’s ears. Now we’re talking. Later we’ll see.’


‘Don’t get smart with me, unless you want a taste of this. Go inside now, it’s time for dinner. Then off to sleep. Tomorrow we’ll be leaving before dawn.’


They walked in towards the tavern. The northern wind had carried the stink of the stables and mouldy hay into the courtyard, but all they needed to do was turn back towards the gate and everything changed: the fragrance of the mountain and its flowers blended in a harmony that made them remember the lands they came from. Besides that, the aroma of meat roasting on dwarf pine branches and of freshly baked bread reminded them that they were famished adolescents.


‘Do you even like that stuff?’ Armin asked his brother.


‘The bread? It’s fantastic,’ replied Wulf. ‘I would eat it every day. I never get tired of it because it tastes good with everything. If we could find the seeds, I’d plant wheat, but I’ll bet you the weather where we come from is too damp and too rainy for it to grow.’


Armin abruptly changed the subject. He pointed at one of a group of cliffs that towered at the lower part of the mountain, before the snow-capped peaks. ‘Wulf, look. There’s a path up there. There, where the spire that looks like a bull’s horn is. It’s a hidden path. You know how good my eyesight is.’


Wulf shook his head. ‘I don’t want to hear about it. Armin, you said we had to wait.’


‘We’ve waited long enough. Taurus and the auxiliaries won’t be able to use the horses; they are too bulky and heavy to chase us up that way. The mules are still all loaded up so they can’t use them either. All we need is a little food in our knapsacks and some warm clothes. When they get tired of looking for us, we’ll make our way down the other side and we’ll be back home before long.’


‘Right, and Father would send us back with a beating. You know he can’t afford to go to war with Rome.’


‘He wouldn’t turn us away.’


‘If you’re so sure he won’t, then go. I’m not.’


‘When we were little we swore we would never separate.’


‘We aren’t children any more.’


‘All right. I’ll go on my own.’


‘Can we at least have dinner together?’ asked Wulf with a wry smile.


Armin smiled too. ‘A promise is a promise, isn’t it?’


They walked into the tavern where Centurion Taurus was already sitting with the chief of the Germanic auxiliaries, a giant over six feet tall with a bushy blond moustache. Armed with a long sword, he slapped it down on the table with the evident intention of making Armin and Wulf, who’d sat down opposite him, jump. Neither boy flinched in the least. Armin looked straight into his eyes with a defiant expression.


‘What nice-looking boys!’ sneered the warrior. ‘On your way to see the world?’


‘We’re not allowed to speak with the servants,’ said Armin. This time Wulf jumped. The giant got to his feet, grabbed the hilt of his huge sword in both hands and raised it as if he would use it to cut Armin in two. Taurus barked out an order in Latin, but the sword was already descending. The blade stopped at a finger’s span from the boy’s head but Armin neither blinked nor took his eyes off the warrior’s.


Taurus stood in front of the giant, the veins on his neck bulging.


‘He offended me!’ bellowed the Germanic chief.


‘He’s a child,’ replied the centurion. ‘Take it out on someone your own size, if you’re looking for a fight.’


‘I said it,’ said Armin. ‘He’s a servant.’


The giant, who had been turning to walk out of the room, wheeled around brandishing the sword in his hands again. A heavy blow landed between the two boys, cleaving the solid fir-tree table in two. The food-filled plates, the cups of wine and the jugs of beer crashed to the floor in a huge mess.


In the confusion no one was watching Armin. When the situation finally calmed down he was already in his bedroom, along with Wulf.


They stretched out next to one another on the two beds and remained there listening to the noises coming from the ground floor and from the woods surrounding the mansio.


After a short while, Wulf’s heavy breathing made it clear that he was sleeping deeply.


Armin shook him. ‘You’re not going to fall asleep on me, are you?’


‘Brother, I told you that your plan of escape does not interest me. It’s stupid and foolhardy. You should sleep too. Tomorrow they’ll be getting us up early and we’ll have another long march ahead of us.’


‘Wait,’ replied Armin. ‘Look.’ He took the lamp, raised the flame and laid something out on the floor: Taurus’s tabula. ‘I took advantage of the yelling and confusion to slip it away from him.’


Wulf nodded. ‘So you started the fight with that yellow-moustached boar?’


‘Something like that. But look what it got us! We won’t get lost with this, and if we leave right now, they’ll never find us. The path we need to take is marked here, see? It’s the thin red line that goes between the mountains. By the time they realize we’re gone we’ll be at the foot of the bull-shaped cliff. There’s no snow up to that point so we won’t leave footprints. The full moon and the reflection of the snow will help us to find our way easily. We’ll stay hidden up there until the Romans and the Germanic auxiliaries get tired of chasing after us. Then we’ll go down the other side of the horn and three days later we’ll be home.’


‘If it were really so easy, I’d be right behind you,’ said Wulf. ‘But these things only turn out well in fables.’


Armin sighed. ‘You do what you want. I’ll go alone.’ He glanced over at the light. ‘If you want, you can help me by creating a distraction. Look, right under the window there’s a pile of straw for the mules and hay for the horses . . . count to fifteen after I’m gone and then drop the lamp. It’ll get the guards’ attention and I’ll disappear in the other direction. Farewell, brother!’


‘Goodbye,’ said Wulf in a low voice.


Armin put on his heaviest clothing and boots and jumped down onto the pile of hay, making sure the guards had just passed on their rounds. Wulf started counting and peeked out of the window. Armin had sprung to his feet and was running along the wall of the stable, until he disappeared around the corner.


‘Seven . . . eight . . . nine,’ counted Wulf and with every number he became more regretful that he hadn’t jumped with his brother. He saw him reappear at the far end of the stables – ‘ten . . . eleven . . . twelve’ – and climb up the enclosure wall until he’d made it to the top. ‘Thirteen . . . fourteen . . . fifteen . . .’ Wulf tossed the lamp on the hay, which went up in a burst of flame. Armin flattened himself on the top of the wall so he wouldn’t be seen. The glow of the fire spread and cries of alarm resounded all over the courtyard. The neighing and scuffling of the frightened horses and mules added to the atmosphere of confusion and fear.


Taurus, his legionaries and the Germanic auxiliaries were already at work. They swiftly formed a chain from the well, passing buckets full of water from hand to hand, from one end of the courtyard to the other all the way to the foundations of the mansio, where the fire was burning. The wind carried clouds of sparks towards the stable.


Wulf had dressed as well and shoved the leftover food he’d brought back to his room into a knapsack. He moved out into the corridor and ran quickly down its length. The pounding of nailed boots up the wooden staircase promised trouble so he opened a window and leapt out onto the boughs of a huge, ancient oak tree. He crouched for a while among the branches until the soldiers had moved on. He then carefully made his way down one of the big boughs that stretched towards the enclosure wall until he was close enough to make another leap onto the roof tiles covering it. He dropped off on the other side and set off running as fast as he could possibly go in the direction of the mountain, turning back now and again to catch a look at the mansio. What had looked like a blazing fire at first soon dimmed into a faintish red halo. He could almost hear the pounding gallop of the Germanic horsemen filling his ears and the jangling of the Roman cavalrymen’s weapons as a furious Taurus led them in the chase.


‘Armin! Armiiiiin!’ he cried out, trying to make his voice heard over the hissing wind. All at once, he fell to the ground and tumbled almost all the way down to the edge of the rocky path.


His brother’s voice sounded, angry and close. ‘Idiot! Follow me.’


He got to his feet, sore all over. ‘It was you! You tripped me!’


‘It was the only way to stop you. Come, now!’


Wulf found his place at his brother’s side, running.


‘They’re already after us, they’re catching up,’ he shouted, panting. ‘Maybe I should have counted to thir—’


‘Just keep running,’ said Armin, interrupting him. ‘Up there, look, the path cuts away from the road. The horses won’t be able to keep up with us if we make it that far.’


‘Do you think they’ve spotted us?’


‘With this moon? You can be sure of it.’


The path that was cut into the rock of the Great Horn cliff shone white in the moonlight and the two boys ran uphill with every bit of energy they had. Armin couldn’t stop himself from looking back to see how far their pursuers had got and what they were doing.


His heart was pounding so furiously in his chest that it felt like it skipped a beat entirely when he saw that a group of sharpshooters had climbed up the side of the cliff and were loading their slings. One was let loose with a dull whistle and a lead shot hit the rocky ground just by his foot.


‘Careful!’ yelled Armin to his brother, who wasn’t aware of the danger and was still trying to catch up with him as quickly as he could, not bothering with cover. Just then another shot hit Wulf in the calf and sent him tumbling to the ground.


The pain was so acute that it skewed his perception of time and place and while he thought he could reach the base of the cliff, in reality he was crawling towards a precipice. A hail of sling shots kept Armin pinned down in a shelter he’d found at the side of the cliff, but he could see Wulf slipping further and further towards the gorge. He waited for the onslaught to lessen and he started crawling towards his brother who’d been hit again in the back and had completely lost all control of his movements. He grabbed him by the hand just an instant before he was about to plunge below.


A curt order sounded and the hail of stones stopped. Armin turned and saw Centurion Taurus standing wide-legged in front of him.


‘Help me . . .’ he managed to croak out.


‘You are the one who dragged your brother into this. Now it’s you who’s responsible for his life.’


Armin realized that Taurus had no intention of lifting a finger. With every bit of his strength he sought to pull his brother to safety without letting the boy’s weight drag both of them down together. He pulled, grinding his teeth and ignoring the cramps that were tormenting his muscles.


His heart felt like it would burst from his chest with the strain until he finally realized that Wulf’s body was no longer falling. He gripped him tight and then collapsed breathlessly on top of him, as if to shield him. The world dissolved into darkness.


The bitter cold jerked him back into consciousness and he realized that he was half naked and bound to two iron pickets driven into a rock. Wulf was not in his line of sight.


Taurus’s jeers echoed nearby. ‘You look like Prometheus, chained to that rock in the Caucasus!’ The centurion was rhythmically flicking a vine-shoot switch at the palm of his left hand, skin rough and callused.


‘You pay for your mistakes,’ he said with a voice sharper and colder than the wind. The first lash fell on the boy’s naked back, lacerating his flesh to the muscle. That was followed by a second and a third. Armin had often experienced his father’s riding whip, but the vine shoot was much rougher, knottier and crueller. He gritted his teeth as he was used to doing and Centurion Taurus heard only a dull, stifled mewling.


ARMIN AWOKE IN his bed, the room barely lit by a smoking lamp, just enough light for him to take stock of his wounds.


Wulf lay on the other bed, unmoving.


Armin reached out a hand to his brother’s neck to feel for the pulsing vein that reveals life. He found it, and the pain that seemed not to spare a finger or toe melted away with relief. Wulf’s fingers uncurled and he showed Armin a lead bullet.


‘What is this?’ he grumbled from swollen lips.


‘It’s the ammunition shot by a sling,’ replied Armin, with no less effort.


‘But it says something . . .’


Armin took it and held it up to the light. ‘It’s Latin.’


‘So what does it say?’


‘Shove it up your arse.’


Wulf tried to laugh, but his chuckles were transformed instantly into a whimper of pain.
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AT DAWN TAURUS ASSEMBLED his men and the two boys in the mansio courtyard. Armin and Wulf could barely stand on their feet; maintaining an upright position set off painful contractions and the rubbing of the coarse fabric of their clothing against their wounds was possibly more torturous than the whipping that had caused them.


Taurus took slow steps while reviewing his troops and stopped in front of the two boys. ‘Now you know what Roman discipline is,’ he said, speaking in the Germanic language. ‘This iron rule, which everyone must obey without questioning, is the reason our armies, made up of small, dark-skinned men, crushed the giant blond Celts, the Cimbri and Teutons who are no less courageous or valorous in battle. Those who tried to resist were crushed. Caesar was responsible for one million deaths in Gaul and now that land is the most loyal and the most prosperous of our provinces; its young men are proud to enlist in our legions. The Teutons were butchered on the banks of the Rhone until its waters flowed red with blood. They had promised to reach Rome and fuck our women. Now their corpses fertilize the vineyards of Aquae Sextiae. The Cimbri suffered the same fate on the Raudine plain in Italy. They wanted fertile land. Now they have it. My tabula,’ he said, stretching his arm out towards Armin, who handed it over without a hint of resistance.


‘Hey, Blondie,’ he continued, turning to Wulf, ‘you and your rebel brother will walk. You’ll shoulder your baggage. We’ll use your horses to carry the supplies that we bought at the store.’ His voice was as soft and level as if nothing had ever happened. Wulf realized that the name, ‘Flavus’, ‘Blondie’ in Latin, would now become his nickname.


‘We’ll get started on today’s march now.’


Taurus took lead of the column, flanked by one of his legionaries. Wulf and Armin were at the centre with the Germanic auxiliaries and the other legionaries bringing up the tail. They started down the same road that they’d taken the day before when chasing the two boys, the one that ascended towards the pass. Wulf and Armin’s baggage consisted of a travel sack that contained a blanket for the night, their clothing, some salted meat, bread and a wooden cup for water. Any and every move on their part ground the straps into their raw, aching shoulders and made them bleed.


As they continued upwards, the horses were at risk of losing their footing on the slabs which had become icy overnight. The weather looked more ominous still. Black storm clouds edged with whitish fringes advanced from the west. Sporadic flashes of lightning lit up the big dark masses from within.


Taurus ordered them to pick up the pace so they would not be surprised in the open by the storm. The legionaries pulled their cloaks tight over their shoulders but the wind that was gathering made them snap like sails in the tempest. An icy drizzle stiffened the moustaches and beards of the Germanic auxiliaries and weighed down the crest on Centurion Taurus’s helmet.


To look at him, with his hair greying at the temples, you would say he was a man of about forty-five, but he showed extraordinary energy. His rank allowed him to carry neither baggage nor a shield, but he wore a complete suit of armour with a massive gladius slung over his shoulder and a dagger at his belt. His right hand unfailingly held the vitis, his switch, which reminded his men of his rank but also of the severity of his punishments.


After a few miles of ascent, the rain turned to snow, falling in big flakes into the rocky gorges. The horses and mules were slipping more and more, and they often fell to their knees amidst whinnies of pain. The attendants struggled to get them back up to their feet. By midday the snow was half a leg high and everyone’s limbs were frozen to their bones.


The Germanic auxiliaries were inured to the climate and they advanced sure-footed, the snow sliding off the fur cloaks they wore so that little body heat was lost. Even though Wulf and Armin were of the same stock, they were struggling with the pain of their wounds and hadn’t slept well the night before.


After a bend in the road, Taurus knelt to wipe off a milestone that marked the distance to the pass: IV M.P. AD SALTVM.


‘Come on, men!’ he shouted. ‘Only four miles and we’ll be at the pass. There’s a fire waiting for us there, and a hot meal.’


His words gave the men a shot of energy and the whole convoy picked up speed. Just as it was getting dark they made out the dim light of a lamp casting a little yellow halo in the midst of the flurrying snow.


‘There it is, the pass!’ shouted Taurus, his arm held out stiffly as he pointed. ‘Let’s get moving!’


The station soon appeared. A low overhanging slate roof was bolstered on either side by walls made of bales of hay and straw for the animals. The main building was constructed of stone. There was a wood shed full of fir trunks as well as a storehouse and a guard post manned by twenty or so legionaries from the Twenty-first Rapax. Their commander was on loan from the Twelfth Fulminata.


Taurus went immediately to greet him and the two officers embraced, slapping each other on the shoulders, exchanging compliments and obscenities. They had fought together and survived under both Drusus and Tiberius. Meanwhile, the legionaries and auxiliaries had entered the stone building and were sitting at tables. In the centre of the room was a fireplace where three or four fir trunks full of resin were crackling and burning white hot. The entire room was filled with the fragrance. A spit with pieces of venison was being turned on the embers and big chunks of fresh bread were being toasted as well, the aroma redolent of pine and mountain herbs. The cook brought out a big pot of legumes, with chunks of mountain cheese and fried bread dough.


Armin and Wulf slowly took off their soaking clothes and lay them out to dry in front of the fire. One of the servants, an old Helvetian woman, noticed that the two boys’ backs were covered with welts and cuts. She shook her head, grumbling, and led the two of them into a secluded corner of the room, where she melted an unguent in a copper pot over the fire and began to spread it over their wounds. They had to grit their teeth to stop from crying out.


‘That burns so bad!’ growled Armin.


‘But maybe it’s good for us,’ replied Wulf. ‘The old woman seems to know what she’s doing.’


‘It’s the same stuff they use to grease the roast!’


‘So what? If it’s good for the roast, it’ll be good for us too.’


After feeling more dead than alive that whole day, the warmth seeping into their limbs and the smell of roasting meat put them in a good mood.


The old woman, who had left the room, returned with pieces of cloth cut from a hemp sheet and she bandaged them carefully.


‘See?’ said Wulf. ‘The ointment keeps the bandages from sticking.’


The old woman gestured for them to wait. When she came back, it was with a big bowl full of meat, bread, cheese and legumes and she set it on the floor in front of them. She added a jug of freezing cold melted snow.


They ate and drank and they were so tired that in the end they curled up right there in front of the fire on their cloaks. They fell deeply asleep in a matter of moments.


Halfway through the night, Wulf felt someone shaking him hard. ‘Wake up!’


He opened his eyes and recognized his brother’s face reddened by the glow of the flames.


‘What do you want? Let me sleep.’


‘They’re all drunk, Wulf, and they’re sleeping like stones. Let’s go. We know the way down. We’ll be home in a couple of days.’


‘What?’


‘We’re leaving.’


‘No way.’


‘Then I’ll go alone.’


‘There are dogs outside, can’t you hear them? Two steps and they’ll catch you. Do you think Taurus would have let us fall asleep without tying us up if it were so easy to get away?’


The innkeeper showed up in his nightgown to add a couple of logs to the fire which soon started crackling again. The big Hermundur who had almost split Armin’s head in two with his sword turned onto his side and burped.


‘See? People coming and going all night. Give it up. We’ll try again in better times. I don’t want to freeze to death.’


Armin seemed convinced. ‘Maybe you’re right, but we’re not finished with this.’


‘We can talk again when we’re awake and it’s not so cold.’


‘If we cross these mountains, you know we’ll never get back,’ said Armin. ‘Is that what you want?’


‘No. I’m sure we will return once we’ve learned Latin and they’ve trained us in their fighting ways . . .’
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