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Prologue

Trista tiptoes through the night-damp grass. Goose pimples thrill her limbs not from cold – it is a fine, summer’s night – but from the joy of adventure.

The window made her do it. It was wide open, inviting her, and nurse was so fast asleep, snoring like a hog. Trista bends to squeeze through the gap in the hedge. The orchard is dark but the stars light her path. She stops and gazes up into old Granfer Apple Tree. Tonight she will see them, she is sure she will.

Without thinking she kilts up her nightdress. Her hands reach for the branches above her head. Her foot finds the bump of a lost branch. She climbs up and up towards the stars. Because she is light she can go way up among the leaves until she is hidden from the ground. She finds her favourite seat, straddling a branch with another making a backrest, and settles to wait.

Father has told her all about strix otus, the Long-eared Owl. Lying wakeful in the summer night she has heard the hoo of the male sometimes answered by the rasping buzz of his mate. There are nights when they duet for long minutes. She so wants to see them.

She waits. The night is warm with hardly any breeze. She can see ever such a long way from here, all the way to Aurelianum where a few lights sparkle in the dark. She has been to Aurelianum lots of times, riding with Father, up in front of his saddle. They were there just last week when mother had her measured for her birthday dress. It will be a dreamy, bluey-green. She can’t wait to try it on. She knows it will make her look very grown up but, then, ten is grown up; much more grown up than Marcus her little brother.

There! She jerks out of her reverie. The owl cries, hoo hoo. He’s out on her left; not far. Father says he can fly through even quite dense branches. She cranes round, willing him to show himself. Yes! Here he comes: gliding through the branches, his great wings tipping this way and then that. He is only just lower than her. Oh, if only his mate joins him. If only they will sing together.

But no: he is sheering away abruptly into the dark. Something has startled him. Then she hears it: harness jingling and muffled hoof beats. She clings to the branch and looks down. Round at the front of the house someone is pounding at the door. What is going on? She must return to her room before they discover she is out. As she shifts her weight, ready for the descent, she freezes. Someone is creeping through the orchard – not just someone but several people. Noiselessly, she settles back. What is going on?

Just then – uproar at the front of the house. There is the clash of arms. She has heard it before from the practice grounds where Father exercises with Wulf, his bodyguard. There is shouting and then a scream. A voice below her. “Spread out. Be ready for any of them that has come out the back.”

Now she can see figures in the backwash of starlight. They have pushed through the hedge into the garden. She sees half a dozen shapes spreading out across the lawn. The metallic clangour becomes louder with shouts, oaths and screams.

A door opens. There is lamplight. Mother is silhouetted. She is carrying Marcus, turning to speak to the nurse who follows her with a bundle. They step out onto the lawn. Trista tries to shout, to warn her but her mouth is dry.

“Mother.” It comes out as a whisper, too quiet and, in any case, too late to sound the alarm.

The black shapes surround Mother and the nurse. She hears Mother’s voice, imperious, not at all afraid.

“What is this? Explain yourselves or by Jupiter …”

Her voice ends in a bubbling groan. The nurse is shrieking, turning to run back into the house. In the light from the door Trista sees the woman stabbed and cut down. The figures gather around something on the ground. “Mama,” she hears then heartbreaking sobs. They too are cut off. She hears a throaty laugh.

“Get them inside.” The men are dragging Mother, the nurse and little Marcus in through the door. Trista hangs on blindly to the branch. Her bladder releases its contents down her leg. She lays her head against the rough bark. For a while she loses consciousness.

She awakes to flames. The house is burning. “Mother! Father!” she moans to herself, shaking her head from side to side in disbelief. Should she go to them? She doesn’t know. She doubts she can move anyway so she clings on to the branch and watches her life turn to smoke and ashes.

After a while men come around the corner of the house. There is plenty of light now from the flames. She can see their leather jerkins and their long swords but she knows instinctively they aren’t tribesmen. She has spent her young lives around soldiers. These hold themselves too straight for Gaulish warriors. Two of them come to the gap in the hedge and pass through.

“She certainly didn’t come out the back. We had all the doors and windows covered in good time,” says one. He is speaking Latin with the accent of Germany. She has heard it often enough in her uncle’s Legion.

“Well, we must find her,” says the other. “She can’t have gone far. She’ll likely be frightened and hiding in a ditch. Spread out. Search the orchard with your men. We’ll do the front. When you find the brat, kill her and chuck her in the fire. Fifteen minutes, mind; no more. Beyond that the countryside will be up in arms and Sertorius won’t thank us for getting caught. Rendezvous at the horses.”

“Sir,” barks the first man, saluting, fist on breast.

“Apollo’s Crutch, you’re a tribesman, not a fucking soldier. Remember that or we’re all up the Styx.”

The second man wheels and stalks away.

“Right, you lot,” shouts the first. “Into the orchard. Spread out. Beat the whole place flat and the wood beyond. I want spears in bushes, the lot. Fifteen minutes an’ then we’re out of here. Small girl, black hair. If you find her, spit her. Then we’ll roast her.”

The men laugh. Trista shivers. Her teeth chatter. She holds onto the rough bark even tighter.
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PART 1






Chapter 1
(Eboracum)

Lucius Terentius Aquilina, Centurion of the Fifth Century, Second Cohort, Sixth (Victrix) Legion, screamed with agony, then slumped backwards, tasting blood.

“Just as I thought: quite rotten. Look here and here.” The surgeon, a dispassionate Greek, held out the bloody remains of the molar, jabbing with his finger. “You young men will not clean your teeth and this is what happens.”

Lucius groaned, swallowing gore. The diatribe continued.

“I shall prescribe dentifricium with myrrh and hartshorn but it will be of no use, no use at all, unless you use it, do you understand? Find yourself a cleaning twig and use the dentifricium at least twice a day.”

Lucius nodded weakly. The surgeon turned to a slave and took from him a large bolus.

“Open,” ordered the surgeon. He thrust the bolus into the empty socket. “Close.”

Lucius closed.

“You will hold that in the wound for one hour or until the bleeding has stopped. Afterwards you will wash your mouth every six hours with salt water for two days. Now, unless you wish to waste my time with more self-inflicted wounds, I have a crushed foot and three hernias to attend. Good day to you.”

The Centurion rose to his feet and fumbled for some coins. Accepting a small jar of powder from the slave, he made his unsteady way towards the door.

Outside Marcus Gracchus Naso, Optio, second-in-command of the Fifth leant against a wall, idly swinging a wine skin from one finger. He waited for his leader, his broad, freckled face set in a wary frown. Toothache made a poor companion and the march from Eboracum had become a trial for all concerned.

The tall figure of the Centurion appeared at the top of the steps of the sick quarters. He looked left and right then, spotting his Optio, descended to the street.

Marcus pushed himself upright. Lucius waited for a bullock cart loaded with stone to pass then strode across to his deputy. Marcus handed him his helmet with the tall, red crest.

“Feeling better, sir?” he ventured.

The Centurion growled, spat out the bolus and said, “Give me wine.”

The Optio lifted the wineskin and uncorked it. Lucius swigged, spat and swigged again. Wiping blood from his mouth, he handed back the skin.

“Everything ready, Marcus?” he asked.

“Yes, sir. Formed up outside the north gate.”

“Let’s get on, then. Either we’re in Habitancum by nightfall or we’ll be building camp.”

Corstopinum bustled. Bullock carts hauling building materials for the Great Wall drew sparks from the cobbles. Squads of auxiliaries and mule trains filled the roads. An imperial messenger on a black stallion forced a path through the crowds. The two soldiers passed under the shadow of the north gate to where the Fifth waited on the verge of the Via Domitiana. Legionnaires straightened, tightening harness and shouldering packs, as they passed.

“Any problems overnight?” asked the Centurion as they walked to the head of the formation.

“A couple of brawls with the Ninth. The usual thing.”

The unhappy Ninth (Hispania) had been used piecemeal to reinforce other Legions. Consequently a rumour had started that they didn’t know where their Eagle was. From there – no one knew how – came the myth that the Ninth had marched into the mists of Caledonia and disappeared along with their Eagle. Thus, where it met other Legions, the Ninth heard bird calls and offers of chickens. They had, perforce, become first-class brawlers. Now the Sixth was relieving the few remaining cohorts of the Ninth in northern Britannia and the Centurion would be heartily glad when they were gone.

“I’ll see them this evening. Any previous offenders?”

“Bracchus and Grotius,” replied Marcus. Not for the first time Lucius thought what a fine world it would be if Bracchus and Grotius could be locked away until needed for battle. “Grotius was laid out by the guard,” continued the Optio, “and Bracchus was cornered on the roof of the Prefecture.”

The Centurion sighed. “No point in flogging them again. I’ll give them a fair hearing then we’ll put them on latrine duty for a week.”

As they passed the baggage train the Optio pointed. “We’ve picked up a couple of merchants, sir. Hope that’s alright.”

It was normal for traders to travel with military formations when they could. The southern marches of Caledonia had only been reclaimed by the Legions in the last two years. They were quiet enough but no one took unnecessary risks in the lonely tracts of heather and oak.

“Do they understand about keeping the pace?”

“Yes, sir; briefed them myself.”

“Fine; I hope they’re fit.”

The Century would accomplish the twenty miles to Habitancum in eight hours allowing a five-minute rest each hour and a forty minutes break at noon. Each legionary carried his personal gear, tools and weapons – around ninety pounds weight.

The two drew abreast the head of the line where the Signifer carried the Century’s signum with its five bronze discs. “Keep the signum out until we’ve passed through the Wall then cover it,” ordered the Centurion.

“Marcus,” this to his Optio. “Take point and keep the pace. I’ll be up and down the line.” He swallowed, tasting blood. “Oh, and get word to my body slave. Tell him to prepare me a flask of salt water.”

He moved to the centre of the Via Domitiana and halted, looking up and down the line. For a long moment he took in the details of his command. Individually they might be the sweepings of the Empire but seen in formation, wearing full harness, the Century epitomized a small part of Roman power. One or two hangovers, he thought; nothing that couldn’t be sweated away by noon. Then, taking a deep breath, he commanded, “Fifth Century make ready.”

Legionaries braced; mule drivers raised their whips.

“Fifth Century, advance.”

Eighty-seven steel-shod sandals met the paving slabs of the trunk road in unison and took up the day’s cadence. Whips cracked, wheels creaked and mules brayed. The Century was on the move.

Lucius stood by the roadside and watched them pass. First came the advanced guard of twenty behind its screen of scouts; next, the baggage train consisting of six bullock carts and two strings of mules plus traders and their animals. For tactical deployments the century carried everything on its back but now it was moving home, heading for Trimontium, military headquarters of Caledonia, for an indefinite stay.

Among the baggage train walked camp followers – wives, children and the few sutlers who made the Fifth their preserve. Then there were the itinerant traders. The Centurion made a mental note to speak with them later. Traders usually had a good grasp of current events and places. Behind the baggage train marched the main body, some forty legionaries and finally, twenty paces behind them, the rearguard, a further twenty.

As the last of the rearguard came abreast he moved off beside them. Some centurions marched at the head of their commands. Lucius preferred to move up and down the line of march. It was a trick taught him by his mentor, old Centurion Appius. “Keeps them on the ‘op,” he’d said. “More to the point, though, you can see ‘ow they are – even talk to them, heavens help you, if you must. Wouldn’t do too much of that though,” he’d added, scratching reflectively.

Now, unencumbered by kit, he moved ahead, steadily overhauling the line. The legionaries eyed him surreptitiously. Ol’ Lucy had been a right bastard these last few days. Word was the tooth had been pulled but no one felt like checking the hypothesis.

Abreast the baggage train, he beckoned his body slave who jumped from a cart and jogged over. Lucius removed his bronze helmet and gave it to the slave. The slave gave him a flask of salt water then Lucius waved him away.

Among the traders walked an imposing man; tall, with a hooked nose and swarthy complexion. He was followed by two slaves, each leading a string of heavily laden mules. The man caught the Centurion’s eye and called, “My thanks, Centurion.” He slapped the pack on the nearest mule. “Valuable stock,” he continued, “and the writ of law runs thin this far north.”

“Glad to be of help,” replied Lucius, “just as long as you can keep up.”

The man laughed. “Be assured of that, Centurion. One learns many lessons on the road. Taking protection when it is offered is one of them.” He placed a hand on his breast. “Josephus, Josephus of Arbela.”

“Terentius,” replied Lucius. “You’re a long way from home, sir.”

Josephus shrugged. “Ah, young sir; it is the road you see. After a while it becomes a drug. You think you travel for the profit but then it becomes a matter of horizons: always horizons. I cannot tell you how many horizons I have crossed these long years.”

A messenger came running down the line and saluted. “Optio’s compliments, sir, and the Wall’s in sight.”

“Tell him I’ll come,” replied the Centurion; then, to the trader, “I would speak with you more, Josephus, but for now excuse me.” His body slave appeared at his elbow with his helmet. Putting it on he strode towards the head of the line.

* * *

“It was a bad time: Legions recalled: Trimontium abandoned: effectively everything north of Eboracum gone too.”

It was evening. The Centurion shared a glass of Marsala with Josephus in the trader’s tent. Josephus was recalling memories from fifteen years before when the Emperor Trajan had stripped northern Britannia of Legions in order to expand the bounds of the Empire.

“I continued to trade for a season or two but it was risky. Picts would always rather steal than trade. I got by. Usually I can charm the honey from the comb with my tongue but the third season my luck ran out. A war band took my mules on the southern shores of the Great Firth. They beat me and killed my slaves; valuable slaves they were too.”

Josephus held his hand out to the small charcoal brazier, the glow of the coals accentuating his aquiline features. He was silent.

“Did you cease trading then,” prompted Lucius.

Josephus laughed, slapping a knee with his free hand. “Nay, trading’s in the blood, my friend. The goods I lost represented but a tithe of my wealth. I limped back to Corstopinum – took me three weeks. They still kept a garrison there then. Got fit again and thought a lot.”

He took the crystal-cut wine flask and refilled both goblets. A slave entered noiselessly and placed a tray of sweetmeats on a small table beside the brazier.

“Trade follows the Legions, Centurion: no Legions, no trade. The Emperor Trajan was expanding into Dacia and Persia. The only decision was which one to choose. I returned to my home in Syria for the first time in twelve years – followed the armies into Persia. To be honest I longed for good, dry heat.”

The Centurion marvelled at the self-sufficiency of this man, travelling the length of the Empire, living on his wits.

“So why have you returned?” he asked.

Josephus gazed into the heart of the coals. “You ask a pertinent question, my friend; why indeed when the whole Empire is my plaything? Why would I return to the wet, the cold and the mud?”

He looked up, smiling wryly. “If I knew that I would be wise indeed: I, Josephus, born to the hot winds of Syria, longing for wet bracken and mists. In truth I cannot answer you except to say that if you were to travel north from here, fourteen days’ march, you would see a land of such piercing beauty – mountains, torrents and snowfields – that your soul would never again know rest. I long to see it once more; to cross the mountains, mayhap.”

There came a tapping on the tent post and the Optio poked his head through the flap.

“Will you be inspecting the sentries, sir, or would you like me to do it?”

“I’ll come,” said the Centurion, gathering his helmet and standing. To Josephus he said, “My thanks, friend, for the wine and the company. If you will forgive me I have many more questions but they will wait until tomorrow.”

“And answers have I in great abundance. Goodnight, Centurion,” said Josephus, rising from his cushion, hands pressed together. “May the stars and moon grant you a quiet night.”

* * *

North of Habitancum gangs of tribesman, under the supervision of auxiliary troops, were clearing trees and scrub to a bow’s shot either side of the road. Where woods still came down to the verge the Centurion doubled the scouting screen. He had spears distributed and ordered helmets worn. As Appius, his mentor, had put it, “There are bold centurions and old centurions but there ain’t no old, bold centurions.”

Today’s was a short journey, just twelve miles to the fort at Bremenium. There he could allow most of his men to relax for the night in the wine shops and brothels. The pay-off would be a long march on the morrow to Cappuck followed by the final march into Trimontium. The Centurion walked again with Josephus.

“Have you been to Trimontium,” asked the trader.

“No,” answered Lucius, “but my father served there. He told me much about it. ‘Three Hills of the Legions’ he called it.”

High above them to the left, white smoke rose from the signal station on Great Moor, one of the chain, which paralleled the length of the trunk road. Strange to imagine that, within minutes, headquarters at Trimontium would know where they were.

“I doubt your father would find it greatly changed,” said Josephus. “It needed much cleaning and clearing but little in the way of repair. In truth, the local tribes shunned the camp because of the ghosts.”

“Ghosts?” asked the Centurion.

“Nothing you wouldn’t find in any Celtic mind. They fear the souls of those they slay which is strange,” reflected Josephus, “when you consider that they spend much of their lives killing.”

The conversation ceased as the Centurion went ahead to supervise the fording of a burn. One of the ox carts lost a wheel in mid-stream and it was some time before he sought out Josephus again.

“Tell me of the camp’s situation,” he said.

Josephus gathered his thoughts. “Well, tomorrow you will see for the first time the three hills which lend their name to Trimontium. You can see the Eildons for thirty miles or more across these borderlands. The Celts love them. Whoever has control up there looks down on everyone else and gains much face. The Votodani have a great camp on top of the northernmost.”

“But your military camp is north again a mile, on a promontory bounded on two sides by the River Tweed. The valley is deep and the river fast. The Via Domitiana crosses the river on a tall bridge just beyond the camp.”

“It is a big place; perhaps one hundred and fifty double paces each side with tall earthen walls. And that is not all. Outside each gate is a vicus, an annex, bigger than the camp itself. But you will see all this the day after tomorrow. If you will I shall point out the details as we approach.”

* * *

The next day was the most arduous. For six miles beyond Bremenium the engineers had maintained straight alignments. Beyond that they had been forced to follow ever-deeper valleys climbing through the Cheviot Hills, winding along stream banks. Higher and higher the century climbed between bare hillsides and screes. They passed below the signal station on the dizzy height of Brownhart Law. Lucius shuddered to think what such a place of duty would mean in winter.

Noon saw them huddled under cloaks in a fine drizzle, eating hard tack and dried meat. In early afternoon they forded the Kale Water and climbed past the fort at Pennymuir. Men who had overindulged the night before gazed longingly at the camp but four days was the standard march allowed from Corstopinum to Trimontium. That meant camping at Cappuck tonight and Lucius led them onwards.

There had been no time for conversation today as he passed up and down the line, encouraging and chivvying, lending his weight where necessary. As the day began to wane, they came out of the hills and the rain stopped. Lucius, mud-stained and wet moved forward past the baggage train for the twentieth time that day. Josephus left the line of march, touched him on his arm and pointed. Far to the west the setting sun had broken through the clouds. Three steep hills were crowned with golden light.

* * *

On the final day the Via Domitiana sped straight as an arrow towards the northernmost of the Eildon Hills. By noon the hills filled much of the northwestern horizon. It was possible to make out the earthen banks and stone dykes surrounding the top of Eildon North.

“Tell me of the tribes,” said the Centurion, resting barefoot on a rock while his body slave cleaned his sandals.

It was noon. The Century was halted beside a burn, cleaning away the worst effects of the journey. Helmets were being burnished, tunics sponged. The Signifer, clad now in his ceremonial leopard skin, uncovered the signum. He raised it and the pale sun struck highlights from its discs.

Josephus pointed towards the hill fort. “Up there are the Votodani.” He gestured at the low ground. “Down here are the Selgovae. That’s about all you need to know, really. It hasn’t always been so but for now the Selgovae are the underdogs. They plot and they steal cattle but that’s about the end of it.”

“You’ll find the Votodani relatively civilized. They pay their tributes and maintain the trunk road across the Tweed valley. Because they control trade, they’ve got most to lose if war ever breaks out. From your point of view the Selgovae are unpredictable but then,” he waved his hand, “they’re Celts. They make an art out of being unpredictable.”

Josephus paused to bite into a bannock. He chewed thoughtfully and took a swig of wine.

“Of course both of them have an eye to the north where the Picts live. They’re the real problem. They’ve never known the Pax Romanum; wouldn’t know what to do with it if they found it lying in the road.”

The body slave stooped to buckle the sandals onto the Centurion’s feet. Josephus rose and stretched, twisting to left and right.

“There are fortunes to be made here,” he said. “The country is rich in everything from cattle to metal ores. The people are avid for trade goods. For now it is good quality cloth and metal tools they want but as they become richer it will be more valuable, easily portable goods such as glassware and jewellery. And mark this, Centurion: trade makes for peace. Accustom these tribes to luxury and you won’t find them rebelling.”

Lucius stamped his feet to bed in his sandals then said, “Time to be moving. Josephus, would you join me at the head of the line? I’d appreciate your pointing out the sights to me.”

Now the road ran more to the north, skirting the foot of the hills. The valley of the Tweed began to open up ahead of them. Smoke rose in the foreground to their left.

“The Southern Vicus,” said Josephus. “Every industry you can think of – tanners, blacksmiths, brewers, bakers – everything necessary to support a Legion.”

As they crossed a low crest, an enormous enclosure became visible. It was covered with low sheds and chimneys and sloped gently downwards to the walls of the fort. He studied the walls. Thirty feet high and turf-covered they rose from a deep ditch forming a rectangle with wooden towers at the corners. In the middle of each wall stood a gatehouse. The same design could be found all over the Empire. The difference in this case was one of scale. It was huge.

Josephus touched his arm and pointed to the left towards the foot of Eildon North.

“You can just make out an aqueduct there, Centurion. Do you see?”

He saw fresh stone arches cutting across a deep valley.

“That carries water from a spring to the bath houses. They’re in the Western Vicus along with the civilian administrative buildings and the official lodge.” He pointed again. “You can just make them out behind their own earth bank beyond the western wall of the camp.”

The bass note of a cornu echoed across the valley from the southern gatehouse. Their approach had been formally noted. The Centurion ordered his cornicen to reply. The road began to slope downwards.

“You’ll find a spur road leading off the Via opposite the eastern gate,” said Josephus. “That will take you into the transit area where you will probably be invited to camp for the moment. Be warned: between that and the gatehouse lies a sump of iniquity, the Eastern Vicus. That’s where the ale houses and brothels lie. I have no doubt that your men will want to try them out. And now,” the old trader sketched a slight bow, “it is probably best if I leave you to your martial affairs.”

“Thank you, my friend,” said Lucius, taking his hand. “It has been a delight to travel with you. I trust that we will meet again once the Century is settled in.”

“As do I, Centurion; as do I.” The old trader smiled, touched his breast then turned and made his way back to the baggage train.






Chapter 2
(Adrift)

Trista huddles under a hedge, shivering. Her clothes are in rags and the piece of sacking wrapped around her shoulders is soaked through. Her teeth chatter. Cramps twist her empty stomach. Her burnt hands sting. She nods into a fitful doze, only to wake with a start as the same awful dream unfolds.

“Mother,” she murmurs and then the tears return. Sobs rack her slender frame. Mucus runs from her nose. The rain lashes down, uncaring.

She wishes she was dead.

The food the villagers gave her ran out yesterday. They had been kind enough but terribly afraid. Men sent by the headman had found her standing in the orchard, stiff with shock. It was clear that she had been pulling at smouldering timbers. They carried her to the village where women put salves on her burnt hands, washed her and dressed her in homespun clothes.

She was aware of hurried conferences; that the villagers feared for themselves as well as for her. She heard the name ‘Sertorius’ whispered and saw fingers making furtive Horns.

In the morning they gave her a satchel of food and a bottle of water. They told her she was being taken to Aurelianum; that she should speak with the Prefæct there, tell him what had happened. She set out with one of the field hands but after a couple of miles they heard galloping hooves coming towards them. The field hand had bundled her over a ditch and through a hedge, telling her to stay there and be quiet.

She’d stayed there for over an hour because she was a good girl but when she had timorously poked her head through the hedge, the field hand had gone. She was alone.

Everything became a blur after that. She’d taken to the fields, being too frightened to use the roads, and she never found Aurelianum. The weather broke and it rained. She didn’t know it but she was lucky it was high summer because, although frequently soaked, she was seldom cold. Until tonight.

She might have died during that awful night. She might have done but she doesn’t. As dawn lights a louring sky, the rain stops. Far in the east the sun rises beneath the layer of cloud, sending its rays out to the west. Trista raises her head. Across the field the sun’s first rays have turned a tall elm tree to gold. She thinks that she has never seen anything so beautiful in her life.

Deep within her a tiny flame ignites, a spark of that universal defiance granted to all things small and helpless which finally turn at bay.

She knows that she isn’t going to die; that Mother wouldn’t want her to die. Little though she is, her upbringing has been patrician and she knows that she simply has to go on because that’s what patricians do.

Trista takes stock. She knows she needs food and warm clothing but she has no money and she doesn’t know whom to trust. In the growing light across the valley, she sees smoke coming from the chimney of a substantial steading. There will be food there and clothing. But there will be people and dogs there too. Maybe bad people.

With the pragmatic simplicity of a child Trista decides that she will become a thief. She is a good girl, yes; but it seems that goodness goes with warm villas and loving families, not wet fields and lonely nights under hedges. Trista stands, stretches her aching limbs, wraps her sack around her and sets off, bending low, to start her new career.






Chapter 3
(Trimontium)

Trimontium: in years to come he would look back on it with the fondness of a first love. There was an innocence and a freshness about it all. Lucius had served on the borders of the Empire before. There was Syria: unbearable heat by day and curved daggers by night, the whole overlain by endless grit and flies. There was the awful deep dankness of the German forests, the howling ferocity of enormous warriors striking without warning, driven on by bestial gods.

Here in Caledonia was a gentleness, a peace not found on other borders. Certainly there were fractious tribes. The Selgovae were as cross-grained and vicious as most while the occasional full-scale Pictish incursion called for rapid and effective military response.

And yet…and yet…

There was a lilting score underlying it all: a feeling of – what could one say – playfulness? The Celts would fight but for them it was an art, not a science and they would rather strike poses and sing of their deeds than take to arms – unless honour was involved. And even though a Pictish spear in the guts would kill you as surely as a German war club, there was a strange understanding (at least on the part of the Picts) that it was all a game and not at all personal.

Beyond the cleared ground of the security zone, endless vistas of rounded hills, purpled with heather, led the eye upwards. There were scrub oak forests on the lee slopes, brilliant green in spring and summer. The sky was an ever-changing panorama from dawn to dusk and from day to day. Only the skylarks remained constant. Extremes of heat or cold were few nor, thought Lucius, sardonically, was there any danger of drought. Cloudburst followed drizzle but, in a way, the bad weather accentuated those days of soft sunlight that followed.

Ever present were the Eildons, the three hills after which the camp was named. From the camp itself only Eildon North was visible, its bulk blocking out the other two. The hill seemed to fill half the sky, its flanks painted in muted shades of brown. Below the skyline ran the mighty earthwork guarding the Votodani camp.

* * *

The Fifth had settled into their new garrison with little fuss. Initially they occupied one of the temporary camps in the transit area, setting up their tents as they would on the march. There was little hardship in this for legionaries who spent much of their time in these conditions. The rain, for these men inured to the Britannic climate, was part of the way of life and, anyway, just a stone’s throw away was the Eastern Vicus where a man could slake his thirst and stretch his feet before a roaring fire.

In the vicus were stalls selling meats, fruit and native artefacts. Booths offered cheap wine, heather beer and the peculiarly ardent native spirit distilled from grain. Here you could have your hair cut, your boots resoled and a letter written to your mother. Here too were the brothels promising earthly delights for the tired soldier.

If the excesses of the first nights created headaches for the ranks they produced as many for their officers.

“How many today, Marcus?” Lucius asked his Optio, as he buckled on his helmet in front of his tent.

“Seven drunk, two woundings and one urinating in an improper place to whit the guard commander’s helmet, sir,” the Optio replied with a straight face.

The Centurion raised an eyebrow.

The Optio rolled his eyes.

“Don’t ask, sir,” he said.

It was the morning of the third day. A crapulous line of defaulters swayed, bracketed by the spears of two burly military policemen. Lucius observed the rank of miscreants with a jaundiced eye. Rain began to spot his cloak. He hefted his vine staff.

“The sooner we get this lot into barracks and regular training the better,” he said.

For three days Lucius had spent long hours attempting to take over the barrack block from the century they were to relieve. He had not expected it to go smoothly and it hadn’t. Even though they were only two years old, the barrack blocks and latrines he was being offered were far from clean and suffered from a backlog of damage. Lucius had no intention of taking over a shambles whereas the outgoing centurion of the Ninth had little incentive to put anything right at this stage. He would trade upon the fact that Lucius would want to get his men settled as soon as possible.

Then there was the matter of the permanent loan list. The barracks should come complete with everything from oil lamps to latrine sponges, but it didn’t. A whole host of items were missing including an entire stove from one block. Someone would have to pay for all the missing gear and the outgoing century was currently involved in trying to make good the shortfall by theft. This, in turn, was causing ill-will throughout the camp and it certainly wasn’t smoothing the arrival of the Fifth.

Lucius sighed. For this they paid him the extra denarii.

“Right, Optio: let’s get this over with,” he growled.

* * *

Trimontium was a wild frontier where, as Josephus had said, the writ of law ran thin. There were fortunes to be made in the wilds of Caledonia by those with the courage or naked greed required. Many such entrepreneurs earned their living supplying comforts to the garrison and to troops in transit passing up and down the Via Domitiana, the great trunk road that ran the length of Britannia from Dubris in the south to Devana in the far north.

As Josephus had told him, the camp occupied nearly twenty acres of flat land on a plateau sitting high above the River Tweed. Outside all four gates of the camp was a vicus or annex, each with its own purpose. To the west were the bathhouse and civilian administrative buildings; to the north, the residences of senior officers. The Southern Vicus was an industrial zone while the Eastern Vicus provided for trading and off-duty entertainment.

The camp was the hub of Southern Hibernia and, as such, of prime strategic importance. An experienced Tribune (“Not one of them spotty kids,” to quote legionary Grotius), seconded from Eboracum, was in charge of military operations. The camp itself was commanded by a Camp Præfect, the highest rank available to a non-patrician. He was a former centurion of immense experience and standing.

Almost by default the Roman army, wedded as it was to the notion of class as a prerequisite for command, understood the need for experience to underpin breeding. Thus the Camp Præfect of Trimontium acted not only as the administrator of the garrison but also as an intelligence co-ordinator and, at needs, a diplomat, smoothing ruffled tribal feathers and generally maintaining the Pax Romanum.

The camp was home to fifteen hundred troops including an ala of Gaulish cavalry. In addition there were hundreds of artisans, camp-followers and traders whose livelihood depended upon the military.

* * *

It took a week before the men could move into their barrack blocks and another week before the Centurion was happy with the condition of the buildings. Eight men – a tent group – occupied each room, just as they would occupy a tent in the field. Under Lucius’s supervision the officers of the Fifth worked tirelessly to ensure that the quarters were clean and weatherproof.

As soon as they were settled the Tribune sent for him.

“Right, Centurion: next two weeks weapons drills, tactical formations and so on,” said the Tribune. He was a tall, spare man, not terribly intelligent as the world measures these things, but a staff officer of considerable experience.

“At the end of that time we’ll inspect them. Præfect’ll go over their kit and the barrack block. He’ll want to see your punishment returns, accounts and so forth. I’ll take the ceremonial inspection and then watch you put ‘em through their paces. Prepare yourself for century attack, defence – you know the sort of thing. Meantime we’ll send you and your officers out, a couple at a time, with patrols from other units. Let you see the lie of the land.”

He selected a map scroll from a rack behind his desk and beckoned Lucius forward as he unrolled it on his desk.

“We’re here.” He tapped the map with a stylus. “Main east-west feature is the river valley; north-south is the trunk road and they cross here by the camp.” He looked up with a wintry smile. “Military planners got something right for once.”

Lucius smiled back.

“North and west, lots of hills with deep valleys mostly running north-south – Gala Water here, Leader Water and so on. Difficult country. We try to keep the trees cleared back from the tracks but even so the whole area’s ripe for ambush.”

He looked up, frowning.

“You’ll have to get used to it. Treat it as enemy territory. Keep your guard up. The Selgovae’ll have you, given half a chance, and as for the Picts…Well, we don’t see them that often but when we do it’s usually a minor war.”

He paused, looking down at the map, stroking his moustache.

“That’s about all you need to know to start with.” He swept his hand to the right. “Sea’s out there to the east a long day’s march. We have a sub-fort at the mouth of the Tweed. You’ll get to patrol there from time to time.”

“Off to the west,” he gestured with his left hand, “Yarrow Water runs into the Tweed: another big valley running southwest. Questions?”

Lucius sat back already thinking of the best way to use infantry in such an enclosed environment.

“What are our main roles, sir?” he asked.

“Just coming to that.”

The Tribune rose, walked to the window and peered out for a moment.

“Main thing’s protection of the trunk road.” He turned back into the room. “If that goes, we’re all in trouble. Second one’s maintaining the peace. Most of that’s policing – making sure the cattle raiding’s kept in bounds, that sort of thing – but as I say, every now and then the Picts put in an appearance and then it’s serious soldiering. Main thing is showing a front. Never let the natives get away with anything.”

He scratched his chin.

“A lot of it’s about good intelligence. That’s the Præfect’s province. He’s got the brain for it. Try the patience of a magus, sorting out the lies from the truth when the Celts are telling tales about each other.”

He nodded reflectively.

“Downy bird, the Præfect,” he concluded.

* * *

By the time the year began to turn, the Fifth had fallen into the routine of the place and found it to their liking. They took their turn guarding the camp and the great bridge that carried the trunk road over the Tweed. They cleared culverts and dug ditches, for all Roman legionaries were trained as basic engineers. Best of all they patrolled the valleys, sometimes in force, sometimes in numbers as small as ten under the charge of a decurion for Lucius believed in delegating command as low as possible. Although, on occasion, this led to problems, in general it worked and paid huge dividends in building trust and confidence.

After the first couple of months Lucius took advantage of a local practise that allowed Centurions to live outside barracks. With the help of Josephus, he rented a small villa in the Northern Vicus and bought a slave girl to cook his food and warm his bed. The rest of his domestic staff consisted of his body slave.

There was a thriving centurions’ club within the camp where he frequently took his ease, drinking, dicing and telling stories. At first his youth had been a cause of more or less well-humoured ragging by the older men. Lucius accepted this with a good grace. He held his own in the inevitable drinking competitions and arm wrestling, winning his fair share and smiling ruefully when he lost. He made a number of friends, notably Quintus Fabricius. Quintus was a serious young engineer who saw the world as something to be measured. A close friendship, based on mutual esteem, grew up between the two men.

* * *

As autumn became winter the Fifth became wise in the ways of the Borderlands. They learnt, as close as one could, whom they could trust and whom they could not.

Of the Celts, the Votodani were, broadly speaking, friendly. They occupied the best land and regarded the Romans as a stabilizing force. Since they were the dominant tribe, it was to them that profits from trade went and they regarded the Pax Romanum as a good thing.

The Selgovae, on the other hand, bitterly resented their position as underdogs. It had not always been thus and the core of their belief was that, one day, positions would be reversed and woe betide the oppressors at that point. Because there was no doubt that the Votodani oppressed their client tribe with a careless disregard for justice and, as far as the Selgovae were concerned, the Romans were tarred with the same brush.

“The big difference is religion.”

Lucius and the Camp Præfect leant on their hunting spears in a clearing by the Tweed. Drifting down from the woods came distant shouts and the rattling of spears on shields as native beaters drove wild boar toward them. While they waited, the Præfect was holding forth on his pet subject: the Celts. After twenty years in Britannia he was something of an expert and Lucius was keen to pick his brain.

“The Votodani worship their version of Apollo. They call him Bel. It’s a relatively new religion in these islands. It’s masculine and pragmatic. Because we’re talking Sun-worship it’s out there in the open and we can do business with it.”

He glanced at Lucius to see that he understood. Lucius nodded and turned back to the woods. A distant crashing was coming closer. The Præfect scanned the forest’s edge.

“The Selgovae, on the other hand, are mostly still worshipping Luna or, more properly, the Moon in her third phase – Hecate. It’s a deep, dark business, very much centred on Hag-culture. They don’t name their goddess, by the way – just call her the Goddess and generally what they do is called the Old Religion. It’s inward-looking and secretive.”

A young sow burst from the trees, checked for a moment, then turned and ran towards the left of the line of spears. For a while the men were fully engaged as more boars charged into the open. Later as the natives skinned the kill, the Præfect watched Lucius washing blood from his arms in the river. He had known the young man’s father years ago but he hadn’t told Lucius. Old Metellus had done something right, he reflected as he tilted his wine flask.

The Præfect had never married but had he done so he would have wanted a son like this. The rank of centurion was won by merit and Lucius was the youngest in the Victrix. More to the point he was a second-degree initiate in the Cult of Mithras. The Præfect knew this because he was Magus of the Trimontium shrine. There were centurions who were never invited to join the Cult. Of those that did, many did not progress beyond first degree in an entire career so someone somewhere had noted strong potential in this young man.

The Præfect belched quietly. Naturally no written records were kept but sooner or later word would reach him through the Mithraic network that permeated the Roman army. As it was, the young Centurion had sung the pæon of praise faultlessly at the last initiation, chanting as the dying bull thrashed and the blood pumped and splashed onto the upturned face of the novice.

“Yes”, he nodded to himself, “definitely a young man to watch.”






Chapter 4
(Treachery)

A man prepares to die.

His mind flutters between terror of the Darkness and dread of what will happen first. Perhaps worse than either is the knowledge of his degradation, he, a proud man, a Roman Tribune, yet lying face down in the pine needles and mud of this forest clearing. His wrists are tied to his ankles behind his back. His nose is broken and probably at least one rib. He has been kicked, spat and urinated on in revenge for the one he knifed before they clubbed him down.

The German chief and the enormously fat Roman patrician still talk. The man doesn’t know which he fears more. The chief incites more physical fear. He is slightly smaller than his hulking body guard but big enough for all that. It is his scarred face and air of ruthless cruelty that mark him out as leader. His men swagger, as do all German warriors, yet they defer to him without demur.

And yet the fat Roman instils in him a soul-deep repugnance, even from a distance of twenty feet. He feels soiled from within as if death itself will hold no escape from the man. He is dressed in a black toga. His head is totally bald, nor does he appear to have eyebrows or lashes.

Ironically the Tribune now holds the secret for which he has crossed the Rhenus, into the forest. The patrician is selling out his own people. He is offering weapons to the German tribes in return for their support. If only there were some means of escape. This information must get to the Legate of the Twenty Second. It must but it won’t.

The German warriors have been busy hammering sharpened stakes into the ground and building a rough table. And it is not for a feast. But there will be a sacrifice to cement the unholy alliance being negotiated. The sacrifice will be him. Silently he prays to Mithras for a speedy death but has no impression of being heard.

A pair of fur-trimmed buskins appear before him. A meaty hand grasps his chin and twists it upwards. The warrior, face framed by greasy, yellow war braids is offering him a clay dish. The Tribune abides silently, in agony, unwilling to give his tormentors satisfaction. The warrior slams the dish into the ruin of his nose and rubs it round and round. Excrement. Howls of mirth from the others. The man blacks out briefly from the pain.

A snarl cuts across the laughter and there is silence. The leader speaks. He doesn’t raise his voice.

“Place the filth on the altar.”

A knife is drawn and his bonds are cut. He attempts to kick out but his limbs are cramped and weak from hours of confinement. Big hands grasp his arms and legs, lift him like a child and dump him face up on the altar. His limbs are tied to the uprights leaving him spread-eagled.

The moon-face of the obese Roman looms over him, carious teeth exposed in a smile. His breath is rank.

“Bare his breast,” he lisps.

Big hands grasp his tunic and rip it from top to bottom. From within the folds of his toga the fat man withdraws a long, curved knife. He bends closer, the better to whisper.

“It would be good if you were to pray to Mithras, my child,” he says. “It will not help you but it will greatly increase the efficacy of the sacrifice when I cut out your heart.”

He stands back, raises both arms and starts an incantation.






Chapter 5
(Meeting)

The Prefect’s Chief Clerk and the Chieftain’s Advisor – old adversaries – were arguing a point of precedence, oblivious to the Centurion. For a precious moment he was just a young man on a spring morning standing in sunlight.

Casually he gazed to his right where a small vegetable garden sheltered at the foot of the inner earthwork. There, half stooped, a pot of seedlings in one hand and a planting stick in the other, was a young woman. For the space of two heartbeats their eyes met and for a moment his world consisted of blue eyes framed by red-blonde hair.

A cloud winged across the sun. The girl, blushing, turned away to kneel among her plants. The Chief Clerk coughed. “Centurion, the matter is settled. We may proceed.”

With an effort he tore his gaze away from the woman and turned to the Chief Clerk. There was an embarrassed hiatus. Everyone was looking at him expectantly and he had not the slightest idea what had been said. Training took over.

“Ah…yes…carry on, Chief Clerk.”

* * *

It had been yesterday that the Camp Prefect had sent for him.

“Lucius, my boy; come in and sit down. Have a splash of wine – good stuff – Gaulish.”

He poured the wine.

“What’s the Fifth on tomorrow?” he asked, taking up his glass.

“Guard duty all week, sir, plus weapon training by groups. Two tent groups detached on bridge repair detail,” the Centurion replied.

“Good; nothing your Optio can’t handle then.” The Prefect eased his ample body back in his chair and picked up a wax tablet. “Seems we need to have a chat with Belinus. The old fox has just moved back up to his summer quarters on the Hill. Got to nail him down on levels of tribute this year – grain, meat and so forth. He’s also been slacking on road repairs – nothing too serious but it doesn’t do to let him get too out of hand.”

He took another sip of wine and looked at the Centurion benevolently.

“Not met him have you?”

The Centurion’s year at Trimontium had been one of patrols, policing and the occasional skirmish. Such Votodani as he had met had been farmers and traders.

“No sir,” he said. “I’ve heard a lot about him though.”

The Prefect smiled. “Doubt if half of it’s true. Typical Celt: bags of swank: lots of aggressive posturing with neighbours but deep down he wants a quiet life. Speaks our lingo well. Quite educated under the bluff exterior. Thing is Celts are impressed by show so I want you to go up there tomorrow – full fig: ceremonial armour: best plume: the lot. Chief Clerk’ll handle negotiations with his opposite number. Just want you to show a presence; drink beer; loads of compliments.”

The sound of a marching squad drifted in from the parade ground. The distant voice of an Optio poured scorn on a group of recruits. Well, it would make a welcome break from garrison duties, a chance to try out his command of the Votodani dialect. He’d been learning it from Flòraidh, his slave girl, nightly for several months.

“That’s fine, sir,” he said. “Is there anything particular you want me to speak to him about?”

The Prefect pursed his lips. “No; just remind him how well off he is with us here – subtly, of course. And take up a dozen flasks of Valerian – keep ‘em here in stores for these occasions. Old fool would murder for the stuff. See the Chief Clerk. Get him to indent for them and a couple of mules. You’ll be going up with the relief crew for the signal station. Get them to mount an honour guard. You know the sort of thing.”

And so it had started.

* * *

Later, in the smoky fastness of the Chieftain’s great roundhouse, when the heather beer had been drunk, the honey cakes eaten and the gifts exchanged, the advisors huddled in a corner to conduct the formal business. The Centurion sat in the place of honour.

Belinus, the Chieftain, was retelling, with boundless mirth, how his father had been attacked by a wild boar while relieving himself against a tree. His warriors, who had heard the story many times, laughed uproariously at the appropriate places. The Centurion, who heard not a word, laughed with them.

The story finished. The warriors howled with mirth then, duty done, resumed their noisy conversations. Belinus wiped tears from his eyes and drained his drinking horn. Choosing his moment the Centurion leaned across and said confidentially, “Those are very fine vegetables you grow in the plot within the gate.”

For a moment Belinus swayed slightly, his glaucous eyes unfocused. Then light visibly dawned through the beer fumes. “You mean Aithne’s little garden!”

He chuckled indulgently, a fond smile touching the corners of his full lips. Then, remembering his dignity, he nodding sagely. “It would be true to say that we grow the biggest bagies, neeps and…and, er…bagies in all of Caledonia,” he announced weightily. “I, myself, gave orders for the finest topsoil to be carried up from the river valley. It is to my own daughter, Aithne, that I have given charge of this vital, er, logistical resource.”

He blinked sagely, evidently satisfied with this piece of extempore boasting.

Aithne! Here was the first piece of intelligence.

Seizing the moment the Centurion made his move. “When I lived in Hispania, I was counted a gardener of some repute yet never have I seen such abundance, such huge er, bagiels, such magnificent sneeps. I wonder, while our advisors dispute, might I view this logistical resource, the better to learn a little of your, ah, advanced planting methods?”

Belinus gazed at him blankly again, evidently pondering why any red-blooded man would choose to view a miserable collection of weeds when he could be quaffing ale and boasting. Then the thought, ‘Ah, but he’s Roman’ fell into place. Belinus composed his face in a superior smile.

“But of course, Centurion: my garden is your garden,” he said grandly. “It is ever our aim and, indeed, delight, to share our skills with our Roman brothers in a spirit of fraternal co-operation that our two peoples may move forward in…in…” He looked around, owlishly, for inspiration. Finding none he rose ponderously, followed closely by his bodyguards.

This was no part of the Centurion’s plan.

“My Lord Belinus,” he protested, “there is no need at all for you to inconvenience yourself. I can find my own way easily.”

Belinus, however, was not to be put off. “Your Excellency, it is my great honour to escort you the better to expound upon the, er, detailed planning and, er, intriguing detail of this justly renowned, er…”

* * *

Fuming inwardly the Centurion arrived with the small cavalcade at the vegetable plot. Fresh air had wreaked it work upon Belinus who was being judiciously supported by his bodyguards. Aithne rose, a look of wary resignation on her face.

“Ah, Daughter,” Belinus began, escaping his bodyguards and crushing a patch of marjoram with a large boot. “It seems that His Excellency the Centurion is an expert, er, vegetable, er, person from far off, er…and I have undertaken to show him the finer point of our plant…er…veg…er.”

At this point, to the relief of nearly all present, Belinus fell forward into the parsley. Without a word the bodyguards, with the ease of long practice, grasped the fallen chieftain under his arms, hoisted him between them and set off trudging back to the huts.

Aithne stood, stoop-shouldered, head bowed, her left hand tucked under her right arm. The Centurion felt ashamed. Without looking at him, she knelt and tried, forlornly, to straighten up the broken parsley seedlings. Not knowing what else to do, the Centurion put aside his helmet, removed his cloak and knelt with her, attempting to help.

Then Aithne spoke to him, words he was to remember for the rest of his life. “Your Excellency, if renowned plants-man you be, do me the inestimable favour of not crushing the ever-loving thyme to death as well!” The Centurion tried to move both of his feet at once in an attempt to identify thyme, overbalanced and went sprawling. In the ensuing silence he suddenly heard peels of laughter. Looking up he saw Aithne, face transformed with mirth, rocking back and forwards on her haunches and pointing at him with her planting stick.

“You look so funny!” she choked.

Suddenly the spring sunshine, the freedom of the day and the hilarity of his position burst upon him. He laughed, at first ruefully and then with whole-hearted delight and when the laughter was done the young man and the young woman gazed at each other in surprised wonder, there on the summit of Eildon.

* * *

The signallers who had formed the Centurion’s escort were taking over from the previous week’s garrison at the signal station, high on the western rampart of Eildon. In the wooden storeroom at the base of the tower the two decurions were mustering stores.

“Watch him, Titus,” said the first, counting sacks of grain. “Got the wind under his tail good and proper this morning. Sent the clerk and the mules up the main path then had us sweating our way up the west face and you know how steep that is. No bloody path; bollox-deep in heather and us in full fucking armour. And him like a fucking mountain goat, leaping about, telling us to get a move on, yelling that if we couldn’t do better than this the fucking Celts would have us next time out.”

“Bloody officers,” said the other, marking his tally stick. “You know ol’ Sextus, don’t you; Cornicen over in the Fifth? Well he says that yer man’s always like this. Gets these bees in his bonnet and there’s no holding him back. Mind you,” he added reflectively, “that’s not to say that they don’t rate him over there ‘cos they do. Came out of that fight up the Via last month with all his men and that was a pretty nasty business. Outnumbered three to one, they said, and the ground against them.”

“Yer, well,” ruminated the first, “that’s all well an’ good but I ain’t in the fucking Fifth. This is just a poxy routine change of duty. And another thing: we gets to the top and he expects us to form an honour guard. Had us stopped in the dead ground below the walls polishing our fucking armour then marched us up to the gate like a squad of fucking Praetorians. So, all I’m saying is this, mate: I’d get your lot proper squared away. He’ll want you all nicely lined up and gleaming by the time he’s finished swilling beer with the natives down the camp.”

* * *

A muscular woman with long red braids, strode down the path from the Great Hut, the Chief Advisor panting at her elbow. As the wife of a Celtic chieftain The Lady Innogen’s status was equal to if slightly different from her husband. Thus when word had arrived of Belinus’ minor indisposition (“Snoring like a hog, m’lady”) it was natural for her to take his place seeing off the departing guest. What he was doing in the vegetable garden was a mystery but, then, he was a Roman.

Passing through the shadow of the inner gate she stopped abruptly. There in the pale spring sunlight at the foot of the inner wall knelt the Centurion, his helmet and cloak piled neatly to one side on the grass. It was evident to the Lady Innogen that, of all things, the Roman was busy planting seedlings under the tutelage of her daughter. Both were oblivious to her presence.

She gazed at the two young people as they knelt, heads together; took in their relaxed posture and heard the rise and fall of their murmured conversation. This would not do. She coughed loudly and stepped forward. “Ah, Centurion. I am so sorry that you have been left to your own devices but I see that Aithne has been entertaining you. I trust that you have not been too bored. Vegetables are not, as it were, to everyone’s taste.”

The Centurion rose, dusting earth from his hands and knees. The Lady looked for signs of guilt but he seemed to be supremely at ease. The same could not be said of Aithne whose downcast face and curtain of hair failed to hide flushed cheeks. She fidgeted with the planting stick.

“My Lady; how good to see you,” said the Centurion. “No indeed; I begged the Lord Belinus’ favour to be allowed to view the vegetable garden. In my youth I too grew vegetables and the Lady Aithne has been explaining how it is that she is able to grow such fine plants here. She has been kind enough to offer to show me the nursery beds in the valley from which these seedlings came.”

‘Has she, indeed,’ thought Innogen, looking intently at her daughter. Aithne looked up, caught her mother’s eye and quickly looked down again.

“How kind of her,” said the mother, “but you must not let her distract you from your military duties, Centurion. If Aithne has a fault it is that she gets carried away with her little projects and fails to appreciate that they are of little interest to others. It is to be hoped that her imminent betrothal to Lord Callum of the Selgovae will be a steadying influence upon her.”

The Centurion’s smile faded for a moment. ‘Ah’, she thought, ‘I was right’.

“And now perhaps I may escort you to the gate. I see that your soldiers await you.”

Outside the gate the decurion had drawn up his ten men in two lines, facing inwards. Sun winked off burnished harness. The legionaries radiated an air of studious military competence.

The Centurion picked up his helmet and cloak and put them on. He turned to Lady Innogen. “My thanks for your hospitality, my Lady. Please convey my compliments too, to Lord Belinus.”

Then he turned to where Aithne stood, downcast. “And my thanks to you, my Lady Aithne, for your time.” He saluted both women then turned and marched out of the gate.

The decurion called his men to attention and saluted with an expectant flourish. “Carry on, Decurion,” said the Centurion in a preoccupied voice. “Report back to camp. I shall make my own way.”

“Sah!” barked the decurion but he might as well not have bothered. The Centurion was already striding off alone through the heather. ‘Fucking officers!’ he thought.






Chapter 6
(Josephus)

Josephus of Arbela sits by the fire, warming his hands. It is winter. Firelight plays on the walls and hangings of his living quarters. Outside a winter storm throws fistfuls of rain at the walls.

The small villa stands in the Northern Vicus at Trimontium, part of a speculative development by a Catuvellauni magnate. The land here falls steeply to the Tweed. In winter little sun touches this side of the valley but the tall river cliff opposite shelters the vicus from northerly winds and for this Josephus is glad.

A life of travelling has left him fitter than he has any right to expect yet the damp pain seldom leaves his joints now. It is worst of all on these long, dark nights filled with storm and rain. He draws his thick, woollen robe tighter round him and holds his hands out to the flaring logs. Not for the first time he chuckles inwardly at the irony of his life. Son of the Desert; Syrian Jew: what is he really doing here?

Wealth is not an issue. He could retire tomorrow, take ship and within a time see the morning sun gilding the turrets of Latakia. He closes his eyes and imagines the gentle roll of the ship as it glides eastwards to the shore on the swell of the Central Sea. The scent of cedars drifts from the land – yes…

Yes, one day, maybe, but not yet. For now life is too interesting out here on the frontier. The cut and thrust of trading at the edge of the Empire is simply too stimulating and there are still corners of this haunting land that he has never seen.

‘Horizons’: he remembers the last journey north and his conversation with Centurion Terentius, Lucius, as he now knows him. Yes, of course, it is a matter of horizons not profit, but one does not easily allow others to see beyond the professional mask of the trader. Such things are bad for business. Yet he has never regretted allowing Lucius into his confidence. When he meets one of that small number who can understand and be trusted, he knows immediately.

Philip, his Greek slave, comes through the curtain with a tray of food. He places it on a small table which he draws near to his master.

“A wild night, Josephus,” he says as he rebuilds the fire with apple logs from the basket. Josephus has never seen a need for ceremony between himself and his people. Each knows the strengths of the others. Often their lives depend on those strengths. Rigid hierarchy achieves little, willing co-operation everything.

“Wild indeed, Philip. I doubt not that the roads will be blocked in the morning.”

“May I bring you anything else?” the slave asks.

“Nay, Philip; off you go to your bed. Keep warm.”

“Goodnight, then, Josephus.”

Left alone again, the Syrian rejoins his thoughts.

Lucius has been a frequent visitor to the villa and Josephus, in turn, a guest at various legionary feasts. He has watched the young man with interest. Perhaps eight years younger than the average centurion, he bears himself with complete self-assurance. Nor, after early attempts to discomfit the new boy, do his peers now patronize him. He is simply too competent.

Josephus studies the Roman military. His safety often depends on it. On paper it is an irresistible, seamless machine but everything depends on personalities. There are camps where he would not willingly stay and centuries with which he will not travel. Even here at Trimontium it is possible to make comparisons.

The Seventh is commanded by a bully who uses his vine staff to thrash his men. The Centurion of the Third is a lackadaisical greybeard who should have been retired years ago. In the wine shops of the Eastern Vicus one can hear the character and faults of every officer dissected and discussed with a stunning degree of accuracy.

Josephus selects a date and bites into it. He gazes into the heart of the fire.

But if one accepts that all soldiers complain about their officers, it is clear that Lucius is appreciated as a strict but fair leader. More than that: Josephus has heard the odd rueful comment indicating that the Centurion is often way ahead of his troops. More than one soldier has been caught flat-footed in the commission of a crime. Under these circumstances Lucius would be well within his rights to punish with the lash but he seldom does.

Most officers regard their men as a barely subjugated under-class: a rebellion waiting to break out. Common wisdom says that sparing the lash shows weakness. Lucius, however, seems to operate on a different level. Josephus can only liken it to the way he treats his own small group of specialists where he values each individual for what he can contribute. Lucius manages to do this on a much larger scale and with a group of men, many of whom could be seen as the sweepings of the Empire.

Unconventional or not, it works. The Fifth are good. In tactical exercises and in sporting competitions they frequently win. It isn’t so much that they are smartly turned out, although they are. A legionary of the Fifth seems to walk taller than others. An exceptional young man, Lucius. Well worth the watching.

Josephus reaches for a roll of hide. He unrolls it in the light from an oil lamp. It is a map of northern Britannia. He traces with his finger the route of the Via Domitiana as it curves north to Devana. Much of the map, especially to the west, is speculative. At one time, before the legions left, he had added to it bit by bit. He looks now at the mountains and lakes to the north of Strathclyde.

One of the military roads follows the north bank of the Western River until the waters become salt. He could turn north just there. He places a finger on the map where the deep valley of a small river drains the Great Loch. From there he knows of a track that follows the western shore for many miles, deep into the heart of the mountains. If he started in early spring, who knows where he might journey. There are tales of monsters and giants and gold, not that he believes them.

For a while he nods drowsily in the warmth seeing mountains capped with snow and torrents stained brown with peat. Beyond the mountains lies the sea. Dark islands march rank on rank towards the horizon. Horizons…

He jerks awake, yawning. He rolls his map. Time to think of the details as the days lengthen. There are many details: who and what to take, what to trade for, which tribes he can more or less trust. He wonders whether an amphora of the right Falerian might tempt the Tribune into sending the Fifth on extended patrol to that isolated fort on the Western River. He smiles gently to himself. Yes, it would be good to march with Lucius again. He places a screen in front of the fire then, rising, unhooks the lamp and makes his way to bed.
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