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Introduction


[image: ]


All was well, all was good, people were happy and trade was buoyant, that was until the Skywatchers saw a falling star. They said it meant a change was coming  and because things were good at the moment it undoubtedly meant they were going to turn bad. Then in a matter of weeks the rumour came and it spread like a disease from town to village, from the countryside to the gates of the city. There were dark whispers in the air, in the harbours people were unusually quiet and thoughtful and in the markets they felt rushed and harried, like eyes were upon them as though they were being chased away; they didn’t feel safe anymore. People knew that Briton stood alone and was feeling suffocated by its surroundings, by its neighbours and the encroaching empire of Italia that held them captive.

For many long months, that seemed like years the southern British kingdom of Arun readied itself for invasion from the ever expanding European empire of Italia and this was brought into sharp focus with the recent appointment of its new emperor, Cicero (pronounced si-suh-row). They knew it meant change was coming. Cicero was ambitious, ruthless, determined to prove himself and in the midst of the chaos he was causing, young Britons like Yulla and Bezon were, beside anything else, just trying to live out their ordinary lives.

[][][][]

In the opening expression 'Come and sit by the fire and I will tell you my story' the gap between the present and a distant time in the past the book is set in is attempted to be bridged. And so the story unravels from there, it unfolds through ordinary people going about their everyday business while still being impacted by greater world events. Empires and Dust is an alt-history, parallel history or ‘what if?’ genre of book, if a definition is  required and it was written as I wanted to put a different perspective on the beginnings of one of the most talked about and historically noted periods of British history, the Roman invasion. Also this story was inspired by reading fictional and factual books of Roman adventures and seeing Roman artefacts first-hand, like at the Colosseum and the arena in Pula, Croatia.

'I am old now and my bones are cold, but the warmth from the fire gives me enough strength and in it there is a light, there is a memory and a tale to tell. Looking into the flames, my eyes are taken away and I am as ever in the world of the past. Although it was many years ago, it is a clear and unerring place and it is as though it was only yesterday. First of all, I will always remember the place of my birth.'

The above opening couple of sentences hopefully lets the reader know the POV of the story in the form of an unknown voice or narrator who had first-hand experience of the invasion of Briton, but the other chapters are written from both sides, Briton and Italia and also from those people and countries caught in between. AI was not used to write  this book, it was hand-written on lined A4 paper.
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Prologue
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On the quay the boatman unpacks the hull of his little sailing vessel. It is an open- hulled, single-sailed trading vessel suitable coastal routes that hug the land and only ventures into deeper waters on calm days. He carefully places square wicker crates on to the quay in neat piles of threes and fours ready for collection. As he does the boy, Xo (pr. ecks- oh) slowly approaches him, his keen eyes watching his thick muscular arms place the crates like a crane up out of the boat, sideways to the quay and then down on to it. His movements are steady and succinct, and he looks up at the boy and then away returning to his routine, looking calmly down.

‘Who are you trading with?’ Xo asks as he reaches the quay from the grassy path.

‘The harbourmaster’ the boatman replies, briefly pausing his actions.

‘I’ll go and fetch him for you’

‘Thanks’ he says returning to his task.

‘Who shall I say has come?’ Xo says trying to look the man in the eye.

‘Jean of Gaul. He’ll know it is me’

Xo turns to go, his heel twisting on the hard wooden planks of the quay and as he does he catches the boatman in a frozen look, his face white, his mouth half open, his motion somehow stiff. ‘What is it? The boatman doesn’t reply, he is far away.

Do you have news?’ 

The boatman looks away for a few seconds, looking at the rippling water as he  places two more crates in position as he gathers his thoughts. He catches Xo’s eye as he adjusts the yard and flapping bright red sail. ‘There is this rumour that’s going around’

‘And? Come on, you must speak now’

‘It’s from Italia’

‘Most rumours from abroad are I suppose’

‘Yes’ the boatman says mournfully, putting the neatly wrapped sail down.

And, yes?’ Xo snaps.

‘It has come from the highest place’

‘From Rome you mean?’

‘Yes, but from the great palace there’ the boatman says, his eyes widening

‘What, what is it about?’

‘It is the rumour on everyone’s lips’ the boatman says. Xo stands in silence, saying nothing, his body still and intent. He waits as he gets a feeling of impending doom. ‘The talk is of expansion’

‘That’s not so bad’ Xo says as calmly as he can, trying to breeze away the line of conversation as normality.

‘The talk is of invasion’

‘It’s happened before’

‘But into Briton?’

‘Briton? No’

‘Yes, by all accounts the plans have been drawn up. There is massive movement among the troops, they are being sent out’

‘Is this really true?’ Xo exclaims, his pulse quickens, he feels suddenly hot and agitated.

‘It’s a rumour, but, yes as far as I know’

‘It sounds like gossip’

‘It could be, but the sources are reliable’

‘So unreliable they may be untrue’

‘But why would it be said by so many?’ the boatman asks. They hear footsteps approaching and see the familiar shape of the harbourmaster. 

‘News travels fast, bad news even faster’ Xo conceded drearily and a hah was all he got back.

The harbourmaster comes walking down the path and steps on to the quay, he looks at the two men and sees that for some reason they are unable to speak. ‘What is it?’ he asks fearing the worst, but neither of them can say anything and with the words still fresh in their mouths, hanging on their tongues.

I – Come and Sit by the Fire 

'Come and sit by the fire and I will tell you my story'

'I am old now and my bones are cold, but the warmth from the fire gives me some strength and in it there is a light, there is a memory and a tale to tell. Looking into the flames now, my eyes are taken away and I am as ever in the world of the past. Although it was many years ago, it is a clear and unerring place and it is as though it was only yesterday. First of all, I will always remember the place of my birth.'

[][][][]

The southern British kingdom of Arun was all too aware of the imminent invasion from mainland Europa and so prepared itself for war. Its king, Duerra had three sons and he used each for a different aspect of the preparation. The eldest son, Alfos who was next in line for the throne was to make ready for the war and spent much of his time amassing an army and constructing defences. The second son, Bezon was given the task of gathering information and was sent abroad as a spy, under the guise of a peace envoy, offering a truce. The third son, Caratacos, who was considered a fool and a weakling was in charge of the aging king's escape route; should it be necessary.

In Rome, at the heart of the empire of Italia a new emperor named Cicero had been appointed and as all emperors before him he knew he needed to prove himself to be not only worthy of this new role but, to be remembered, and remembered as a great ruler and leader. In no uncertain terms he wanted to make his mark, a permanent mark so he would be put in the pages of history. However he had come to power when the empire as a matter of course and over a period of several centuries had seemingly grown to its fullest. All the countries in the known world that could provide benefit to Rome were not only conquered, but were part of its huge supply chain. It seemed there was nothing more to do, but looking over at the map of the world again, his eyes were in some desperation drawn to the fringes and outlying extremities of the empire. There was the cold and desolate island, sub-continent of Briton, that according to most recent surveillance was inhabited by savages and feuding tribes. It had nothing to offer in terms of produce and posed was no threat, but it would make a morale boosting victory and expansion, if and when it was conquered. Further up the map, to the north of already colonised Germania, the icy Norselands sat, waiting to be plucked. They also posed no threat, but would complete the picture for the Italia empire map. Then to the west the recent uprising in already colonised Spania needed to be quashed; it was unacceptable and could not be seen to be allowed to continue. The plans for the conquest of these three remaining areas of Europa would be perfect to add to Cicero’s up and coming opening address, all he had to do was sell the benefit of expansion to the capricious and fickle masses in the main arena as part of his inauguration ceremony.

‘Now you are sat in the warm let the story go on’ 

II – The Lower House of Yulla

'I will put more wood on the fire, it is needed to keep the memories alive, so the story can continue...'

[][][][]

There was a Lower House* to the north of the kingdom of Arun that Bezon often visited and before his trip to Europa he spent ever more time there. It was the house where Yulla lived with her family. She was the daughter of a rich trader and unlike most other ordinary people she had benefited from a bought education and was considered to be in good standing. Yulla was twenty-three and by standards of that time had gone way passed the stage of marriage. She had suitors, of which Bezon was one, but his recent rise to fame, through his given task had bought him much good favour with everyone, including her and her family. Yulla's family were wealthy because of her father's trading business, which had thrived from traffic and commerce of sea merchants that from Africa, the east and Phoenicia in particular. However as everyone was all too aware all of that would come to an end under the new reign of Italia, after the invasion, if any Briton survived to see it. 

The night before Bezon’s departure Yulla and her mother prepared Bezon a fine going away meal to wish him good luck with his pending voyage. There were plates of vegetables from the garden, dishes of fruits and berries from the forest, platters of meats and cheeses from the farms and piles of rich pastries and fine bread from the best bakeries in the kingdom. It was a meal fit for a king and in secret, one day Bezon hoped he would be one. Around the long table Yulla's family had assembled and they had dressed in their finest clothes, some of the men, who were uncles of Yulla’s wearing their battle armour as a mark of respect. Bezon had misjudged this occasion and its importance to others and only wore a plain white shirt that was detailed about the neck, cuffs and hem with a repeat treskilion design in fine black. He wore baggy grey trousers with a simple tie cord at the waist and his regular, clumsy army boots. Looking around he quickly became all too aware of how under dressed he was and he saw off the long judgemental looks with defensive eyes, but he was dressed down because he wanted to feel young and free on what might be his last night on home soil.

‘I will be wearing full battle dress tomorrow’ Bezon announced across the table, his deep brown eyes flitting a look at people who looked away with smiles.

‘Well I think you look very nice, Bezon’ Jenna, Yulla’s mother said as at the same time her father creaked down the stairs holding a very old and tattered armoured tunic. To the amusement of some he held it up to Bezon, as though measuring him to it for size. Bezon twisted away, leaning forward, but Yulla’s father managed to hang it over his reluctant shoulders and walk off as a cloud of dust plumed up out of it and a smell of old leather and brass drifted across the room.

‘That thing really does stink. Can’t you get rid of it?’ Yulla said while trying to wave the smell away. As she chewed on a leg of cooked chicken she paused to look and laugh at him before adding in a whisper. ‘Your brother Caratacos has been in contact with my father several times’.

‘About what?’ he asked, trying not to react to a rush of questions he had and in emotion he consequentially was not able to concentrate on his food; he clanked his knife down on his plate. His usual look of calm had escaped him. He looked at the pale blue amulet around Yulla's neck. It swung, catching the candle light, reflecting in golden drinking goblets and the intricate design of the crystal glasses. He didn’t trust Caratacos and a million disappointing thoughts rushed through his mind as he remembered his younger brothers track record. Was Caratacos using his royal position to his own personal advantage? Exploiting and bullying the ordinary folk to get his own way, to get to Yulla?

Yulla paused and lowering her eyes looked around the table to check no one was listening in. ‘I don't know, he wouldn't say, but he didn't look displeased,’ she said in the faintest of whispers, smiling at people around the table. Putting two and two together Bezon hoped it was about Caratacos’s task of securing the escape route for his father. It would make sense as Yulla's house was to the north of the castle, to the north west of the kingdom, towards Siluria and away from the continent and it would make a perfect staging post to change horses and take refuge perhaps while on the run. His young brother was not as stupid as he looked he thought.

[] [] [] []

Ascoli was a grunt and was near the bottom of his Section of twelve men, at a laughable number ten (X). It was laughable as the two men below him were not fit and had got in the army of Italia by a fluke. He had joined the army for an easy, quiet life, defending the unchallenged boundaries and fortifications of the already well established and on the face of it, undefeatable empire. He was following in the footsteps of the men in his family, it was easy money and day by day there was little to do. Over the past few decades there had been relative peace, with some minor skirmishes to deal with. This family plan was all going fine until a new emperor came to power and this emperor, Cicero had ambitions and with them Ascoli's quiet little world was shattered into tiny little pieces. All of a sudden there was talk among the ranks of manoeuvres abroad, of them invading and it seemed the quiet life was over. He might be asked to stay behind, he thought as he had seen no proper action. Wouldn’t it be the more seasoned veterans who would be chosen for battle? not the likes of him and his mate Pico. As he sat by the firelight of the gatehouse he saw the unmistakable tall and slim silhouette of his section leader, Thamus approach and so he got up and stood to attention.

‘At ease soldier’ Thamus’ voice said through the darkness as he came close. ‘I have news, it seems a soldier’s holiday is over and peace time has ended’ Thamus' voice was serious and irritated, which was unlike him.

‘Sir?’ Ascoli said, his voice going up a pitch. He cleared his throat.

‘Yes, we will be marching soon. You've heard the rumours?’

‘Yes, but many different and contrary ones’ Sir

‘And you heard Cicero’s opening speech?’

‘I did, Sir. Yes’

‘Well then listen, Ascoli, I've been told to prepare the Section and to get you all ready, so make sure you are, understand?’

‘Yes, Sir’ Ascoli replied after a mournful pause of painful thoughts about his life ending in some horrific way on a remote foreign battlefield. His grey eyes surveyed his section leader for any kind of mercy, but there was none, his flinty face showed no emotion and if anything held back the look of worry. ‘But who will defend the cities, the homeland when we are gone?’

‘Old men and teenagers I expect’ Thamus said with a wry smile that Ascoli couldn’t see.

‘This is a gamble. It could be the beginning of the end’

‘Oh, it gets better. Here is the good part. Mercenaries, contractors and new recruits are going to be brought in and all to be paid for from the imperial palace and new higher taxes’ Thamus said watching moving lights in the woods. 

‘To do what? Ascoli said his eyes following Thamus’. He leant forward and squinted and could just see the dark legs of people. ‘By the time we’ve trained them it’ll all be over’

‘I find out more tomorrow, but I know one thing, it’s going to be one of three things, hot, rainy and windy or very cold’

‘I’m hoping for hot, Sir’ Ascoli said

‘Yes, Spania’

* In the kingdom of Arun a Lower House is a house that is well-known either through its wealth or the popularity of the people within, but has no royal connection.

III – Fractions of Broken Sunlight

'Memories appear in fractions of broken sunlight, reflected in pools of bright water'
––––––––
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[][][][]
––––––––
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‘What news?’ King Duerra asked, his eyes flitting from one of his sons to another, but each had their head down, hoping to avoid being the first to answer. Duerra was a formidable looking figure, heavyset with a deep battle scar across his face. The scar coursed diagonally from the top left of his forehead, over the bridge of his nose and right cheek bone to his jaw below. Through its course it had to some extent dislodged and disfigured his left eye, forcing the eyelid to half close, giving him broken vision and making him difficult to look at. His shoulder length grey and white hair was thin on his head, barely covering his scalp. His eyes were black with a hint of brown at the edges, but they were knowing and bright somehow and there was nothing much that they missed. Duerra was wise through experience and had reached the ripe old age of sixty, but was not generally in good health. With this ever present in his mind he knew he didn't have long left of his life and so had to act fast with the ongoing preparations.
As they sat around the large circular table of the council chamber there was a tense silence as each son prepared to speak. ‘I should start with you Alfos, as you are the oldest, but it’s of no matter. Caratacos, what progress have you made?’ All eyes went to him, including those of the two servants and two guards in waiting. Wisnia sat at the end of the table, observing. They all expected a comical and vague running commentary of sketchy, half-baked plans that added up to nothing much at all. They looked on cringing and waiting to laugh.

‘A pathway has been cleared for you and whatever court you decide to take with you from here to Hibernia, and it will be no desperate escape either, you will be able to retire with strength and dignity. To all around it will seem like a well thought out strategic retreat’ Caratacos said. He paused looking around the room and saw that the starts of derisory smiles had frozen mid-way through. He spoke fast and with great emphasis, but with an air of gullibility, his voice high pitched for a man.

‘Go on’ his father said, rotating his hand in the air, speeding on some invisible object. Impressed with what he had heard so far, he hid his wide and excited eyes by holding his golden goblet to his face and sipping his wine as though he had all the time in the world.
‘In detail the house of Yulla will be a staging post in the north west of our kingdom, from there a safe road has been established through Siluria to its far western coast.
The road has been checked and there are no tolls or barriers and at its far end, at the port of St David I have made ready several ships for your safe passage abroad.’

‘What then?’ Alfos cut in with an acid tone, his long lank black hair half hiding his thin face.

‘I am in talks with the Lords of Cork and Kerry to make good a house for our father, the king and for us all, if it comes to it.’

‘Talks. How? Sounds like half a plan to me’ Alfos said with malice, smiling through his sallow complexion with a crazed look. He scanned the room, looking around for approval, a few began uncertain laughs which turned into a hubbub.

‘Alfos’ the king said sternly, trying to reign his oldest son in, he had a deep frown and was quickly red with anger.
‘And what if they decide to invade Hibernia? What then?’ Alfos went on, undeterred, by his father, trying to push Caratacos into a corner. And then again all eyes were on Caratacos, but this time he looked blank.
‘Then we go to the land of the Ice, which I have made no provision for as of yet’ his voice was slow and measured, unlike before.
‘You have done well in the time given, although this course of events is not what I am hoping for,’ Duerra said. ‘Anything more?’

‘Our spies abroad say we do not have much time as Italia is already preparing. Their troops are getting ready to march and when they are here we will have little or no time. They only march at one speed, but a consistent one and they will bring cavalry to scout on ahead or take out easy targets. That is why it would be risky to evacuate on foot or in a wagon. So just in case I have arranged for you to have riding lessons.’ Caratacos said and several started laughing at the thought of the old king, who could not walk well, riding on a horse, but he continued. 

‘It is possible to make the boat in St Davids in two days ride, on foot it will take over a week, where you stand much more chance of capture.’ he emphasised the word capture putting the flat of his hand on the thick wooden table, as though squashing an insect. The room quietened to a silence. ‘They will bring horses, not a huge number, but enough to chase an escaping royal party." Everyone looked at him. ‘That is all’

‘You've done a lot of work, but I don't think I'll be getting on a horse at my age. A chariot maybe. Thank-You,’ Duerra said, mulling over what he had heard. He looked over at Wisnia, the leader of the Druids, who was smiling and shaking his head. Next Alfos spoke about his army and its training. At present he said they had a standing army of around four thousand men and were looking to increase it to twelve thousand from the current population, but he knew even with that amount they would be outnumbered and outclassed. He was hoping that by the time of a formal battle to be in charge of an army of twenty four thousand men, including mercenaries and survivors from other defeated kingdoms. He told everyone they would be facing an army of between thirty and forty legions (thirty to forty thousand) and in battle they would be no match. He went on to say that they would be avoiding a set battle for as long as possible and would be engaged in hit and run type activities.
‘Listen, my son they're not your troops, they are the kingdoms and will be under my control in council with our strategists’ Duerra said like a father scolding a child, waving his hand at his sons, the group of three silent men sat at the table. They looked small and sheepish

‘Yes, but I have plans and have been training them in a certain way,’

‘Well, we need to know about that then,’

‘Yes of course father’ he said, he looked down, he frowned, he was resigned.

‘There is a price to pay for guerrilla warfare. Reprisals.’ he looked around the room at every face. No reaction he saw disagreed. Going back he remembered the border skirmishes with Siluria and Mercia and how eventually they had brought him notoriety and power although he had lost many warriors. Later in those years, because of his many victories the great council and elders had approved him as leader of Arun, but he didn’t need their approval, there were only an advisory body. Wisnia was on the council at that time and he knew that he had used his sway in his favour and so they became friends.

‘We can only hold them off for so long, we need to make the most of every opportunity to slow them down, if we are defeated and you are safe and retired to Hibernia, we will re-group the army in the safety of Devonia. I have no further news, other than the work on the defences continues.’ Nodding as though holding his breath, Duerra circled his free hand in mid-air. ‘We are digging a series of long ditches around the outer defences and some within, some of which can be ignited to create a wall of fire. Also a series of traps have been created along their predicted approach path, some our inside our kingdom, some are in no man’s land. Again, also we have set up a signalling system so we can communicate with the Cantiaci, the Iceni and the Silurians’
‘Hmmm, your progress is better than I expected, we will work on it. What type of men have you got?’ Duerra asked, knowing the answer, letting his mind drift back to when he was made king a whole three years after been approved as leader, they had made him earn his position. He didn’t need their approval for the crown either, but it was a prize beyond all measure and so he took it gladly.

‘Swordsmen and spearmen and a few archers nothing more. There are some chariots, but none in any great number; other than in surprise attacks they haven't proven to be effective in battle against Italia anyway. There are some willing to fight who have no weapons at all, such is their hatred for the new invaders.’ Then after it had remained silent for a few seconds all eyes went to Bezon who hadn't been listening and was looking up at the wooden beams.

‘Come on Bezon, what have you got?’ Duerra asked with a smile, prompting his second son on.

‘I haven’t been abroad yet, so haven’t any further information other than we already know. The messages I have been hearing indicate we may have three to six months, maybe more as it takes them a long time to assemble their troops,’ Bezon said, but as he looked around the room at his brothers, his father and Wisnia, he saw faces of disbelief. ‘In case you are wondering about my certainty their fleet isn’t ready and to compound that they are very superstitious about travelling over water. In fact they believe they have no protection from their gods, so in the high summer they will be looking for the perfect days weather to sail,’ with this he saw some nods of approval. ‘I leave when the weather clears’ time in the Sea Serpent, taking the cover of the Phoenician trading route’

N – Maps that tell Lies

'The old and forgotten fire has smothered itself in heaps of ash and is no more than dim orange embers. More wood is needed to keep it going. So will you go out into the night and get some dead wood, please? It is not too far to the edge of the forest where the lightning struck, but be careful there are wolves lurking there as they know that people come,’

[][][][]

‘I seem to spend all my time looking at maps. The maps that will lead me through these strange times of exploration. Maps that add more mystery than enlightenment to our cause, as they are so vague and full of gaps and edged by sudden endings, they make things ever worse not better. Maps that tell lies as they contradict from one distant source to another far more remote one; I don’t trust them and I don’t like them. To compound this frustrating situation there are strange little messages from all around the known world that disturb our own secure and settled one, that I can try and believe and include and make provision for.’ Emperor Cicero said, pulling away from the huge wooden map table, that he had had constructed for the invasions.

‘You and I both, Sir’ his aide, Julianus said, his words at a minimal volume.

‘It’s all right for you, you bear none of the responsibilities, it’s all a game to you that you can watch as a spectator’ Cicero shouted. He looked for a split second at the rough pentagonal shape of Gaul, took a large gulp of wine and wiped his mouth on his white silken sleeve making it a blurry red. ‘If this all goes wrong I could be for the chop,’ He stared down, with a serious glower, his brow furrowed, overshadowing his dark brown eyes. His arms were wide as he rested on one side of the map table, his hands in fists, he was lost in his own thoughts. He thought it was ironic that he looked like a god glaring down on a small and insignificant world and to anyone looking up and seeing through the clouds he would appear as an angry face.

‘I answer to you, do I not?’ Julianus said.

‘Yes’ Cicero said, looking at him briefly, to catch his mood

‘Which is something of the greatest importance, there can be no higher position...’

‘...and I treat you very well and you know it,’ Cicero said interrupting, swinging his goblet at Julianus, sloping some of the contents on the tiled floor. ‘Am I not a forgiving boss?’

‘You are, Sir, yes, you are’ Julianus said thoughtfully trying to recall any individual acts of loyalty he had carried out recently, but none came to mind.

‘And there are too many scrolls, too much is written down these days. It needs to be in people’s heads where it is safe, not on paper so that it can be understood by any passing thief of knowledge. It is impossible to think that anyone can remember it all.’

‘No’ his aide agreed. Cicero glowered at him, looking perplexed. He stood up straight, giving him his full attention. ‘I mean yes and no. It needs to be studied’

‘I know what you mean, Julianus’ For a while two sets of eyes looked down at the map, scanning it over from one country to another. The map itself that sat on the large wooden table was a paper-mâché model of the known world, with Europa dominant and large at the centre. The surrounding lands and continents took up the edges and ended square where the table stopped and were distorted and small as little was known about them as they had seen little exploration. The top of Africa was to the south of Europa, at the bottom of the map table and Asia to its east, on the right hand side, neither had any landmarks. In the far top left was the solitary island country of the land of Ice. The simplified land masses were painted olive green and brown, with white mountain ranges and bright blue rivers. Thin strips of yellow depicted the beaches in places and the sea was painted by a rough hand in sapphire blue.

‘Sir?’ his aide, Julianus asked, paying close attention to the emperor’s mood and not sure whether to respond or not.

‘Every map or scroll I see tells a different story. It’s difficult to know what is real, even the spies are in contradiction’ he bellowed, focusing in Julianus’s direction. 

‘The information we have is the most up to date and collaborated, we have never had a better and true view of the known world. Our spies are well trained and versed in foreign affairs and customs’ Julianus said giving the official line of commonly used  propaganda. Cicero looked at him with a sneer and then cast his eye at the line of the three silent and stern generals. They stood to one side of the side of the room in the positions they had been ushered to, each holding a decorative war helmet under his left arm, leaving his right arm free to hang loose over a sheathed sword. A soft breeze blew in from the many pairs of open doors that lined the room on three sides and it gave a sudden welcome coolness. It ruffled the curtains and danced in the braziers that hung on the high stone walls, making the flames grow larger and more ragged. Seeing the generals seemed to stir Cicero as he knew they were waiting on his orders, his eyes lingered on them a while and then they returned to Julianus waiting for him to finish as he seemed to have a lot to say. ‘All our foreign agents speak more than two languages including the language of the country they are assigned to’

Cicero nodded at him, but his thoughts were elsewhere.

‘All troops will meet in Lyon’ he announced across the room, his voice echoing off the marble walls and as he spoke he moved forty small wooden blocks to a black circular mark in the south of the pentangle, that was southern Gaul. His advisors looked on with uncertainty, their faces going white. ‘All troops to Gaul, to Lyon, no matter where they are now. I want all of our front line troops on this operation, our best, I want this job done right, does everybody understand that?’ he shouted leaning on a wooden cabinet at the side of the room, his body swaying, the cabinet rocking on its legs. There was a silence. ‘I said, does everybody understand?’ he said with a wiry thin, forced smile. The generals seemed unmoved by what he was saying.

‘Yes Sir’ they mumbled over each other and as they did he lolloped forward. With a dramatic swing of his arm he scooped up a silver tray with three wax-sealed scrolls from the edge of the map table. He approached the first of the them, standing tall, trying to imitate the natural upright stance of the soldiers standing in front of him.

‘Portus, you will feel the heat on your back’ he said prodding him in his muscular chest and then slapping the red ribbon bound scroll at his flat armour plated stomach. He stared, waiting until he got a response. ‘Everyone will know this is the easiest of the tasks, but it’s no disrespect to you’

‘Yes Sir’ Portus said taking the sealed scroll of orders. Portus looked down and smiled knowing he had got Spania, a country most similar to their own. Cicero moved along the line, smiling and shaking his head at the same time.

‘Severus, you have the biggest and most difficult of all the three tasks. I want you to go to Briton. Here are your orders’ He looked Severus straight in the eyes and then let his eyes linger over the tall and broad general, who was the most experienced and successful of the three. At the age of forty Severus was entitled to military retirement. ‘It will also be the longest campaign’

‘Yes Sir, to the letter’ Severus replied in an official tone. He weighed the scroll in his hand and noticed it was thick and heavy, the parchment was spiralled inside itself and long as though there were more than one set of orders.

Then Cicero stood in front of Lucius, the last in the line. ‘Pack your furs,’ The Emperor said slapping the scroll into the general’s chest with sharp force. 

‘Yes Sir’ Lucius replied, neither pleased or disappointed, knowing he had got the middle option of the three.

‘Any questions?’ Cicero asked sweeping back to the map table

‘When do we march, Sir?’ Portus asked.

‘Unless you want to go in the middle of the winter, it will be at the first of spring, when else?’ Cicero replied, breezing away from them to a large open doorway that faced a high view of Rome. ‘Make ready all the men under your command down to the last water carrier, read through your orders with care as I know you will and be ready when you are assembled in Lyon as we will make our next move’ 

‘Why Lyon?’ Severus asked.

‘To keep them guessing. No one will know what we are doing or where we are going from there’ the calm faces of the generals lifted a little, but their eyes searched around for more logic. ‘Lyon is central and on the way to all three destinations. Dismissed and thank you all’

[][][][]

NI – Under a Canopy of Lighted Streets

'That night, before the voyage I walked the lighted streets of our beautiful city and felt its peace and warmth all around me. The gentle warmth of fires and the soft glow of lights felt like a canopy, protecting and connecting me and when a breeze or rain did turn there was an awning or a walkway to take shelter. There were pergolas of lilac wisteria and green vine over the narrow pathways further out that led to the suburbs. Our way of living that had developed over centuries was something we had all taken for granted, in recent times and for so long, but not me, not since I had been given my orders and not on that night, because I knew the next morning I would face the perils of the untamed world, which would in turn and in contrast lead to the centre of the civilised world, the empire of Italia and the great and terrifying city of Rome' 

~ Bezon of Arun ~

[][][][]

The kingdom of Arun had sent two messages to Rome ahead of Bezon's mission there, but no reply had come back and so the voyage went ahead as it had been planned anyway.

Bezon's ship, the Sea Serpent was no bath tub, it was a vessel built for speed and reaching long distances. It was not laden with heavy arms like a warship or cargo like a trading vessel, which made it much lighter and more manoeuvrable. It had a sleek, long hull that could cut through water with minimal resistance, giving it room along each side for extra rowing positions, which again meant more speed. It had a thick, tall mast of oak which could hold an extra-large sail, that again giving it an advantage over other boats. Outrunning the marauding patrol boats off the north coast of Gaul was easy, skipping passed the obstacles of cumbersome trading vessels was no problem, but more importantly accelerating away from enemy warships worked too. The Sea Serpent was the prize in the eye of the kingdom of Arun and represented the kingdom’s advancement in many ways, using the latest ideas and technologies. Bezon had spent many months with the designers and shipwrights refining, modifying and testing it as it was constructed, to ensure it was as near to perfection as possible. It ended up having a shallow, slimmer hull, which was compensated with the new idea of a deeper keel, all this meant it sang through the waves.

In his armour of tempered steel Bezon stood on the bow of the Serpent listening to the bottom of the hull cracking against wave after wave. At each downward plunge the spray shot up all around him, but unmoved he kept his eye on the dull, distant horizon, then kneeling down he stroked the smooth wooden ear of the serpent figurehead that sat below the bowsprit. 'Guide us and bring us luck' he said to it as he began to drift into thought, he recalled last night in the garden with Yulla. She danced ahead of him in a zig zag between the apple trees, disappearing in and out of sight. She laughed and blew him kisses as they reached the more remote orchard
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