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To all those readers who, like me, have a love of history and in particular that of Great Britain.

It takes very little effort to look around and answer the question - What have the Romans ever done for us?
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​​AUTHOR’S NOTES
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It is an undisputed fact that silver underpinned the Roman economy.

Silver is a significant element of the lead ore known as Galena. For the purposes of this story I have exaggerated the likely percentage of quality silver that the British mining activities would have produced.

Mining operations in Britain yielded an impressive quantity of high-quality lead (used extensively throughout the Roman Empire) to such an extent that the owners of the lead mines in Spain (Hispania) protested to Emperor Vespasion at the impact that the British mining operations were having on their trade. Vespasian accordingly imposed restrictions on the British production. An early example of protectionism.

Aditus is a Latin term meaning entrance. Adit mining has been well established for many centuries.

Examples of a Fogue have been found in Cornish areas such as the ancient village of Chysauster. They are subterranean stone passages and their original purpose is unclear.

R C S Hutching
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​​PROLOGUE
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There was very little light leaking through the leafy tree canopy and patches of drifting cloud sometimes obscured the moon. For the four men cautiously making their way through the forest their passage was made more difficult by the effort it was taking to draw the small hand-cart along behind them. The task would have been hopeless but for the fact that they had travelled the same route only several days earlier. That recent experience had imbued them with a confidence that even in the shadowy night they would not lose their way. They took turns in pulling the cart with three of them always alert and with drawn weapons to fend off any trouble. They had weighed the odds, after a fashion, and concluded that the last thing their enemies would expect is a return visit so soon and by so few.

The reward, if their endeavour was successful, would transform their lives.

"Not far now," the murmured encouragement galvanised tired minds and as they tramped over the dank musty-smelling ground the promise of the riches that lay ahead filled their thoughts. Had their focus been on the immediate environment one of them may have picked up on the not entirely natural sounds seldom heard in the forest at night. What should have been second nature after years of exercises, some simulated, some real-life, failed in those critical few moments. Exiting the forest they emerged from the tree line and started on the way across open farmland. More dangerous than the concealment afforded by the trees though it may be, the darkness instilled a feeling of security that traversing open land should not have attracted.

Instinctively they bunched around the cart as they circled wide of the village to reach the stone building standing alone beyond the village centre.

When disaster struck there was nowhere to hide. Out of the gloom, shadowy figures appeared and in one wild rush, one of the men was cut down before he could defend himself. The ensuing melee was short-lived and the survivors of the initial onslaught were overwhelmed by sheer weight of numbers and died still half a mile short of their objective. Their

bodies were left to rot and the small cart, of little use due to its size, stood abandoned until later dismantled and its parts used elsewhere.
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​​CHAPTER 1
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Eoin

“Tired?” The question was posed by a pretty young woman possessing a shock of red hair that framed her head like a glowing crimson aureole.

The subject of her enquiry shook his head as he wiped the sweat from his forehead, dropped his axe and looked with satisfaction at the stack of timber logs. “Plenty to do and life in the legion was never about being able to take a rest."

Gwynedd smiled at her husband and placed her hand on his sweat-stained chest. “You have hardly taken any time to relax since you returned with Gallio. Come inside now, Rustius. Eilfie is letting our brood stay overnight so I want you to save your energy for something more enjoyable than making firewood. The wine I have put out is particularly good and you deserve some personal reward for your labours.”

He laughed, grabbed a handful of the red hair and looked down at her upturned face. “As do you, my beloved. The time I spent crossing Britannia and back seemed like an eternity but it was well spent as I was able to see a personal score settled and Gallio took care of the wretch who would have enslaved the entire population. Come along then, I never tire of being subjected to your own special form of Celtic entertainment.” His love of the former Celtic slave was the rock upon which his entire life from the time of her rescue had been built; for her part she had fallen just as heavily for the initially frightening former member of the Roman occupation forces.

Situated as it was in what would eventually become known as Anglesey, life in the small but expanding settlement of Castra Dyffryn was peaceful. This was largely thanks to the preponderance of former legionaries in the male population and the informal yet ingrained respect and discipline demanded by Marcus Rustius Dexter, formerly a centurion of the XXVth

Legion. The community was a thriving example of Romano-British cultural integration, with all welcomed but not all encouraged to remain. The various potentially disruptive elements who arrived with an expectation of being able to continue whatever nefarious activities had seen them prosper in the world at large were swiftly and ruthlessly moved on.

What had originally been intended as a permanent fortified base from which the XXVth Legion would cross over to Hibernia had been occupied by Rustius and his men when that colonial adventure had been summarily abandoned following Nero’s death. The wooden buildings within the surrounding walls had been scrupulously laid out in accordance with the established pattern followed by all legion engineers. As a result the accommodations even when adapted by the residents were of a standard far above the usual living conditions experienced in a small Celtic village. Those who formed the permanent population well understood how the quality of their existence favourably compared to many other areas of the Roman colony of Britannia in what future historians would refer to as 78 AD. The initial core of legionaries had been supplemented over the years by retirees such as Gallio and with so many former members of the finest army in the world on hand, it had been sensible to organise the defenders of Castra Dyffryn along the lines they had become familiar with during their service days. Arms such as the short sword (Gladius) and the javelin (Pilus) were standard and familiar items of equipment. True, the rectangular scutum had been replaced by the smaller oval cavalry-style shield but undoubtedly the village defence force was as good a fighting unit as any of the smaller elements of the regular Roman army.

Following the few blissful hours with just each other for company, the realities of everyday life returned with the shouts and squeals of laughter signalling the arrival of their own children together with Eilfie's three. Gwynedd's sister had, like her older sibling, succumbed to Roman charm in the form of Larcius, Rustius' former Optio from the Third Cohort. The swarm of young life swept into the centurion's home followed by the fair- haired Eilfie. The two sisters exchanged their usual warm greetings and as Rustius was about to make an unobtrusive exit from the pandemonium he was halted by Eilfie's words. "A moment of your time, Rustius. Larcius left early this morning for Dobreta where he is to collect the horses that are

being purchased from Legio Second Augusta. As he left, the potter arrived with his wagons carrying a selection of storage vessels and cooking pots. I waited to see if there was anything of interest as the female slave who was accompanying the merchant and the other cart drivers unloaded various samples from the wagons." Rustius held his tongue and in deference to Eilfie being his wife's sister waited patiently for her to get to the point. "I mention this because I recognised the woman. I am certain she is from the family who were taken by pirates four years ago from one of the farms north of here. I thought that with Larcius being absent I should mention this to you." She glanced at Gwynedd who nodded her agreement.

"Did she recognise you?" Rustius asked.

Eilfie shook her head. "I don't think so, although I wasn't too close. I didn't see the merchant mistreat her nor any obvious bruises but she looked as if a thorough washing would do her good."

"Are they still here?"

"No, they moved on an hour ago but they will stop again on their return journey in a few days time. He has more than just pots for sale due to the approach of the Lughnasadh festival."

Rustius nodded. "Let me give it some thought, Eilfie. Although I have seen this fellow before I know little about him. Do you know anything?"

"Not much. He has been moving around the area for several years and began stopping off here about a year ago. His name is Ardghal."

Rustius waved a hand in acknowledgement and having stepped out into the morning air was immediately hailed by Gallio. The former legionary had settled in well following their return from their encounter with the 'True Romans' and took his duties as riding instructor seriously. With Larcius soon to return with mounts purchased from the Second Augusta detachment at Dobreta the enlargement of the mounted element of the village defence force was eagerly anticipated. The distraction meant that the well-meaning promise made to Eilfie slipped into the centurion's subconscious and took its place among the many trivial matters that accumulated on a daily basis.

If not immediately resolved such items were aired at the monthly meetings of the village council.

Larcius returned, Gallio with his experienced horsemanship set about his training duties, and for the next three weeks, life at Castra Dyffryn resumed its usual pattern. Following a reminder from Gwynedd, the centurion had intended to mention Ardghal's slave at the forthcoming council meeting. Due to events occurring three days beforehand, however, Rustius never did have the opportunity.

Although being slowly adapted as the village population expanded, not every structure built to rigid legion specifications underwent a change of intended use. One such was the Principia - within which was the commander's office. This had remained Rustius' personal fiefdom with the rooms other than his office used for guests or defence force meetings. The vexillation fort of Dobreta lay between the larger legion forts of Deva to the north and Segontium to the south. The Romano-British fortified village of Castra Dyffryn provided a welcome if unofficial addition to that security cordon. The village defence force mainly comprising former legionaries therefore served to lighten the burden of the Roman contingent based at Dobreta.

Rustius was sitting in his office thinking about his afternoon chores when a perfunctory rap on the door preceded the arrival of Drusius the fair-haired guard commander. Certain formalities rigidly adhered to within a legion had been discarded at Castra Dyffryn but even so, the abrupt entrance was unusual. More so when thrust ahead of Drusius came the shivering form of a Celtic boy whom the centurion judged to be no more than twelve years of age. "Forgive the interruption, Rustius,” Drusius said before addressing the youngster, “Sit down, lad and tell again what brought you here. Don't be afraid."

The youngster shuffled uneasily onto a vacant chair, never once raising his eyes to the face of the seated centurion. As he studied the boy, Rustius realised that he was not shivering from a lack of warmth - indeed the temperature was pleasant - but from fear. The lad was terrified and sat in silence as if frozen. "What do they call you? My name is Rustius and I would like to hear what you have to say." Rustius tried to speak in a

friendly manner. "Start with where you hail from." As he spoke he waved a hand at Drusius, to indicate that he too should be seated.

"M-my name is Eoin, Sir. I am the son of Nolan." The words came hesitantly.

Rustius searched his memory and said "Yes, I have met your father. You are from the farm close to the small inlet several miles to the north of here. So tell me why you are so frightened, Eoin?"

The boy continued to gaze at the floor and spoke barely above a whisper as he sat listlessly in the chair. "The men from the ship came to the farm and took away everyone. They killed my dog and I ran away and hid. My father had always told us that if anything ever happened to him we should come to Castra Dyffryn."

The centurion tapped a forefinger on the surface of his desk and to the surprise of Drusius spoke sharply to the downcast figure slumped before him. "Eoin, you will do me the courtesy of looking me in the eyes when you speak to me." The boy's head jerked upward at the admonishment. "You will do the same for all you speak to - and expect the same in return.” In a gentler tone, he added, “Now, your father was correct. You will remain here in Castra Dyffryn for as long as you wish. Go now with Drusius who will find you a family to care for you until," he hesitated, "until we see what is to be done about your own family." Turning his attention to the fair- haired Roman he added. "Sort this out and come back here, Drusius. I need to hear your thoughts." Despite the Freeman status of all at Castra Dyffryn, the rigid discipline instilled through years of service with the legion pervaded all aspects of village life and with a nod, the order was accepted without demur. When, an hour later, Drusius once more sat before him, Rustius pushed a cup of wine across the desk and asked. "Is he settled for now?"

"With Morwen's brood. They are a decent lot and I've promised her a small allowance to ease the extra burden."

"Quite right. Now tell me what you have been able to glean. There was no point in me continuing with the boy but damned if I was going to let him

act like a beaten slave. If he stays, he will take pride in himself and his new people."

Drusius smiled and accepted the drink. "A similar story to the others. The first the family knew was when their attackers burst in and dragged them from their beds. We know that much due to the lad Eoin managing to escape. He said that his father and two elder brothers were stumbling about still half asleep and we're easily subdued."

"When did this occur?" Rustius interrupted the tale. "Two days past - just before dawn, according to the boy." "And the women?"

"His mother, mother's sister, and his own fifteen-year-old sister. Not seriously molested at the time but who knows what is happening to them now. I said nothing in front of the lad but he won't see his father ever again. I sent a man by horse to scout the area and he found Nolan's body by the water's edge in the inlet."

Rustius weighed up the man's words and made a decision. "As usual. Drusius, you have done well - promotion would have occurred if you had stayed with the XXVth."

The man smiled. "The XXVth, for good or ill, left me and all of us behind. You never did and I need to trust who I take orders from."

"The legion's loss is our gain," Rustius replied before adding. "Keep an eye on Eoin, he's having a bad time. It took him two days to get here and the raiders are long gone but even so, I will take Gallio with me tomorrow and take a look at Nolan's farm for myself."

It took the two riders half an hour at an easy pace along the familiar route following the line of the coast. "They didn't fire the place then," commented Gallio as they turned inland and approached the deserted roundhouse farm. At their approach, two gulls lurched into the air uttering harsh cries of dismay at having to abandon the rapidly putrefying corpse of Eoin's dog which lay still tethered to a stake in the ground. They pushed aside the half- open rough wooden door and surveyed the interior. Nolan and his family

had been hard workers and the circular building was larger than many. There were signs of some damage with shards of pottery and various possessions strewn on the ground which spoke of a rudely interrupted night of rest, but no bloodstains were evident. Rustius picked up a broken pot, a casualty of the sudden attack and examined it thoughtfully. "I’m inclined to believe that the boy was not exaggerating, Gallio.”

His companion frowned and said, “It sounds as if that cow needs milking, Rustius. I'll see to it if we've got time."

"Go ahead, and while you are at it see what other livestock can be saved on Eoin's behalf. Once we get back I'll send a couple of the older men out with a cart to bring back the animals and whatever else is worthwhile. I'm going to take a look at where they found Nolan's body." He walked to the inlet as it was less than half a mile away but apart from noting what looked like bloodstains on some rocks, he found nothing of note. He was in a thoughtful mood during the return journey and having dismounted, sought out Drusius. "I am calling a meeting with you, Larcius and Gallio in the Praetorium three hours from now. In the meantime, I would like you to go over in detail the events of the other night with Eoin. He is more likely to open up to you rather than me and being in a safer environment may help." So saying he headed towards where he knew he would find Eilfie at that time of day.

The arrival of Gallio, the veteran former legionary, had enabled a rearrangement of duties to be made among those whom Rustius most relied on. Larcius, much to Eilfie's delight, shed some of his responsibilities and concentrated on overseeing the more day-to-day tasks of the village. Drusius was placed in charge of organising and leading the village defence force. Gallio, due to his many years of experience and his horsemanship took charge of training those who would form the new mounted element of the defence force together with acting as companion to Rustius when excursions on horseback were required.

The meeting took place in the larger of the chambers in the Praetorium originally intended as part of the living quarters for visitors to the legion. Drusius was nominated by Rustius to relate what Eoin had told him of the attack on his family. "He said that they must have silenced his dog because

the first he knew of them was when his father was being dragged from his bed. Nolan was a powerful man but seemed unable to find the sword that he always kept close by when he slept. The two older sons also appeared to be confused and slow to react. All three were easily overpowered but once outside he, Eoin, was able to slip away while the rest of the family were being marshalled by the five attackers. He hid nearby but was too frightened to follow when they were all herded towards the inlet."

"Larcius, any thoughts?"

His former Optio frowned and said, "I do not understand how there could have been only five attackers. Since when did pirates carry out a raid using so few in numbers?"

Rustius nodded and turned back to Drusius. "You were more familiar with Nolan. What do you think?"

The fair-haired Roman rotated the wine flask in his hands before answering. "Nolan was the sort of Celt it was unwise to cross. I didn't particularly like him but he was a large, powerful man and even if surprised while asleep, I don't see him fumbling for his sword and tamely giving up without a fight - you said yourself that there were no bloodstains at the farmhouse. According to the boy, there was no real conflict and five pirates were able to shepherd the whole family down to the inlet without any serious opposition. It doesn't sound right."

Gallio, who had been listening intently, looked across to Drusius and asked. "Had there been some sort of celebration? Were they all still befuddled by drink?"

"I wondered the same and asked the boy exactly that. It's true that they were anticipating celebrating their festival called Lughnasadh and Nolan having just purchased some mead declared that they could all try one cup each, but then forbade any further drinking until the festival. Eoin was upset because he was still only allowed water due to his youth but had been promised some mead when the festival commenced."

Rustius turned his attention back to Larcius and asked. "Did you speak to Elifie as I requested?"

"I did and she used me as her scribe to produce this." He handed over a wax tablet and added. "I'm not much of an artist, I'm afraid."

Rustius examined the crudely etched image depicting two five-pointed stars. Before replying, he reached down and lifted into view a shard of pottery. Tossing it to Larcius he said, "At my request, Eilfie described to you the potter's mark on the wares sold by Ardghal. It matches what is on that shard." Larcius nodded and passed it to Drusius and Gallio. "I picked it up at Nolan's farm. Now, you will recall that during this last year, the pirate raids have increased. One of the reasons for our stock of decent horseflesh being augmented is to enable us to respond quickly when a raid is reported. One thing that most of these raids share in common is the lack of evidence that the victims put up any serious resistance. The Britons who farm hereabouts are tough and brave. Meekly surrendering is not something they would contemplate - yet it seems as if that is exactly what occurred. Any thoughts?"

Larcius spoke first. "There was nobody left behind on any of the previous three raids, nor bodies of any description either."

Drusius added, "As Larcius said, since when did a pirate raid amount to only five members? It's as if they knew in advance that despite the numbers of Nolan and his kin there would be no serious resistance."

"You said that Nolan had purchased some mead,” Rustius said. "From whom?"

"From Ardghal the Potter, I expect. He often carries drink because not everyone buys pots. All along this stretch the farms and other dwellings are few in relation to the land area. To make the travelling worth his while, he sells drink, good drink at that, at a reasonable price."

Rustius nodded. "Many make their own, of course, but if the price is right, hmm, I wonder. Drusius, fetch Eoin, please. I have a question for him."

Within a few minutes, the young boy was led into the room, nervously chewing his lower lip while his pale face betrayed his concern. "Tell me, Eoin," said Rustius, "Did the Potter have any difficulty in selling mead to your father?"

“No, Sir. Ardghal said that as it was specially brewed with the festival coming up he would leave a small measure for all to sample at no cost. Father could then buy some when he returned in three days' time.”

“But the raiders arrived that very night?” Rustius replied. “Yes, Sir.”

They let the boy return to his quarters and Rustius looked at his three companions and asked, “Any thoughts?”

“You think the mead was poisoned?” Larcius asked. “Not poisoned but....”

“Mandrake.” The unexpected contribution was made by Gallio who then felt uncomfortable as three pairs of eyes fastened on him. He cleared his throat and continued. “When I was with Ninth Hispana there was a man who had knowledge of medicines and the like. He used a potion from a root named Mandrake to put people into a sort of half-sleep when they were suffering severely from a wound. It helped them ride out the pain but he said that it was poisonous and would kill if too much was taken. That could be what was in the mead, couldn’t it?”

"It could indeed, friend Gallio. I think we should see what Ardghal has to say when he stops here on his return journey." Rustius replied.
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​​CHAPTER 2
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Senua

Ardghal the Potter was a large man in both stature and girth. Light-brown hair dangled in an unkempt fashion almost to his shoulders. A round face with shiny red cheeks projected an illusion at first sight of good-natured openness. That first impression was contradicted on closer inspection by narrow eyes possessing a disconcerting habit of darting glances from side to side as if perpetually anticipating the onset of trouble. His imposing build, although carrying more layers of flesh than in his younger days, still gave warning that on a physical level he would not be found wanting in a trial of strength. Although past forty years in age, his prowess in arm-wrestling continued to earn him good money, particularly in the garrison towns and outposts where Roman soldiers proliferated.

The small convoy of three four-wheeled wagons arrived at Castra Dyffryn in the early afternoon and the leading vehicle driven by Ardghal was allowed entry with its selection of items for sale. The second solely containing the now considerably depleted stock of potter's wares remained outside in the lee of the walls as did the third with its canvas roof and sides providing his personal quarters. Occupying the driver's bench alongside the considerable bulk of the potter was a grubby pale woman in her forties. Ardghal’s previous visits had taken place when Rustius was either away from the village or otherwise fully occupied. When he asked Gwynedd her opinion of the potter she had told him that when necessary Eilfie had been happy to purchase goods on her behalf so she had never met him. This was disappointing as he had a high regard for his wife's instincts and although her younger sister was no fool she did have a more instinctively trusting nature.

With his wagons moored under the watchful eyes of the permanently maintained rampart guards, Ardghal and his people were invited to remain

within Castra Dyffryn overnight and assigned to the sleeping quarters reserved for visitors to the village. Slaves were not afforded the same courtesy as Freemen and Roman citizens which enabled the woman in the potter’s party to be separated from Ardghal and allocated a place in the upper half-floor of the stables. Rustius had thought through the plan carefully and with the agreement of Larcius, the woman was taken in hand by Eilfie. “You need a good wash. I could smell you when you were still on the cart.” Eilfie uttered the unkind words as she escorted the woman away from the visitors' quarters. The potter laughed at the comment, following which he and his men found themselves being handsomely entertained by Drusius and several former members of the XXVth Legion who professed their wish to learn what was happening in the world outside Mona Insula. Under the accumulating effects of plentiful alcohol and good food, any thoughts of the female slave were far from their minds.

As the two women made their way across the village, Eilfie asked. “What do they call you?” She barely caught the subdued reply of “Senua,” and nothing more was said until they arrived at the bathhouse. The perfunctory cleaning operation took no more than thirty minutes before Senua was hustled into some old cotton clothes and led through the village to the home of Rustius and his family. The vigorous scrubbing that Eilfie had subjected the older woman to seemed to have raised her spirits somewhat and as they walked she said. “I thought the stables were further down on the other side of the village.”

“They are but you need feeding from the look of you and my sister provides good fare.”

Senua did not reply and nothing more was said until they entered the building that the centurion had enlarged by adding an upper storey to provide an acceptable home for his family. By no means impressive when judged by Roman standards it was, nonetheless, prominent within the confines of the village and far above the usual style of habitat that Senua was used to. She was immediately greeted by a woman notable for the explosion of red hair that so captivated her husband but who without a smile announced. “I am Gwynedd; sit here and eat with us,” and pressed her hand on the woman’s back to guide her to her seat. The slave did as she was

told but flinched at Gwynedd’s touch - her back, as Eilfie had noticed in the bath-house, bore recent evidence that not only did mistakes incur harsh punishment but Ardghal often subjected her to prolonged mistreatment purely for his own pleasure. Hardly daring to move a finger unless ordered, Senua was surprised that she was to be served the same food and expected to sit at the same table as the two sisters. With Gwynedd’s children corralled on the upper floor little was said until she was once again taken aback when the stern redhead said, “Here, take this larger helping - you look as if you could do with it.”

A mumbled “Thank you, Mistress” resulted in her being sharply told. “I am not your Mistress and never will be. Now eat your food, drink the wine and when you have finished it will be time to meet our men.”

The entrance of Rustius and Larcius was greeted with enthusiasm by their wives but trepidation by Senua. She knew that they both ranked high in the village social structure and a brief upwards glance from her habitually downcast eyes confirmed that they bore the tough, hard-eyed look associated with men who do not allow life’s hurdles to easily deter them. Trapped as she was at the table which they also now joined, she became aware of intense scrutiny from the one named Rustius. “Her name is Senua,” announced Gwynedd and her husband nodded his acknowledgement and in an unexpectedly mild tone said. “My name is Rustius and my friend is Larcius. Tell me, Senua - are you happy living with Ardghal?”

She hadn’t expected such a question and, in confusion, chose a neutral reply. “I am a slave.”

“That is not what I asked you.” The tone remained friendly but carried a firmer edge.

She opened her mouth to respond but shut it again as fear obstructed her vocal cords. Silence briefly followed until the redhead stretched out her hand and clasped Senua’s arm. “No harm will come to you here. It is safe to answer truthfully. I was briefly enslaved and still sometimes have bad dreams.”

The shock of the intervention jolted her back to life and she said. “He bought me from pirates almost one year ago. He takes me on his trips to help, cook, and provide his, er, personal comforts. I have not been happy in the years since the pirates killed my husband and son.”

“You were once a farmer’s wife and taken not far from here, were you not?”

“I - I think so. I have thought I recognised some of the places we visited recently.”

Larcius looked across at his friend and said, “As we thought. Let us ask her.”

Rustius nodded and said. “Senua, you have nothing to fear from us and I want you to answer the following questions honestly and carefully. First of all - does Ardghal remain in contact with the pirates when he is on a trip such as this?”

She nodded. “Yes, now and again he sends one of the men with a message of
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