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PROLOGUE




A.D. 122

The northern wind blew across the ridge with a howl like an army of barbarians.

The metaphor pleased the emperor, who considered himself a scholar as well as a soldier. A new balcony jutted from the wooden quarters that had been hastily erected for the emperor’s entourage, and Hadrian stood on it now, adding the gale to his mental inventory of the empire. The long green blades of the grassy ridge that rose before him were combed flat by the weather, and sheets of rain lashed his raw fifty-room complex, drumming against timbers still pungent from their cutting and dripping into the rooms below where the braziers were inadequate. The climate clung to one’s clothing and drove deep into one’s very bones. Rather than dwell on this, it was better to look outward, into the teeth of the wind. A ravine to the right sheltered a stand of trees that crept up the defile like an advancing patrol, and the emperor’s tactical eye followed it, noting how bitterly the branches shuddered at the crest. Not a place any man would wish to be stationed, he thought, but then that was true of all borders, wasn’t it? By their very nature, borders were where comfort ended. Behind him the corridors of the complex rumbled with the tread of military boots, the sound echoing all the louder for the paucity of furnishings and carpets. Retiring governor Pompeius, Hadrian knew, hadn’t had much time to prepare for the imperial arrival. At the emperor’s own insistence, the imperial dispatches heralding his approach demanded maps and models, not luxuries. He wouldn’t tarry here long.

Yet Hadrian had complimented his host for the ambitious timber construction at lonely Vindolanda. Half his life had been spent under a tent, so this was a relative improvement. “Happiness is tied to expectations, not belongings,” he told the officers assembled behind him. “At the empire’s edge, we expect less and so take more pleasure in little things.”

A legate dutifully wrote the remark down.

“A man of your responsibilities deserves all that we can share,” Pompeius replied loyally. The comfort of his own retirement, he knew, depended on the emperor’s favor.

“A man of my power could have chosen to stay in Rome, governor. But I didn’t, by desire and by necessity. Right, Florus?” The head of his plump poet and jester poked out of an enclosing cloak like an emergent and miserable mole.

“We rejoice to share your burdens, Caesar,” Florus said with all the insincerity he could muster. “In fact, a verse about your heroism has just come to me.”

The emperor’s courtiers smiled in anticipation of some new slyness, and Hadrian’s eyebrows mockingly arched. “Really? What a surprise to hear an offer of your wit.”

“It comes to me unbidden, sire, a present from the gods. I call my verse ‘The Plea of Hadrian.’”

“Then let’s hear the god’s wisdom, fat Florus.”

The poet stood, dropping his cloak with a dramatic flourish and coming chest-high to the centurion beside him. He recited in a high, piping voice:


I don’t want to be emperor—please!

To tramp around Britannia, muddy to my knees

Or be stuck in stinking Scythia, watching my purple ass freeze!



Florus bowed and plopped down, burrowing again into his cloak. The visitors roared, even as Pompeius flushed with shock at this sally about the imperial color. No one else seemed surprised at the satire. Hadrian’s close companions shared the camaraderie of endless miles, rude quarters, and homesickness. No ruler had ever attempted to tour the entire empire before. A permissible joke kept them all sane.

“Write that down, too,” Hadrian instructed the legate, smiling wryly. Then he looked out again at the sodden slope, suddenly impatient. “So let’s get muddy to our knees, Romans. Let’s see this high ground!”

The ruler was as restless as he was quick. In the last half hour he had dictated three letters, suggested terracing the hills for orchards and pasture to save the commissary money, reviewed and approved the execution of a legionary caught selling a cache of spearheads to the barbarians, and requested for audience that evening a centurion’s concubine who had caught his eye. The officer was not wholly discontented with this demand: the woman would get a bauble for her favor, his own chances for promotion would improve, and the emperor would be warm this night and in a better mood tomorrow. In the meantime, Hadrian wanted to climb the hill.

“We could wait on the weather,” Pompeius offered cautiously.

“Wait on the weather in Britannia?” The laugh was a bark. “I’m forty-eight years old, governor. Wait on the weather, and I might as well order my tomb.”

“It changes quickly, Caesar.”

“So does my empire. I’ve traveled from Persian parch to Briton bog. If I’d waited on weather, I’d still be in Syria, sunburned and bored.”

The new governor, Platorius Nepos, had accompanied Hadrian from Germania after being picked as Pompeius’s successor and had quickly learned his master’s impatience. “I’ll order the horses,” he said.

“No. We walk.” The emperor addressed the assembled officers. “We walk like the barbarians walk, to feel the lay of the land as they do and try to imagine what this proposed line of ours will look like, to them and to us.”

The emperor set a brisk pace. He was tall, his face bearded to hide the pits and scars left by the acne that had plagued him as a youth, and he habitually went bareheaded, his dark Iberian hair curling in the rain. His furtrimmed cloak flapped behind him like a bird’s tail as he strode, his hounds dashing excitedly ahead after nothing. Generals, engineers, logisticians, architects, and centurions followed him up the muddy incline like a procession of ants. A few Praetorian cavalry rode ahead in protective screen, but otherwise there was no formality to this survey, and no pomp. Gray clouds scudded across the broad valley to the south, soaking it, while the ridge crest still hid the country to the north.

Pompeius was panting. “I’d expected to show the scale models first.”

Nepos grinned. “Those he’ll want at midnight. In daylight, he moves. When he ordered a palisade in Germania and Flavius balked at the cost in labor, Hadrian grabbed a spade and ax himself. The legion almost stampeded to get ahead of him. By the time he left, the first mile of log wall was already in place.”

“His pace is quick.”

“And his mind quicker. He wants to settle the world.”

The Praetorians reined in abruptly at the crest. Hadrian paused below it, waiting in the lee of the hill to catch his breath and let the others gather around him. The rain was slackening to a blowing mist. The emperor squinted against it, seemingly immune to the cold. “Our empire stops at the dreariest places,” he remarked to the huddled men.

There was dutiful laughter, but some looked uneasy at this confirmation of the rumored halt. “Not under Trajan, it didn’t,” one centurion muttered. Hadrian’s predecessor had been a ceaseless expansionist. Trajan never stopped.

The new emperor, pretending not to hear this remark, turned and led the men up the hillside. At the summit the earth dropped away, and the wind struck them like a slap.

What had been a grassy hill on the south slope ended in an abrupt cliff of dark and rugged volcanic rock on the north. There was a sheer plunge of two hundred feet and then a wasteland of moor and lead-colored pond, undulating northward toward the smoky mists of distant Caledonia. In the pale light it was difficult to tell what was cloud and what was mountain. No matter. The view was magnificent, the rain stung, and the position was unassailable. The soldiers murmured their approval.

“This is the high point of a ridge that extends across much of the waist of Britannia,” Pompeius explained. “You can see, Caesar, what a natural boundary it is. Inlets allow a port on both coasts. Flatter ground allows deployment of cavalry to the east and west. A road already runs in the valley behind us. Some forts and watchtowers—”

“A wall.”

“Yes, walls, ditches—”

“A wall, governor, across the entire island.”

Pompeius blinked. “The entire island?” There’d been no warning of this.

“A single wall to settle the governance of Britannia once and for all. Rome on one side, the barbarians on the other. This province has the most tiresome rebels since the Jews were scattered from Judea. A wall, Pompeius, to control trade, migration, smuggling, alliance, and civilization. A wall eighty miles long, built by Britannia’s three legions.”

“Even up here?” The governor looked warily over the edge of a precipice no army could climb.

“Even up here.” The party’s cloaks fluttered in the bitter wind, but the rain was thinning to spatters, and the panorama was sharpening. “I want the tribes to see a wall unbroken, filling ravines, crowning cliffs, and bridging rivers.” Hadrian turned to Pompeius’s successor. “Can you do it, Nepos?”

“The engineers have made some preliminary calculations,” the new governor said, having had more knowledge than Pompeius of this idea. “The volume of stone is prodigious. Imagine a legionary carrying his own weight in rock. He would have to do so at least fifty million times. I estimate thirty million facing stones alone, Caesar, with rubble, clay, and lime mortar filling the thickness between. Such a project will require many quarries, timber for scaffolding, and a squadron of cobblers just to replace worn boots—not to mention tanners to supply the cobblers! The water alone to mix the mortar will require five hundred jars a day, and at least double that to slake the thirst of the soldiers. Most of it will have to be hauled up hills like the one we just climbed. That means oxen, donkeys, and horses, and fodder for the herd. It will cost—”

“It will cost little.” Hadrian was looking not at his governors but out across the northern landscape again. “It will be built by soldiers who have grown restless and need a project to organize their minds. And it will be done. Augustus said he found Rome in brick and left it in marble. I intend to defend that marble with stone.”

“With all respect, Caesar, it has never been done,” Pompeius had the courage to caution. “Not out of stone, for so long a distance. Not in all the empire.”

Their commander turned. “Not in our empire. But when fighting the Parthians, governor, I heard stories of a wall far to the east, far beyond India, in the land where silk originates. The caravans say that wall separates barbarism from civilization, leaving both sides happier for it. I want that here.”

The soldiers looked uncertain. Rome’s army did not defend, it attacked. So the emperor caught the eye of the centurion who had muttered about Trajan, addressing the man as an equal. “Listen to me, centurion. Listen all of you, and listen well. Rome has been advancing outward for five hundred years, and all of us benefit from her glories. Yet conquest is losing its profit. I followed Trajan on his adventures in the East, and I know well how his battles were celebrated in every Roman city, from Alexandria to Londinium. What those who glorify my late cousin and guardian don’t understand is that we conquered valleys but not the mountains above, nor the armies that still lurked there. We could not be defeated, but neither could we defeat. Is that not the case here in Britannia?”

There was no answer but the wind.

“I well know of the glorious victory two generations ago at Mount Graupius in distant Caledonia, far to the north,” Hadrian continued. “I well know the courage of the Britannic legions that have never been defeated in standing battle. I know we’ve manned temporary turf and timber walls far into barbarian lands, ultimately beating every sally against them. But I also know that these barbarians don’t submit like Carthage or Corinth or Judea. As they have nothing to lose, a loss means nothing to them. Having no honor, they run instead of die. Having no true nation, they have none to surrender. They hide behind rocks. They haunt the mountains. They charge on horse or foot, hurl a javelin or fire an arrow, and then flee before the issue is decided. They are as weak as fog, and just as hard to bag. And most important, they inhabit lands we have no interest in! Here in Britannia it is cold highlands and peat bogs. In Germania it is swamps and trackless forest. In Scythia it is a desert of grass, in Parthia a kingdom of stones, and in Africa a wilderness of sand. Every mile our empire stretches into such waste means costly transport and vulnerable garrisons. I’ll tell you what I learned from the great Trajan, centurion: that senseless conquest is meaningless conquest, because it costs more than it gains. Did you know that I inherited not just an empire, but a debt of seven hundred million sesterces? We have marched to the edges of the world, and it is time to defend what we have. Do you agree, centurion? Answer truthfully, because pleasing lies are as useless as costly victories.”

The man swallowed. It was not easy to talk to an emperor, and yet this one, his hair wet and bright eyes glistening with intensity, seemed genuinely to welcome it. “A wall doesn’t just keep the barbarians out, Caesar. It keeps us in.”

“Ah.” Hadrian nodded. “You’re a strategist too. And you have more courage than many of my courtiers, centurion, to offer such opinion, and I congratulate you for it. So I tell you this: Rome has never waited for her enemies, or when she did—when Hannibal came down out of his mountains—the result was terrible. So this wall will have gates, and Rome’s soldiers will march northward from them. Or rather ride—we need more cavalry, my generals tell me, to run the cowards down!” The assembly laughed. “The chiefs will never be allowed to forget our power, or to stop fearing our revenge. But at the same time, every barbarian will know that their own territory stops here, where civilization begins. Every chief will know it is easier to make peace with Rome than make war.”

The racing cloud was fragmenting in the wind, and sunlight began to pick out parts of the ridge, lighting it with shafts of gold. The party stirred. The shift in weather seemed an auspicious omen. They tried to picture a wall snaking along the ridge, dotted with towers, buttressed by forts. They tried to imagine their long and bloody march finally coming to an end.

“We’ve conquered that which is worth conquering,” Hadrian said. “In Germania the wall will be of wood, because our boundary is in a forest, and construction clears lines of sight. Here in Britannia, where it’s too miserable for even trees to grow, we’ll build of rock. Or turf, where there’s no rock. We’ll build and build, a manifestation of Roman power, and when it’s done…” He looked past them to the south, slowly being settled. “When it’s done, there’ll be no more battle, and the world will have entered a new age. Let the barbarians have their bogs. We will have what’s worth having.” He turned to his governors. “Pompeius, your ideas have gotten us started. Nepos, finishing will be your monument.”

The new governor nodded solemnly. “It will take a generation—”

“It will take three years.”

The assembly gasped.

“Three years, legion matched against legion to measure speed, and at its end we’ll have our barrier.” Hadrian smiled. “Improvements will follow, of course.”

“Three years?” Nepos nodded uncertainly. “As you command, Caesar. But I need the legions as committed to this project as if on campaign.”

“This is their campaign, Nepos.”

“Three years.” The new governor nodded, and swallowed. “And how long is this line to last, emperor?”

“How long?” Now Hadrian looked impatient—much more so than he had with the impudent centurion. “How long, governor? As long as all my projects and monuments are to last: as long as the rock they are built on. This wall, Aulus Platorius Nepos, is to be built to last forever.”





A.D. 368

The Dusk of the Roman Empire










     
PART ONE







     

I




No one knows better than I just how big our empire is.

My bones ache from its immensity.

I, Draco, am frontiersman and bureaucrat, inspector and scribe. Men fear me for what I represent, the long reach of Rome. I have the ear of emperors. I make and break careers. I wear this power like armor because it’s the only protection I have when making my unloved appearances and blunt reports. I carry no weapon but authority.

The cost of this power is exhaustion. When I was young, traveling Rome’s borders to recommend a strengthened garrison here, a tax office there, my job seemed glamorous. It showed me the world. But I’ve walked, ridden, barged, and sailed for twenty thousand miles, and now I am old and weary, sent finally to this farthest place, my joints sore from its chill.

I have been ordered to northern Britannia to answer a mystery. A report on revolt and invasion, yes, but that is not all of it. I read again the dispatch ordering my mission, sensing the bafflement behind it. A senator’s daughter, lost to the wilderness. Valeria, her name is, beautiful by all accounts, willful, adventuresome, discontented, the spark that ignited blood and fire.

Why?

The northern skies outside my window in the grim legionary fortress of Eburacum are gray and blank, offering nothing. I snap at my slave to add more charcoal to the brazier. How I miss the sun!

The tone of the plea I’ve received from the patrician Valens has more of the petulance and self-pity of the endangered politician than it does the heartbreak and guilt of the bereaved father. He is one of the two thousand senators who burden today’s Rome, clinging to an office that provides more opportunities for greed than power. Still, a senator cannot be ignored. I read again.


I wish for a public report on the recent barbarian invasion and a confidential addendum on the disappearance of my daughter. Rumors of her choice have strained relations with my Flavian in-laws and interrupted the financial partnership necessary to sustain my office. It is important that Valeria’s reputation be restored so that her family can make claim to rightful estate. I trust you understand the delicacy of your mission and the need for discretion.



Retirement should have come long ago, but I am a useful kind of man, loyal not to a ruler so much as the idea of Rule. Loyal to stability. Longevity. That means I persist through each change of emperor, each switch of state religion, each reorganization of the provinces. I’m also kept as far away as possible, out on the borders. An idealist can be usefully employed but never completely trusted.

I am here to interrogate survivors, which means I try to find some truth in the web of lies, self-deception, and wishful thinking that makes up human memory. Many of the best witnesses are dead, and the rest are divided and confused by what happened. They carry in their mood the stink of Hadrian’s Wall, the smell of burned timbers, unburied flesh, and abandoned food pots that churn with squirming maggots. The flies come by day and the wild dogs by night, driven off by the desultory crew of sullen slaves, crippled soldiers, and pressed Briton laborers working to repair the damage. It is the stink of victory that in truth is a kind of defeat, of stability replaced by uncertainty.

How soon before the barbarians come back again, perhaps for good?

That too, the emperor and Senate want to know.


I have made a list of informants to interview. The handmaiden. The cook. The villa owner. The captured druid. But I start with a soldier, direct and blunt.

The centurion on the field litter before me is named Longinus: a good record, his foot crushed by a battle-ax in the desperate fighting, his eyes dark with sleepless pain and the knowledge he will never walk again. Still, he has glory I can only envy. I question him.

“Do you know who I am?”

“An imperial inspector.”

“You understand my purpose?”

“To do the bidding of emperor and Senate.”

“Yes. And yours?”

“I’m a man of duty. It’s all I’ve ever been.”

“So you will answer any question?”

“When there’s an answer I can give.” Crisp, unhesitating, to the point. A Roman.

“Good. Now, you knew the senior tribune Galba Brassidias?”

“Of course.”

“When he was promoted?”

“I brought the news to him.”

“And when was that?”

“The autumn of two years ago.”

“You were a courier?”

Longinus is no simple soldier. He understands I’m surprised that a ranking centurion had been assigned the mission of riding the post. “The news was delicate. Duke Fullofaudes, the commander of northern Britannia, sent me because I’d campaigned with Galba and knew him as well as any man could know him. A hard man, but a good soldier. Galba, I mean.”

“What do you mean, ‘a hard man’?”

“Cavalry. Not the kind to have at banquet. Not a conversationalist. He was a provincial from Thrace who lacked refinement, a superb horseman but never schooled. Solid but grim. The best kind to have on your right side in battle.”

“Of course.” As if I truly know. “And he took the news well?”


Longinus gave a pained smile, remembering.

“Poorly?”

“None of this will make sense to you unless you’ve served on the Wall.”

It is a careful insult, an attempt to pretend at a vast difference between civilian and soldier. As if a breastplate changes the human heart!

“I have spent my whole life on the Wall,” I growl, giving him a sense of the power behind me. “Rome’s wall, from Arabia Petraea to your dunghill here. I have traded insults with the arrogant warriors of Sarmatia and sifted rumors of the distant hun. I have smelled the stink of Berber camels and eaten with sentries on the cold palisades of the Rhine, counting the fires of the Germans across the river. Do not think you have to tell me about the Wall.”

“It’s just that it was…complicated.”

“You said you would answer any question.”

He shifts, grimacing. “I’ll answer it. To be honest isn’t simple, however.”

“Explain yourself.”

“Life at the border is complex. Sometimes you’re a sentry, sometimes an ambassador. Sometimes a wall, sometimes a gate. Sometimes we fight the barbarians, sometimes we enlist them. For outsiders like the woman to come in—”

“Now you are getting ahead of my questions. I asked for Galba’s reaction to his superior’s appointment, not his justification.”

Longinus hesitates, appraising me. He doesn’t seek to know if I can be trusted. How can you ever be sure of that? Rather, whether I can understand. The hardest thing in life, after all, is to be understood. “You’ve been to the breach where the barbarians broke through?”

“It is the first place I went to.”

“What did you see there?”

The interrogation has been turned around. Longinus wants proof I can comprehend what he tells me. I think before I speak.

“A thin garrison. Sulking craftsmen. A cold pyre, nothing but bones.”


He nods, waiting.

“The Wall is being repaired,” I go on, betraying some of what will be in my report, “but not with the same care as before. I measured the lime, and the mix is weak. The contractor is corrupt and the imperial foreman untrained. His superior died in the fighting. The mortar will dry to little better than hard sand and will have to be redone.”

“Will it?”

I know what he means. General Theodosius has restored rough order, but the treasury has been drained and authority is dissipating. The best builders are moving south. “It should be redone. How well depends on good Romans such as yourself.”

He nods. “You’re observant, Inspector Draco. Realistic. Smart, perhaps. Smart to have gone to so many places and lived as long as you have.” The centurion has approved of me, I realize, and I’m secretly flattered by his approval. A man of action seeing value in me, a man of words! “Maybe even honest, which is rare these days. So I’ll tell you about Galba and the lady Valeria and the last good days of the Petriana cavalry. The patricians will blame him, but I don’t. Do you?”

I think again. “Loyalty is the first virtue.”

“Which Rome did not repay in kind.”

That is the question, isn’t it? Everyone knows what soldiers owe the state—death, if necessary. But what does the state owe its soldiers?

“Galba dedicated his life to Rome, and then the influence of this woman took his command away,” Longinus goes on. “She pretended to innocence, but…”

“You do not concede that?”

“My experience is that no one is innocent. Not in Rome. Not here, either.”

Innocence is what I’ve come to decide, of course. Treason. Jealousy. Incompetence. Heroism. I pass judgment like a god.

Certainly Longinus is right about having to understand Hadrian’s Wall. In all the empire no place is more remote than this one, none farther north, none farther west. Nowhere are the barbarians more intractable, the weather gloomier, the hills more windswept, the poverty more abject. I listen, my questions sharp but infrequent, letting him not just answer but explain. I absorb, imagine, and clarify, summarizing in my own mind his story. It must have been like this.







    

II




The messenger would come at dusk, the signals promised, flags rising from tower to tower to race ahead of the courier’s pounding horse like shadows in advance of the sinking sun. The waiting centurion read them from his fortress parapet with concealed exultation, his face its usual mask. At last! He said nothing to the sentry beside him, of course, but instead of descending to wait in comfort, he paced the watch-post impatiently, wrapped against the biting wind by the white ceremonial cloak of the cavalry. Twenty years, and these last moments were the hardest, he admitted to himself, twenty years and these last heartbeats like hours. Yet Galba Brassidias forgave his own impatience as he forgave his own ambition. He’d soldiered for this moment, soldiered in dust and blood. Twenty years! And now the empire was granting him his due.

The courier crested the horizon of a low hill. From long experience Galba could predict the remaining hoofbeats it would take to reach the fortress gate, just as he could number a sentry’s steps before the turn. Using the faint rhythm of the approaching hooves as cadence, he counted out along the stone towers.

Against a northern wilderness, the Wall announced Roman order. It dominated its terrain, undulating along the crest of the ridge that separated Britannia from raw Caledonia and stretching farther than a man could run or see: eighty Roman miles. As such it was both fortification and statement. Its approaches had been shaved bald to allow clear arrow and catapult shot. A ten-foot-deep ditch had been dug at its base. The Wall itself was thicker than the axle of a chariot and almost three times the height of a man. Sixteen large forts, sixty-five smaller ones, and one hundred and sixty signal towers were spaced along it like beads on a string. By day, the Wall’s whitewashed stucco made the barrier gleam like hard bone. At night, torches in each tower created a winking boundary of light. Soldiers had manned the barrier for two and a half centuries, repairing and improving it, because the Wall was where everything began and everything ended.

To the south was civilization. Britannia’s villas shone in the dusk like white echoes of the Mediterranean.

To the north was Outside: huts, dirt tracks, wooden gods, and druidic witches.

Opportunity, for an ambitious man.

His own fort, the fort of the Petriana cavalry, commanded a broad ridge. To its north was a marshy valley and rolling, empty hills, to the south a backing river and Roman supply road. East and west ran the Wall. The cavalry post was as squat and stolid as an oaken stump, the corners of its stone walls rounded for masonry strength and its interior jammed with barracks and stables for five hundred men and horses. Clinging to the bastion’s southern side was a parasitical settlement of wives, prostitutes, bastards, pensioners, cripples, beggars, merchants, smiths, brewers, millers, innkeepers, taverners, priests, quack doctors, fortune-tellers, and moneylenders, all of them as tenacious as lichen and as inevitable as the rain. Their houses stepped down to the river in a crazed ziggurat of white stucco and red tile, an imitation of Rome. You could smell the manure, leather, and garlic from a mile away.

Hadrian’s famous old wall was reputed to be the bitterest of stations. The wind howled off both oceans like the banshees of Celtic legend; the whores were as ugly as they were diseased, and the tradesmen as dishonest as they were disheveled. Pay went astray, dispatches were late, and recognition from Rome, when it came at all, was tardy and meager. Yet year after year, decade after decade, century after century, the damnable barrier prevailed. It worked as impediment, and it worked on the savage mind.


And its gates? These led to hardship and glory.

“A messenger from the Sixth Victrix!” the sentry standing stiffly next to the centurion now cried, identifying the legion of origin from the pennant the man carried. “A communication from Eburacum!”

Galba checked himself one last time. In preparation for this moment he’d donned his parade uniform: slave-polished chain mail atop a quilted tunic, golden neck torque and armbands of valor, a silver shoal of phalarae medals on his chest, and the long spatha sword of the Petriana cavalry, its blade coated with olive oil and its pommel gleaming where his thumb rubbed its gold. In his fist he held the vinewood staff of centurion command, his knuckles white. As usual it was frigid on the parapet, his breath fogging, and yet Galba felt no cold. Only the long-banked coals of ambition, now about to burst into flame.

“May the gods give you what you deserve, sir,” the tower sentry offered.

Galba glanced at the man, flogged not long ago for falling asleep at this post. In the old army he’d have been executed. Was there any insolence hidden now? No, only the proper measure of fear and respect. None dared mock Galba Brassidias. He watched the man’s eye glance nervously at the golden chain that Galba hung from two loops on his waist. The chain threaded a curiously high number of finger rings, made of gold, silver, iron, brass, bone, wood, and stone. They bore the design of every god and every charm. Forty of them now.

“Yes,” the centurion replied. “May Rome give it.”

The Petriana was not what it once was, Galba knew. Smaller by half. A mongrel of races and creeds. Marriage allowed to stem desertion. The barracks corrupted with bitching wives and bawling children. Most of the men were owed back pay and better equipment. Both, if ever received, would likely be lost to gambling debts incurred out of garrison boredom. Too many men were on leave, too many sick, too many lingering in hospital. The entire unit was short on remounts. It was a place run on habit and complacency.

All that would now change. All things would now become possible.


Galba straightened, the rings jingling at his waist, and held the sentry’s nervous eye. “From now on, soldier, sleep on your watch at real peril.” Then he trotted briskly down the tower stairs to claim his fate.



His victory had occurred the month before, on a cavalry foray to rescue the pigsties and lard lockers of Cato Cunedda: a neighboring warlord, smuggler, opportunist, and sycophant who pledged fealty to Rome whenever that fiction suited his politics. Word of a pirate raid by a band of Scotti, barbarians from the isle of Eiru, had sent Galba and two hundred men and horses on a near-killing pace through a long day and longer night, coming at dawn to the gray Hibernian Sea. Their greeting was a horizon of smoke and the faint wails of brutalized women and orphaned children.

The centurion called a halt well short of the combat, his troopers dismounting to stretch and piss as their weary horses pulled at autumn grass. With practiced deliberation they unstrapped the helmets tied to their saddles and unrolled the chain mail they’d bundled to keep down their sweat, donning both as they dressed for war. A belt and baldric held sword and dagger, their hasta spears were laid in the grass. Then they bit into bread and dried fruit, eating lightly in anticipation of combat.

“Shouldn’t we break up the assault?” It was centurion Lucius Falco: capable, but too decent for his own good, in Galba’s opinion. Falco was distantly related to almost everyone along the Wall because his family had served in garrison for six generations, and he thus had feelings useless to a soldier. In the old army the man would’ve been posted to a distant province where sentiment couldn’t take root, but it was cheaper to leave officers in place these days. Such was modern Rome.

“We wait,” Galba replied to the officers gathered around him. He sat in the grass and rotated onto his lap the scabbard holding his own sword, tapping the weapon’s carved white hilt with rhythmic fingers. Rumor held that the grip was fashioned from the human bone of some particularly stubborn enemy, a tale the centurion did nothing to quench and had, in fact, started himself during a drinking bout through enigmatic hints and dour silences. Galba had long ago learned that it did no harm for a commander to inflate his reputation. He’d won fights with a glare.

“Wait?” objected Falco. “They’re being skewered!”

“Listen to the wind,” Galba rumbled. “By my ear a lot of the skewering going on is Scotti pricks into Cato’s bitches, which simply seeds a bumper crop of barbarians for next summer. Meanwhile, most of our allies will get to a broch tower or scatter to the woods.”

“But we rode fast through the night—”

“To set a trap. There’s nothing more useless in battle than a tired cavalry mount.”

Falco watched the smoke unhappily. “It’s a hard thing to wait.”

“Is it?” Galba’s look took in all the officers. “For our barbarian ally to feel some pain and panic is not a bad thing, brothers. It reminds Cato how his pathetic cow-stealing, dirt-grubbing, pig-feeding existence would be even more hopeless if the Petriana cavalry weren’t around to punish his enemies.”

The decurions snickered.

“We’re going to rescue him only after he’s been robbed?”

“Watch and see if he’s not happier for it, Falco! It’s human nature to ignore prevention and appreciate a cure. We’ll pick our ground for battle, and the wait gives the Scotti time to get drunk on Cato’s beer, wear themselves empty on his wenches, and get winded carrying his loot.”

“But to let them pillage—”

“Lets us kill them easier, and take it all back.”



The blue-painted Scotti, tattooed and exultant, finally retreated toward their longboats at midmorning, the conflagration they’d lit so fierce that the smoke boiled like a thundercloud. The sorrow they’d brought lingered behind as a low keening; their booty weighted each warrior like a mule. The barbarians were drunk, blood-sated, and doubled over with looted prizes: grain, iron pots, woolens, scythes, jewelry, and several trussed goats and squealing pigs. Some of the prettiest wenches, sobbing and stunned, stumbled along with them, tied neck to neck by a rope. Most were bruised, their clothing torn to rags.

“There before you is today’s practice, men,” Galba told his cavalry quietly, riding up and down their hidden line. “Straw for your lance. Lubrication for your spatha.”

He’d divided his command in two. Half still went to Falco, because he respected the man’s ability as much as he was skeptical of his sympathetic heart. Now Galba’s hundred came over the concealing hill two ranks deep, their upright lances a comb against the sky. The Roman shields were blood red and yellow, their chain mail rippled like gray water, and their helmets glinted silver in the autumn sun. They had the advantage of high ground and an unbroken, grassy slope. There were no trumpets and no cheers, their advance so quiet that it took some moments for the Scotti to even notice them. Finally there was visible shock at this sudden appearance of heavy horsemen on a hillside above and cries of warning. The livestock was dropped trussed in the grass. The female captives, now a distraction, had their throats quickly slit like sheep in a barnyard and fell like mown hay. Then there was a ragged formation of barbarian battle line and shouts of drunken defiance.

Galba gave them time to do it. “Easier to kill a Scotti in open combat than hunt him in the weeds.” Britannia had been conquered by foot-slogging legionaries, heavy infantry that crushed every attack the frantic Celts could throw at them. It was held, like much of the empire, by cavalry. Once the barbarians had learned that they could not break the Roman legion, they turned to raid, feint, and ambush, relying on the lightness of their armor to outdistance pursuing foot soldiers. It was to the horse that Rome turned to run its enemies down, and to the horse-breeding provinces at the empire’s periphery, such as Thrace, to find its cavalrymen like Galba. Both sides were in a constant race, the Celt to plunder and the Roman to block or catch him. With their hasta spear, three light throwing javelins, and long spatha sword, the cavalry could alternately break the barbarian line, harass it, or cut and chop in a general melee. Some army units on the Continent and to the east used heavily armored cataphractarii and clibinarii, who carried their heavy lances in two hands to break disciplined infantry formations. In Britannia, however, such horsemen were too slow, and cavalry stayed relatively light. War was a hunt, and Galba was its master.

The ring and clang of drawn Celtic swords carried clearly up the hill, the barbarians banging their shields to drum warning and fortify their own courage. The Roman mounts checked at the rumbling, the animals remembering this noise and knowing it meant battle. There seemed to be two leaders of the Scotti war party, Galba saw: a redhead to the left, with drawn sword and restless manner, and a great hairy blond lout of a pirate on the right, lumbering in front of his men with shouldered ax. Both chieftains gestured and shouted and raised their middle finger in what they’d learned was the Roman gesture of contempt.

Galba rested his own sword across the twin front pommels of his saddle in loose confidence. He’d ridden before he could walk, killed before he knew any woman, and could map his travels with scar tissue. Now came the anticipatory moment he liked best in life, that frozen time when the energy of warring men was coiled and almost breathless, the immortal pause before the practiced charge. He looked down the rank of men with whom he’d drilled and marched and shot and slept and shit, professionals all, and felt an intimacy with them that he’d never felt with any female. Each sitting high, his reins in the hand of his left shield arm, spear shouldered, helmet tight, legs dangling loose until the kick of the charge.

He loved war and what it could win for a man.

He loved the hunt.

“An eagle, tribune,” a centurion commented.

Galba looked to where the man was pointing. The bird was riding the morning’s rising tide of air, wings dipping as it rotated. The perfect sign.

“Look how the gods favor us!” he roared to his men. “A bird of Rome!” Then his black warhorse, Imperium, jerked at his nudge. “Forward!” Heels dug, and the Roman cavalry started downhill with a sure, awful, accreting acceleration, the discipline of constant practice keeping the line abreast and the lances pivoting down in synchronization as steady as the drop of a drawbridge gate. Their mounts quickened into a trot, the very earth beginning to quake, and the men bent, shield high, thighs tightening, each picking a target as the thunder of the attack swelled until it filled their whole world. Against a more disciplined enemy they would have formed a wedge or diamond to pierce the line, but the Scotti were so disorganized that the barbarians had left gaps, some backing from the approaching Romans, others foolishly running ahead and shouting challenge. The Romans would shred them with line abreast. The cavalry didn’t break into gallop until the last fifty paces, so their line could remain even, Galba signaling the final rush with a wave of his sword arm. Then their mounts burst forward in the final sprint. Grass rolled underneath the cavalry in a blur, clods of earth burst upward like sprayed water, the pennants rippled in the wind, and each of the cavalrymen took up the cry of their ancestral homeland, of Thrace and Syria and Iberia and Germania.

“For the standards of the Petriana!”

Arrows whizzed past like buzzing insects.

There was a great crash as the lines met, a scream of horses and shout of men, and then the cavalry was over the barbarians and past them, their lances left upright in writhing, impaled bodies. The Romans slid free their long swords and turned.

Galba’s own sword had hit something solid in the initial collision, coming up red and glistening. Now he sawed with his reins, his horse’s eyes rolling with the pain of the harsh cavalry bit, and charged toward the blond giant with the ax. The chieftain was whirling his weapon and singing a death song, his eyes opaque with wonder at that ghostly world he’d already half stepped into. “So shall I give it to you,” the Roman promised. He cut with his sword to parry the ax shaft, used the heavy shoulder of his horse to knock his enemy over, and then leaped from his saddle to finish the pirate off. Strike fast, when they’re down.

Yet the butted chieftain kept rolling and so Galba’s grunting stroke missed and struck turf, sticking there. It was an almost fatal mistake. The barbarian came up howling, covered in grass and dirt and the smoke and blood of his earlier pillage, his torso a topography of sinew, bone, and blue tattoo. When the warrior reared back to lift his ax, he was like some monstrous bear, and a newcomer to war might have been transfixed enough to let the Scotti strike.

But Galba was a veteran of a hundred fights and gave his opponent no time to set himself. Instead he saw opportunity. Yanking his blade clear in the time the Scotti took to raise his ax, he made a quick horizontal slash that opened the barbarian’s stomach and then stepped smartly back as the ax whizzed by his ear. The shock of disembowelment caused the Scotti to let the heavy weapon thud all the way into the ground, and so the Roman swung again and heard an audible crack of bone as he took off the chieftain’s hands. The Celt staggered, only dimly realizing what had happened to him, screamed to the gods who’d forsaken him this day, and held his bloody stumps to heaven. Then he crashed to earth.

Galba whirled for another antagonist, but his men had already made short work of the rest who’d dared stand, the bravest already dying or enslaved. The Roman horses were prancing over the corpses as if uncertain where to put their hooves, and there was that familiar battlefield smell of urine, dung, hot blood, and fearful sweat, as bizarrely intoxicating as it was repulsive.

Galba looked at his chipped blade tip. It was the first time he’d missed an enemy already down, and he couldn’t make that mistake again. Grunting, he stooped and pried a severed hand off the ax handle to look for a ring. There was a fine golden one, he saw, with a red stone. Probably stolen from a Roman.

“I’ll take this back, boy.” He used his dagger to saw the finger off.

Victory!

“They’re getting away!” a decurion shouted.

Galba stood and whistled for his horse, leaping agilely into the saddle and roaring his men into some kind of quick order. The redheaded chieftain had escaped and was leading twenty of his raiders into the trees toward the water.


“Let them run!” he shouted to his men.

The Romans pursued just out of bowshot, weaving through trees. As the barbarians ran they looked back at their seemingly wary pursuers and jeered, but Galba held his men in careful check. They came to a bluff in time to see the Scotti fling their weapons and helmets aside and spill like lemmings into the sea. The barbarians surfaced, wet and howling from the cold, and struck for longboats hidden among the reeds of an estuary.

“Hold and watch!”

The redhead who’d escaped turned in the water and taunted them in thick Latin, vowing revenge.

“Hold, I say!”

The Romans stood mute and winded, lining the bluff.

The Scotti reached the reedy water on the far side of the inlet, some managing to stand in the shallows and others thrashing for their boats. They shouted for the comrades they’d left behind, gasping explanations, and anxiously grasped oar holes to lift themselves aboard.

Then there was a Latin shout, Falco’s command carrying across the inlet of water, and a row of helmeted heads rose from the bowels of the longboats.

More Romans.

Falco’s wing had ridden around and already captured the craft, slaying their guards. Now they stood from the hulls where they’d been hiding and fell upon the unarmed barbarians trying to climb aboard.

Galba’s plan had worked.

The red-haired one, half naked and weaponless now, saw the murder that was happening and thrashed his way to a muddy bank.

Falco himself rode the man down.

The bang and thud of weapons and the screams of the wounded echoed across the water for only moments and then it was done, the reeds stained red, bodies floating like logs.

“Come,” Galba said. “We meet Lucius Falco on the other side.”

The two wings of cavalry joined at the head of the inlet, the longboats already burning as fiercely as Cato’s village. A handful of captured warriors would stay with the Romans as slaves. Some of the booty would be returned to their client, others kept as tax.

One of them was the defiant red-haired chieftain: a rib cracked after being overridden by Falco’s horse, head bloody, manner abject. In minutes he’d gone from conqueror to conquered, from lord to prisoner, and he stood trussed and naked with that dull expression of shock and resignation that comes from enslavement.

“I was hoping that one for my own, Falco,” Galba congratulated.

“He’s a bit of a badger. Even after riding over the top of him, I had to club with my dagger. He’ll be trouble, perhaps.”

“Or spirit. Get him home and make clear how things are.”

Falco nodded.

“Let’s find out who he is.” Galba walked his horse up to the subdued barbarian. “What’s your name, boy?” These Scotti were a last stubborn branch of those Celtic tribes the Romans had been fighting for eight centuries, their ferocity in battle and despair in defeat both as predictable as the tides. It might take a bit of whip and club to tame this one, but he, like them all, would submit. “What do they call you, stripling?”

The man looked up sullenly and for just one moment Galba felt chilled. It was a blackly baleful look he got, the captive thinking no doubt of the hearth and woman and horse he’d never see again, but beyond that there was something in his sorrow that seemed to give a glimpse of a dim and troubled future. Let Falco keep him, indeed.

“I am Odocullin of the Dal Riasta. Prince of the Scotti and a lord of Eiru.”

“Odocul-what? That’s more mouthful than a Sicilian sweetcake. Repeat yourself, slave!”

The man looked away.

Galba’s hand went to the pouch at his side. He could feel the severed finger of this man’s dead compatriot and the hard curve of the barbarian’s ring. None ever ignored Galba Brassidias for long, and someday this carrot-colored Hibernian would learn that too. In the meantime, who cared what the captive was called by his own people? “We’ll name you Odo, then,” he pronounced, “and the cost of your defeat will be slavery in the house of the soldier who defeated you, Lucius Falco.”

The Scotti still wouldn’t look at his captors.

“Odo,” Falco repeated. “Even I can remember that.”







    

III




So Odo became houseboy to the villa of Lucius Falco, and Galba Brassidias, forty rings now jangling from the waist chain of his armor, burst from the base of the watchtower to receive his reward from Rome.

The courtyard of the fortress headquarters was lit with torches in the dusk, a turma of thirty-two men snapping to attention. “Straight ranks! Weapons high!” The butts of their lances banged smartly against paving stone. The courier who trotted through the barrel gate was another centurion, Longinus by name, his boots flecked with mud and the rim of his tunic sweaty.

The choice was reassuring. The duke wouldn’t have sent a man of this rank unless he bore the message Galba was waiting for.

Longinus swung stiffly down, and his horse, hide steaming and muscles quivering, urinated in a great smoking hiss. The courier saluted. “Good news, commander!”

Galba’s heart leapt. Yes!

“In recognition of your accomplished record, you’ve been named senior tribune of the Petriana cavalry!” His voice was loud enough to let others hear.

There was a rustle in the ranks. Senior tribune! The news would fly through the fort in minutes. Galba had gotten what every man expected, and confirmation would be received with both satisfaction and regret. The new tribune was as stern as he was able.

“Silence!” Galba shouted, in order to be able to shout something. He felt a flush of pride. Born a provincial, and now a Roman tribune. His eyes gleamed. “I’m unworthy of the honor.”

“We both know the honor is long overdue.”

Galba allowed himself a slight smile. False modesty was an affectation of weaklings. He lowered his voice. “For this long-awaited word I’ve saved Falernian wine, Longinus. Come into my new house and share it.”

The man nodded uncomfortably. “My thanks for the offer.” He hesitated. “However, there’s more, tribune.”

“More?” Galba’s head was still churning with the new possibilities of command.

“Complications.”

The soldier looked at Longinus uncertainly.

“Considerations.”

Galba tried not to betray his unease. “I’ve waited twenty years for the news you’ve brought and prefer to savor it,” he said slowly. “The rest can wait for the grape.”

“Yes.” Longinus’s tone was quiet. “Inside would be best.”

Orders were snapped, and the turma wheeled to disperse. The two senior men strode to the commander’s house, its door swung open by slaves, their armor unhooked with silent efficiency, brass basins of warm water and towels offered to both. They went on to the warmth of the dining room and sprawled on couches in the Roman fashion. The vintage was as promised, transported in amphorae for a thousand miles and served in green glass with a painted frieze of gladiators battling around the rim. Longinus, parched from his hard ride, watered his and drank deeply. The new tribune sipped an unwatered serving and waited impatiently. “And this other news, centurion? Are we to start a campaign?”

The messenger shook his head, wiping his mouth. “It has to do with the command of this cavalry. This part of my message isn’t as happy, tribune.”

Galba hoisted himself on an elbow. “I’ve commanded as senior centurion already, since the transfer of the previous tribune. I’ve won a major action. Now I have his rank. The command is mine, isn’t it?”

“Were it simply up to the duke, it would be. You know that.”


Galba’s eyes narrowed with that dark look men usually only saw in battle. He was being made a fool. “What are you telling me, Longinus, as you lie on my couch and sip my finest wine?”

“I’m sorry, but this part of the message isn’t my choice to deliver. Rejoice in your promotion and new pay, Galba; you deserve it. But there are politics in Rome, of course, politics and more politics. A new alliance of families—and a position to be found for a new officer. A praefectus. He asked for the Petriana cavalry because of its reputation. He wanted this fort because word has reached all the way to Rome of what a job you’ve done. He wants to make his mark here. With you.”

The new tribune sat up in disbelief. “You’re telling me I’m promoted, only to lose command? I’ve worked my whole career for this command!”

Longinus looked at him with sympathy. “I’m sorry, it has nothing to do with you. It’s simply preferment for an officer of the equestrian class. Unfair, I know.”

“What politics?”

“The fellow is betrothed to a senator’s daughter. It’s as simple as that.” He drank.

“Dung of Pluto!” Galba was a big man, but incredibly swift. He sprang, cuffed, and the wine cup flew away, shattering against the wall. A spray of red drops made a bright crescent across the mosaic floor. Then Galba loomed like a father over a child, immense and shadowy. “You’re telling me that some Roman snoblet is taking away the Petriana—the unit I built—because he married some ranking bitch in Rome?” The question was a roar.

Longinus looked at his hand, stinging from the blow. “I’m only the messenger, Galba. And they’re not married. Only betrothed.”

He took a breath. “There’s hope then.”

“No. The wedding will occur here.”

The new tribune sat. “I won’t tolerate this insult. Take that back to the duke.”

“I certainly will not. You’re a soldier. You’ll tolerate it because you must tolerate it. And you’ll still be commander in all but name. This Lucius Marcus Flavius will serve a couple years and leave for higher things. The army remains ours.”

“That Roman aristocrat will take my new house. My credit. While I do the work.”

“So what else is new?” Longinus was becoming impatient. “Remember the way of things. Defy this Marcus, and you’ll earn nothing but trouble. Flatter him, and he’ll be of use. In the meantime, be grateful for what you have, like a well-deserved promotion—and that wine.” He pointed with regret. “It was really quite good.”

“Second place to a highborn dabbler who won’t know one end of a spatha from another. Beaten by an arranged marriage.”

“Never beaten in battle. Remember that.”

The reply was bitter. “Beaten by a woman.”
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Many Romans believe slaves are morally unreliable, but I, Draco, regard them as the most observant of witnesses. True, they will steal. Yes, they will lie. Of course they are lazy. They lack even the patient virtues of a domesticated animal. Yet a careful listener can turn this lack of character to his advantage. Slaves are shameless eavesdroppers and tireless gossips, their primary entertainment the foibles of their betters. You can learn a lot from a smart slave. And this one, before me, is one of the smartest.

She annoys me already.

Her name is Savia. Wet nurse turned substitute mother. Servant turned handmaiden, scold, and chaperone. Every highborn Roman girl like the missing Valeria should have one, and most do. Savia is, of course, a Christian, like so many of the lower classes, but unlike some, I cannot afford to be intolerant of naive beliefs in a peasant god and a happy death. I use every eye and ear I can recruit. A good Christian can be as upright as a good pagan, in my experience. Or as venal. There are scoundrels enough for all religions.

So. Savia is well fed and plump, despite her present incarceration, and was probably not uncomely a score of years ago. She would still feel warm enough in any bed, I judge. Now her hair is streaked with gray, her face has the paleness of incarceration, and her look is quicker and more direct than is proper. That intelligence, again: it cannot be hidden. She is a survivor, too, having passed through the recent tumult entirely unscathed. Legend to the contrary, it is the rare slave willing to die for her mistress.

So I have this image of brutally efficient Galba, the frustrated subordinate, but that’s hardly enough to explain the catastrophe I am investigating. Something more happened on Hadrian’s Wall, something that led to incaution and treason, and it appears to have centered on the owner of this slave, the lady Valeria. I’ve summoned Savia from prison to explain her mistress so I can understand a woman who is no longer here. The slave, in turn, looks upon me as a potential rescuer. She abhors confinement and has protested it loudly. “I am of the House of Valens!” The soldiers laugh at her.

She sits now in my stone chamber, truculent, flustered, hopeful, wary, vain. She wants as much from me as I from her.

“You served the lady Valeria?”

She sizes me up, then nods with cautious pride. “For nineteen years. Fed her, wiped her, weaned her, and spanked her. Taught her to be a woman. And accompanied her all the way to Britannia—”

“For her wedding to the commander of the Petriana cavalry, Marcus Flavius.”

“I saw it arranged in Rome.”

“A political or a love match?”

“Both, of course.”

I am dissatisfied by an answer so obvious that it’s no answer at all. “You avoid my question. Did she love her intended husband?”

“It depends what you mean by love.”

“Mean? By the gods, was her motive passion or politics?”

Savia looks at me speculatively. “I wish to help you, master, but confinement has confused my memory.” Her eyes flicker around the room as quick as a bird, as if looking for a key to release.

“I’ve just brought you out of confinement.”

“Only for this interview. I’ve done nothing to deserve that cell!”

“You were imprisoned because you aided an enemy.”

“I was imprisoned because I saved my mistress.”


I ignore that comment for now. “Still, you’ll answer when I ask,” I warn grumpily. I can, of course, have her flogged.

She refuses to be frightened, having sensed my lamentable sympathy for her gender and kind. “And I’ll remember the past when I have a future.”

“You will speak now or be beaten until you do speak!”

“And speak what?” she cries indignantly, as if it is I instead of she in the wrong. “The truth, or the cries of a whipped slave?”

I grimace. But I’m also amused, and struggle not to show it. She’s watching me like a sly dog, knowing she is valuable property and a waste to feed in prison. Moreover, I need her story. So I employ silence. Nothing so prompts a companion to speak.

“I’m sorry,” she amends. “It’s horrid and dirty in my cell.”

So I visibly soften, to soften her. “Then help me learn the fate of
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