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About the Book

AD 57: much of Britannia has been under Roman occupation for over ten years, with key areas in the south and east administered as vassal states, where the tribes pay costly tithes to the Emperor in return for the right to continue living on their own lands.


On the sacred isle of Mona, the Boudica or Bringer of Victory as Breaca has long been hailed, now knows for certain that her lover, Caradoc – betrayed, captured and kept hostage in Rome – will never return to her. She decides to leave Mona where she and her warriors have been waging a guerilla war, and to take the fight to the Eceni heartland where it is needed most. With her are her children, Cunomar and Grainne, and her best friend from childhood, ex-lover and dreamer, Airmid. But the once proud Eceni are a downtrodden and defeated people who are forbidden on pain of death to worship their old gods, and now scrape a living from the once fertile land.



Across the sea in Hibernia, Breaca’s half-brother Bán, is struggling to make peace with his fractured past. Soon, provoked by Roman aggression, he will sail to Britain to protect Mona, and from there he will go to Camulodinum, and, united with his sister, he and Breaca will face down the might of Rome in the bloodiest revolt the western world has ever known.
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CHARACTERS AND PRONUNCIATION OF NAMES

The language of the pre-Roman tribes is lost to us; we have no means of knowing the exact pronunciations although linguists make brave attempts, based on known living and dead languages, particularly modern and medieval Breton, Cornish and Welsh. The following are my best attempts at accuracy. You are free to make your own. The names of characters based in history are marked with an asterisk.

Tribal characters


Airmid of Nemain – Air-med. Frog-dreamer, former lover to Breaca. Airmid is one of the Irish names of the goddess.

Ardacos – Ar-dah-kos. She-bear warrior of the Caledones. Former lover to Breaca.

Bán – Breaca’s half-brother, son of Macha. The ‘á’ is pronounced rather like the ‘o’ in bonfire. It means ‘white’.

Bellos – Bell-oss. Former slave boy of the Belgae, and companion of Valerius in Hibernia.

*Breaca – Bray-ah-ca. Also known as the Boudica, from the old word ‘Boudeg’ meaning Bringer of Victory, thus ‘She who Brings Victory’. Breaca is a derivative of the goddess Briga.

*Caradoc – Kar-a-dok. Lover to Breaca, father to Cygfa and Cunomar. Co-leader of the western resistance against Rome.

*Cunobelin – Koon-oh-bel-in. Father to Caradoc, now dead. Cun – ‘hound’, Belin, the sun god. Hence, Hound of the Sun or Sun Hound.

Cunomar – Koon-oh-mar. Son of Breaca and Caradoc. His name means ‘hound of the sea’.

Cygfa – Sig-va. Daughter of Caradoc and Cwmfen, half-sister to Cunomar.

Dubornos – Doob-ohr-nos. Singer and warrior of the Eceni, childhood companion to Breaca and Bán.

Eburovic – Eh-boor-oh-vik. Father to Breaca and Bán, now dead.

Efnís – Eff-neesh. Dreamer of the Eceni.

Eneit – Enate. Soul-friend of Cunomar. His name means ‘spirit’.

Graine – Granya; the first ‘a’ is pronounced like the ‘o’ in bonfire. Daughter of Breaca and Caradoc.

Gunovar – Goonavar. Daughter of Gunovic and a dreamer of the Dumnonii.

Gwyddhien – G-with-i-enne. Warrior of the Silures, lover to Airmid.

Iccius – Ikk-i-ooss. Belgic slave-boy killed in an accident while enslaved by Amminios. Friend and soul-mate to Bán, now dead.

Lanis – Lan-is. Mother of Eneit, and a dreamer of the Eceni.

Luain mac Calma – Luw-ain mak Kalma. Elder of Mona and heron-dreamer. A prince of Hibernia.

Macha – Mach-ah. The ‘ch’ is soft as in Scottish ‘loch’. Bán’s mother, now dead. Macha is a derivative of the horse goddess.

Madb – Maeve. A warrior of the Hibernians.



Roman characters

Latin is rather closer to our language, although we would pronounce the letter ‘J’ as equivalent to the current ‘Y’, ‘V’ would be ‘W’ and ‘C’ would be a hard ‘K’ in all cases. However, this is so rarely used that it is simpler to retain standard modern pronunciation of these letters.


*Decianus Catus – procurator of all Britannia under Nero.

Julius Valerius – officer in the auxiliary cavalry, originally with the Ala Quinta Gallorum, later the Ala Prima Thracum.

*Longinus Sdapeze – officer with the Ala Prima Thracum.

*Lucius Domitius Ahenobarbus, a.k.a. Nero, emperor of Rome.

Quintus Valerius Corvus – prefect of the Ala Quinta Gallorum.

*Quintus Veranius – fourth governor of Britannia, AD 57–58.

*Seneca – adviser to Nero, emperor of Rome.

*Suetonius Paulinus – governor of all Britannia.
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PROLOGUE
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Marcus Publius Vindex, standard-bearer of the second century, third cohort of the XXth legion, stationed on the far western frontier of Britannia, drank wine sparingly when on winter foraging duties and never took unnecessary risks. When the late-night need to urinate became overpowering, he stepped away from the watch fire only for a moment and told his armourer where he was going and why. Passing between the tents, he whistled the tune of the ninth invocation to Jupiter as evidence that he was still alive.

At the margins of the firelight, where the rain became silver and the sound of it hammering on the tent hides was too loud for his tune to be heard, Vindex called out to the armourer and was answered. The stream of his urine cascading on rocks made a good counterpoint to the rain. There was a cold satisfaction in pissing on the base of the mountain; for as long as the sound of it lasted, he was solid in his victory over the weather, the sucking mud, the lack of game and of corn and, best, over the native warriors who grew out of the dark and left the unwary dead to be found in daylight. He shouted as much to his armourer, slurring only slightly.

The last word had barely crossed to the fires when a hand caught his chin and dragged his head back and up. He did not feel the slice of the knife across his throat, the blade was too sharp to create pain, but it cut down to the bones of his spine, severing the soft tissues in its path. The tidal wave of his life surged out to earth.

The standard-bearer died surprised, and his ghost, surprised, did not know itself dead, only that the night grew suddenly bright, as if noon had come, and that, impossibly, where once had been fire-warped shadows, now one of the native warriors knelt in plain view by the fallen body of a man carving a curse mark on the forehead.

Vindex had lived through too many battles to waste time in questioning the impossible. His sword had already stabbed at the exposed neck of the enemy before he had thought to question the identity of the corpse lying so close to his feet. As his body lunged after, he gave all his breath to a shout that would rouse the entire camp.

His sword, his arm, and the full weight of his weightless body passed through the crouching warrior. His shout, which could cross a battlefield, raised no armoured men to his aid although a decurion of the cavalry, drinking wine by the fire, pulled his cloak tighter and stamped his feet, cursing the sudden cold.

Vindex opened his mouth to shout again and then stopped as the part of him that reasoned realized at last that the men of his watch had not noticed him at all.

‘They can’t hear you. Your people choose not to hear the cries of the slain. It’s your strength and your greatest weakness. You’ll never live safely until you learn to listen to your ancestors and your newly dead.’

The voice that filled Vindex’ head had a different quality from those of the men he had left at the fire; it spoke to his soul, not his ears. The enemy warrior finished carving the curse mark and, rising, turned round.

Thus, for the first time, in the darkest part of the night, with no sun and rain clouds covering the moon, the standard-bearer of the XXth saw the face of his enemy. He saw rain-damp hair the colour of a fox in winter with the warrior’s braids left loose in mourning and the quill of the single crow’s pinion woven in at the left dyed entirely black, for one who has severed all connections to family and tribe to hunt alone; and thereby perhaps to die alone. He saw the blood-wet knife, recently used, saw the sling hanging at the belt beside the pouch of river pebbles and knew with a soul-knowing beyond vision that each stone was painted black, that it might more surely kill those against whom it was sent. He saw the sign of the serpent-spear carved on the brow of the body – his body – and, because he had seen the same mark on the brows of other men eight times in the last three days, its meaning was already carved on his liver.

By the cumulation of these, finally, Marcus Publius Vindex, son of Gaius Publius Vindex, knew the identity of the woman who had killed him and thus came to understand that he was dead.

Feeling foolish, he lowered his sword. From the fireside, the armourer shouted a new question with an edge of concern in his voice. The silence which, living, the standard-bearer should have filled stretched too long.

The Boudica rose slowly, sheathing her belt-knife. ‘Whom do you worship?’ she asked. Her mouth did not move but the words became part of the night.

In the same way, Vindex answered, ‘Jupiter, god of the legions, and Mars Ultor, for victory.’ Then, appraising, ‘You should leave. They’ll come soon to look for me. You cannot stand against so many and live.’ The quality of his care surprised him. Dead, he discovered that he harboured neither the hatred nor the terror he had in life.

‘Thank you. I’ll go when I have to. Your men have not yet lit a torch and I have never yet met a Roman who could see well in the rain.’

She grinned and Vindex read no fear in her eyes, only the exhilaration of battle, beginning to wane. He had known that feeling, and the boundless peace that followed it, and knew that it was for these he had fought, far more than the silver he had been paid, and that he was not alone.

Moved by his new compassion, he said, ‘You will never win, fighting as one against many.’

Amused, the Boudica raised a brow. ‘I have heard that before. Not everyone who says it is Roman, but most have been, and all of those were dead.’

‘Then you should listen to us. We bear you no ill will, but can see some things more clearly.’ It was true; the concerns of his life were melting away leaving behind a clarity Vindex had sought throughout his life and never found. ‘I offer you this as a gift, from death to life: if you do not rouse the east of the province to battle, the legions will win and Rome will bleed your people dry.’

The Boudica finished wiping her hands on the turf. She nodded, thoughtfully. ‘Thank you. I will consider your gift in the morning, if I am alive to do so.’ She was no longer smiling, but she did not hate him, either. ‘You should go home,’ she said. ‘Your gods will know you in Rome. They cannot reach you here.’

The armourer shouted a second time, and was not answered. A legionary emerged from the safety of the tent lines and his terror at the sight of the body was far greater than Vindex’ had been. His cry brought the armourer and he, finally, called for torches. Men ran as they had been trained and if the light behind the tents did not blaze for them as bright as noon, it was enough for the fox-haired warrior to be seen.

She did run then, fluidly and with no great urgency, like a deer that has not yet heard the hounds. The armourer of the second century was a clear-thinking man who abstained entirely from wine. He had also, for three years, been his cohort’s champion spear-thrower, honoured for the speed and accuracy of his casts. He called afresh and five men ran to bring him spears, passing each one new to his palm as the last took flight. Ten were thrown in the space of a dozen strides. The foremost of the torch-bearers saw the eighth one strike and shouted to the armourer and to Mars Ultor, claiming a kill. Vindex, seeing with different eyes, knew that the Boudica was wounded, but had not joined him in death.

From beyond the margins of the camp, her voice filled his head. She sounded breathless and disjointed and he was unable to tell if it was pain that afflicted her, or an overwhelming need to laugh.

‘Go home,’ she said again. ‘The journey to Rome is faster in death, I promise you, and the land is warmer. Why stay here in the rain where you’re not welcome? The legion no longer owns you when you’re dead. You can go where you want.’

The thought had occurred to Vindex more than once in life. In death, joyfully, he understood himself free. Passing through the walls of the officers’ tent and the insubstantial matter of his centurion, he began the not-so-long journey back to Rome.

At the place where he had been, three more men of his watch died in a hail of black-painted river pebbles. The armourer was the last of them.


Listen to me. I am Luain mac Calma, Heron-Dreamer, once of Hibernia, now Elder of Mona, adviser and friend of Breaca, who is the Boudica, Bringer of Victory. We are in a time of great peril; if you do not understand the past, you cannot come to understand the present, and without it, the tribes of Britannia have no future. Here, tonight, by the fire, you will learn what has come before. This is who we were; if we win now, this is who we could be again.

It is fourteen years since the Emperor Claudius sent his legions to invade our land. Then, we were a diverse people, of many tribes and many gods, united only in our care of our dreamers: the men and women who came here, to the gods’ island of Mona, to study for a dozen years in the great-house under the elders. Warriors, too, came to learn the arts of honour and courage that might lead later to acts of heroism in battle. We fought against each other for show and thought each skirmish a mighty battle.

Then Rome came, with its legions and cavalry. The men of Rome do not fight for honour or to hear their names sung in the hero-tales at winter. They fight for victory, and when they have made a land their own, they do not leave it.

The tales of how we fought have been told in other places; the battle of the invasion lasted two days and will be told for ever round the fires. A thousand heroes lost their lives and those few who emerged alive did so through the sacrifices of others. It was then that Breaca, once of the Eceni, then Warrior of Mona, led the charge to rescue Caradoc and earned the name by which we know her: Boudica, Bringer of Victory.

Breaca and Caradoc were amongst those who, on the orders of their elders, left the battlefield. They did so with reluctance, fleeing only to continue the war against Rome, and to protect the children, who are precious above all else. They brought them here, to the gods’ isle of Mona where warriors and water hold safe all that is most sacred; where dreamers, singers and warriors of many tribes come to know themselves in the full gaze of the gods, that they may take that knowledge, and the wisdom it brings, back to their people.

From here they fought for ten years, preventing the Roman legions from gaining any foothold in the west. Thus the Romans built their first fortress in the east at Camulodunum, which had been the stronghold of Caradoc’s people.

In the early years of the occupation, thousands of warriors and dreamers died in the east; whole villages were slaughtered in reprisals for rebellions, real or imagined, and it was declared illegal for any man, woman or child to bear a weapon.

The legionaries who broke the swords of our warriors were led by an officer, Julius Valerius, who rode a pied horse. More than anyone else he was hated, for he had been Eceni once, and had sold his soul to Rome and its gods. He fought for Mithras and for the emperor and both thrived on Eceni blood.

Breaca and Caradoc had a son, Cunomar, and then a daughter, Graine. Shortly after her birth, Caradoc was taken captive by treachery and made prisoner in Rome. Captured with him were his son Cunomar and his elder daughter, Cygfa, a warrior of high renown.

The family were taken to Rome, to die at the whim of the Emperor Claudius, only that Airmid, the dreamer who is the other half of Breaca’s soul, found a way to bargain with the oldest and most dangerous of the ancestors and was able to prevent their death and, much later, to bring about their freedom.

Caradoc was tortured and maimed beyond repair. He was well enough to bring his family to the coast of Gaul, but not to go beyond it. He could not have returned as a warrior to Mona – his injuries were too great for him to wield a weapon as he had done with such success before his capture and he would not inflict on his warriors the pain of seeing him brought low by Rome. Thus he stayed in Gaul and word was sent that he gave his life to save his children as they boarded the ship that would bring them back to Mona.

That was three years ago. Breaca mourns Caradoc, but inwardly. Outwardly, she has given herself heart and soul to the battle against Rome. In summer, she leads the warriors of Mona to keep the legions from reaching our island, and to push them back as far as she can from the mountains of the west. Through winter, she hunts alone, taking men singly or in pairs, and they have come to fear her, as if she were a spirit of the mountains who feeds on their souls.

One other returned on the ship from Gaul, who was not expected: Julius Valerius, the once-Eceni cavalry officer who had led the oppression of his people. By the will of the gods, he was called back to Rome by the ailing Claudius to undertake a final duty: to escort Caradoc’s family to the Gaulish coast and thence to a ship that might take them to freedom.

Claudius died before the family could reach freedom and Nero, his successor, required that they be returned. Valerius could not go against an oath sworn in the name of his god, and thus was named traitor, and forced to flee.

I would have brought him to Mona, for reasons that are not only my own, but Breaca forbade it and she is not only the Boudica, whose word holds sway with the warriors, she is also Breaca of the Eceni, sister to the man who was once Bán and became Valerius, an officer of the legions.

These, then, are the ones who have fashioned our pasts: Breaca, who hunts legionaries in the mountains of western Britannia, and her brother Valerius who is in exile in Hibernia, where he drags out a living as a smith. Neither can continue at this for ever. The world changes and they must change with it, or die.

Meanwhile, the children, and the dreamers, wait on Mona, watching a world that grows more brutal by the year. Rome seeks revenue from its provinces, and Britannia is not the rich vein of silver and gold that Claudius believed it to be. Nero was made emperor in his place and Nero is ruled in turn by his advisers. These are men without pity, for whom a land and its people mean nothing, unless they have gold or can be made to yield it.

This is the future we fear and against which we fight. Mona is safe now, under the care of the gods, but if it is the gods’ will that it be no longer safe, then all that is sacred will continue in the hearts and minds of those who hold the lineage of the ancestors. We are those people, you and I. Dream now, and know that in the dreaming is your future and all that we believe to be true.


I

AUTUMN AD 57
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I
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THE WATER WAS cold, and made brown by peat and recent rain.

Breaca of Mona, known to all but her family and closest friends as the Boudica, leader of armies and bringer of victory, knelt alone at the side of a mountain stream and washed her face, hands and the bleeding wound on her upper arm in the torrent. The water ran briefly pink where she had been. She cupped clean water in both palms, rinsed her mouth and spat out the iron after-taste of blood.

A blue roan mare dozed in the shelter of a nearby beech thicket, the end result of a lifetime’s breeding and better than anything Rome could offer. She was haltered but not tethered and came to call, her feet bound in soft leather to dampen the sound of her progress. Mounted, Breaca travelled north and a little east, moving up into the mountains, keeping to rocky trails where Coritani trackers, paid by Rome, would be least likely to find signs of her passing.

If she had scaled the peaks, she could have looked west past further mountains and across the straits to Mona, but she did not. The standard-bearer’s warning echoed, disturbingly, with the muted footfalls of her mare and would not be made silent. You will never win, fighting as one against many. Vindex was not the first to have warned her of the dangers and futility of fighting alone, or even the second, but he was the enemy and she did not have to trust his opinion.

It was harder to ignore the warnings of those who cared for her; the elders and dreamers of Mona, who watched over her children through her long winter absences, and could not tell them where their mother was or if she had died yet, at the hand of a standard-bearer who was not quite as drunk as he might have looked.

Luain mac Calma, the Elder of Mona, had been first, quietly, to say that the Boudica’s life was worth more, and vengeance for one man’s life worth less, and he had been followed by a succession of others who claimed to love her and hold her best interests at heart. Only Airmid, dreamer and soul-friend, had always understood why Breaca needed to hunt alone as she did and had never spoken out, openly or in private, against the black feather braided into the Boudica’s hair and the winter killings that it foreshadowed.

Airmid was on Mona and Mona was another world and Breaca chose not to look at it and thereby not to think about it, or its people.

She passed upwards, and the track became rockier. Grey stone lined either side of the tracks, marbled by swirling lichens. She dismounted after a while and unbound the mare’s feet, that they might grip better on the wet stones. The rain became less; it had belonged to the night. Clouds on the eastern horizon parted to show the first knife lines of light. Lacking any binding, the wound in her arm slowly ceased to bleed and ached only a little. The officer whose spear had caught her had kept his weapons scrupulously clean, for which she was grateful.

Half a day’s ride to the south, at the overnight campsite where a standard-bearer, an armourer and two junior officers of the XXth legion had died, a wisp of greased smoke rose at an angle to the sky. Crows roused and called and began to drift towards the scent of burning men.

The thick-set, grey-haired man stooped over the neck of his horse with his attention fixed on the trail did not appear to notice either of the two slingstones that cracked on the rocks near his head. His horse, noticing both, shied a little, throwing him off balance, and he clutched ineffectually at the saddle. The care of his gods kept his head from cracking on the stones of the path as he fell and a cushion of heather gave him safe landing but he did not rise afterwards, even as Breaca knelt at his side.

‘Where are you hurt?’

He flicked dry, cracked lips. ‘I have the flux. You shouldn’t touch me; you’ll be tainted.’

‘Maybe, but the harm is done now.’ Breaca pushed her good arm under his shoulders and levered him to his feet. She would have given him water but carried none. In its absence, she used the sick man’s horse for support, wedging his shoulder against the saddle. He swayed and made himself stand.

His accent, his horse and the weave on his tunic were all of the northern Eceni. A mark worked in ink in the skin below his collarbone showed the falcon and running horse linked. Breaca ran her forefinger along from horse to falcon and felt the small nodule of amber buried under the skin beyond the falcon’s wingtip that verified the mark’s authenticity.

‘Are you from Efnís?’ she asked, and when he nodded, ‘Why were you following me?’

‘I wasn’t. The mountains are alive with Romans and I would deliver my message from a living mouth to living ears if the flux does not kill me first. I was trying to reach the forests near the coast to take shelter there before crossing to Mona.’

Breaca shook her head. ‘You won’t reach them in time. The men of the fifth cohort are stationed near the coast. The third cohort lost four men last night: the signal fires have been lit since dawn, waking every other legionary into action; they will have ringed the forests long since. I know of somewhere closer that may be safe if we are permitted to enter. Can you ride another two dozen spear throws?’

‘If there’s shelter at the end of it, yes.’

The cave mouth was a vertical crease in the cliff face set by the gods at such an angle that it was invisible unless approached exactly from the south-east. The hound-sized rock placed by the ancestors to guard the entrance was patched with damp moss and hidden by the grasses that had grown up around it. In years past, it would have been scoured clean when the ancestors were honoured at each old moon and the carved marks swirling on its surface would have been made bold again with red ochre and white lime and ash. In the bleak new world of Roman occupation, those who should have done so were either dead or had taken refuge on Mona and the rock and the cave mouth behind it were blurred with neglect.

Breaca had only passed the cave once, and that the previous winter, but had seen then what others might not, committing its location to memory without any real intention to use it. She probably would not have attempted it now, had not her need driven her to it; the risks of entering such a place without a dreamer were far greater than the risks of death or capture by Rome.

Standing alone before the hound stone, Breaca said, ‘I offer greetings to the oldest and greatest of the ancestor-dreamers. I will clear your dwelling place as I leave, I swear it. For now, the weeds are my protection as they have been yours. Will you permit me to enter and to bring one other with me?’

A voice beyond the range of hearing said, Who asks?

‘I ask, Breaca nic Graine mac Eburovic, once of the Eceni, once Warrior of Mona, hunting now under the black feather of no-tribe. My mark is the serpent-spear which was yours before me and will be yours again when I have gone.’

The ancestor-dreamer said, So. I endure and you may not. It is good you remember that. Have you come to ask my aid in your vengeance, as you did before?

‘No.’

She was the Boudica, who led thousands into battle, and her palms were sweating. She wiped them on her tunic. It was far easier to face the legions in the rain and the dark armed with nothing more than a knife and a pouch of river pebbles than to speak to an empty cave mouth in daylight. She remembered Airmid, and the fear in her voice when she had last faced the ancestor-dreamer: Airmid, who feared nothing and no-one.

Breaca looked back down the path to where the dying messenger waited out of earshot. He had dismounted when she did and stood leaning against his horse. As she watched, he slid slowly to his knees, and then toppled sideways to lie curled like a child, breathing harshly.

If she had been alone, she would have taken her chances dodging the legions and stayed out in the open. If she waited, she would be alone before too long, but the dying man was Eceni and from Efnís and he had given his life to bring a message to Mona. She could not with any honour leave him to die on a mountain path within reach of the legions when there was shelter at hand.

Touching the hound stone as much for courage as for luck, Breaca said, ‘We are two, one wounded, one assailed by flux. We ask only to enter into your protection, bringing our horses, nothing more. The Romans who seek our lives are close behind; I saw them enter the valley as we climbed the mountain. It is my belief that their trackers will have no knowledge of your dwelling place, and that if they did, the legionaries would not dare to cross the threshold. Even they recognize the sacred when they meet it.’

Or if not the sacred, then the simply dangerous. The ancestor’s laughter was the slide of a snake over winter leaves, a sound to erase all peace and the hope of peace. They know I will pierce their dreams, waking and sleeping, and they will die as did their governor, slowly and in madness. They may not fear you enough to abandon the land, Breaca once-Eceni, but they fear me enough to make offerings in secret to quell my wrath.

Breaca had seen the twists of corn and broken wine flasks and, once, the rotting head of a doe as she led the horses up the trail. She had not known them as offerings to the serpent-dreamer and even now could not confirm it. She said nothing. A lifebeat of waiting passed. Then, Yes, you may enter. I, who may yet destroy you, give you leave.

* * *

The cave was not as fully dark as Breaca had expected. The horses walked willingly into the entrance and were made safe in a chamber open to the sky, three spear lengths inside. Here, bird lime streaked the walls in layers of white and caked the floor, cushioning the sound of hooves. Hollows in the rock held water and the recent rain had made them clean.

Further in, the sky could not be so clearly seen, but grey light leaked for a while from the towered heights of the roof. On the floor, the skeletons of small beasts cracked underfoot where they had fallen, unwilling sacrifices to the ancestor and the gods. The walls pressed inwards so that the pathway became a tunnel and rock snagged Breaca’s tunic at both shoulders.

‘We should stop.’ The Eceni messenger could barely walk. He tugged on Breaca’s sleeve.

‘Not yet. There’s a turn ahead and then the floor opens into a chamber with a river running through. We can rest there and you can drink the water. You need it.’

He held on to her, staring. In the failing light, she could see the widening whites of his eyes. ‘Have you been here before?’ he asked.

‘No, but I know of it.’ She did not tell him that the serpent voice of the ancestor-dreamer drew her on, whispering, nor that it had spelled out the time and manner of his death.

The chamber they entered last was too broad for Breaca easily to map the margins, and entirely without light. Working by feel, she laid and lit a small fire. Orange shadows drew monsters from the dark, casting ghost-flames on the small river flowing through the northern corner of the cave. Echoes of water thickened the silence. The sound was pleasanter by far than the sibilant hiss of the ancestor.

At the river’s edge, Breaca tended the dying messenger. She folded her cloak and his and laid him on both on a bed of flat rock. He had brought his own water skin, long empty, and she filled it and let him drink and then washed his face, neck and hands with what was left.

‘You should not,’ he said, less certainly than before. ‘We were three; two brothers and a sister, each charged with the same message. We had ridden only two nights when the flux took us. It passes from one to the other faster than a cough in a winter’s roundhouse.’

Breaca said, ‘If I am to die, this place is as good as any; the legion’s inquisitors won’t find us here to wrench what we know from the last breath of our lungs. If I am to live, then you can rest tended in safety. What happened to your brother and sister?’

‘I don’t know. We took separate roads when we met the legions. Each of us was to ride for Mona. With three, there was hope one would live to reach the ferry and deliver our words.’

Ask him his message. The ancestor’s voice cracked off the walls. In her own place, she sounded far louder than the dying man.

‘When he has peace.’ Breaca spoke aloud and the messenger was too near death to notice.

She had tended the dying times without number on the battlefield, but only rarely with other sickness, so that it took some time to do what was needful. She bent over him, trying to see past the tallow-grey skin to the life and the mind beneath. His face shrank onto the bones of his skull. His eyes had fallen deep into the folding flesh of his face and his hair was slick with sweat and the water with which he had just been washed.

Ask!

Touching her palm to his forehead, she said carefully, ‘This is your resting place. Briga will take you from here and the ancestor will guide you safely to the lands beyond life. I will return to Mona when it’s safe to travel. Is it your wish that I carry your message with me?’

‘It would be, but I can’t give it while not yet on Mona.’ The man grimaced, trying to rise, and failed. ‘I’m sorry. It would kill both of us if I tried. Efnís laid a geas on all three messengers. If I tried to speak, my tongue would swell in my mouth and block my breathing before the words were out. More, the one to whom I spoke would die, if not as suddenly, then as surely. If caught, we were permitted to say that much to whoever tried to press the question.’

Breaca smoothed the hair from his brow and poured on a little water to cool it. ‘Efnís is wise. If you had been captured, it would have been good to die swiftly, knowing your message safe and Rome’s interrogators condemned to a slow end.’

The man struggled with that, frowning. ‘But not so good now when I am dying in the company of a warrior and friend. I will take my message safely into death and Efnís will never know of my failure.’

‘He will. No-one passes to the other worlds but the dreamers know of it. Even so, I may have an answer. Would I be right to believe that your message was to be given to the Elder of Mona, Luain mac Calma, or, failing him, to Airmid of Nemain, and that it concerned the Boudica?’

It was a risk. Neither of them knew the margins of the curse. The messenger smiled faintly and tested his answer silently twice before, nodding, he said, ‘You would be correct.’

They both waited. In the moments that followed, his breathing was not impaired, nor did his tongue swell any more than the flux had already swollen it.

Breaca let out a breath. ‘So then if I were to tell you that my daughter, second child of my heart, soul and flesh, is called Graine after my mother and that my father was Eburovic, smith and warrior of the Eceni, would your mouth remain unblocked and your tongue unswollen as you delivered to me your message?’

His eyes had fallen shut and did not open when she finished. Waiting, Breaca did not know if he slept, or if the shock of her identity, however obliquely revealed, had carried him beyond speech.

The relief when he reached out and gripped her hand left her without words. He opened his eyes and tears wavered on the rims, cast in copper by the firelight. His voice was a fine thread, drawn tight by pain and effort. ‘You are the Boudica? The Warrior of Mona?’

She nodded, smiling. ‘Yes.’

He shoved himself upright, wheezing. ‘Why then are you here, unbraided, wearing the black feather of no-tribe and hunting alone in lands held by Rome?’

She had not expected his anger, nor the sudden energy it gave him; he knew nothing of the soul-stripping meetings between the Boudica and the dreamers she served, of the battles fought amongst friends with words the only weapons. He did not choose to hide the accusation in his voice or the hurt in his eyes. He laid himself down again, but his gaze, challenging hers, could have been mac Calma’s, or Dubornos’, or Ardacos’, or any one of her children’s.

Rising, Breaca laid a fistful of heather roots on the fire. Fresh flames sparked green and a violent blue where the earth burned before wood. Staring at the colours and not the man, she said, ‘I have been killing Romans, as you saw. The four dead of the third cohort were my kills, and two the night before last.’

The messenger was an intelligent man. Watching her, he said, ‘So you hunt alone because the risk is too great to expose others to the danger and Briga will take you into death when she feels the killing is enough. Do the elder dreamers of Mona consider that a good risk?’

‘Not at all.’ Breaca smiled, surprising them both. ‘But it is not for them to forbid it. My life is my own and I believe it is a good risk. It’s nearly winter; the time for fighting is over but the legions must still forage far beyond their forts for food and firewood. There’s more damage done to their minds with four men dead in the night than with forty dead on the battlefield in open warfare. Each death leads to desertions and those left behind dream of a time when they can leave and sail for Rome. An army that comes to the field without heart fights to lose, you know that.’

‘I do. And a people lacking the leadership of the gods does not fight at all.’ An old anger flickered, and a more recent fear. Each died away, leaving only the fatal weariness that had cloaked the messenger when he first fell from his horse.

Carefully, Breaca said, ‘The Eceni do not lack leadership.’

‘They do now.’

He was dying fast; both of them could feel it. Words unspoken weighed on them, sucking breath from the air. Choosing the path that offered least damage, Breaca asked, ‘Can you tell me in what way your people and mine are leaderless?’

‘I don’t know. Saying that much might kill us both.’

He gathered himself and then, against her protests, pushed himself to sitting. His gaze devoured her face and then moved down to the reddening wound on her arm. The spear’s head had not, after all, been so clean. Blood seeped a little from the gash, but the arm around was angry and hot, and had begun to smell unclean. He reached out to touch it and they both felt the flesh twitch under his fingers.

He said, ‘Perhaps Efnís was wiser than either of us knew and you are dying anyway.’

Breaca sluiced water over the wound. ‘Perhaps. I have felt closer to death than this, but they say Briga often comes when least expected.’

‘Not for me.’ He smiled and the shape stayed on his lips long after his mind had gone elsewhere. In a while, he said, ‘Efnís crafted his words for Airmid, dreamer of Nemain, but the tales have always said that she holds one half of your soul and Caradoc the other. If that is true, then it may be that, in the gods’ eyes, I am speaking as if to Airmid and I can speak to you safely. I am willing to try, but my death is certain. I have nothing to lose. You could have many more winters of hunting Romans alone. Will you risk the loss of that, to hear my message?’

Breaca closed her left fist, feeling the brush of pain in her palm that was the memory of a sword cut. It did not ache to warn her of danger. The spear wound in her upper arm throbbed alarmingly, but other wounds had been as deep and gone as bad and she had not died of them.

She looked across the fire into the darkness of the cave but found no help there; the ancestor-dreamer was uncharacteristically silent. As at all the most important decisions in her life, Breaca was alone. There was a freedom in being so.

She said, ‘There is not so much pleasure in killing Romans that I would want to miss a message from Efnís that has cost the lives of three warriors. Yes, I will share your risk.’


II
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‘YOUR SISTER IS dead.’

‘I have no sister.’

The air in the smithy was dense with the smoke of scorched metal and loud with the clatter of beaten iron. Sun streaming in through the smoke hole cast a puddle of light on the floor, missing both the stoked fire and the anvil. Neither was a mistake; the smith of Hibernia liked the red shadows of his work-world and had no desire to meet the exposure of daylight, particularly not in his current company.

He played his hammer down the arm’s length of cooling metal that would one day soon become a sword blade and felt the rhythm rock pleasingly through his bones. Doing so, he ignored the visitor standing on his threshold. Quite deliberately, he did not invite him to cross it.

Luain mac Calma, once of Hibernia, now Elder and foremost dreamer of Mona, was not used to being ignored. He had rarely been denied entry to the home of another and never when he had travelled ten days to bring news of some moment.

Nor did he need light to see the body and soul of the man he had come to visit; a dreamer spends a great deal of his life in half-darkness. Standing on the threshold, he studied the straight, blue-black hair, grown to shoulder length when once it had been cut short to please the legions, the lean lines of the body, once battle-fit and kept almost to that by the work of the forge, the sculpted cheekbones and high brow of a man whom the gods had spun far away from his life’s course, and not yet cast back. There was anger there, and a stubborn pride, and neither of these quite covered the fear, or the effort being made to hide it.

All of this, he compared to what he had last seen of this man, and was not disappointed; three years’ peace and solitude had healed more than mac Calma had thought possible. His doubts, which were many, rested on the condition of the smith’s heart and soul.

He drew a breath and let it out, slowly. Over the pounding clash of the hammer, he said, ‘You are Bán mac Eburovic, Harehunter and horse-dreamer of the Eceni, and I am growing very tired of your fictions. Your boy tells me—’

‘He is not my boy.’ The hammer missed a beat and, stammering, found it again. ‘He calls himself Bellos, after the Bellovaci who were his people among the Belgae. I may have bought him as slave but I have returned to him his name and his freedom. Nevertheless, he hates me. He remains here only because his fear of the Hibernians is greater than his hatred of me. Their menfolk are not gentle in the expressions of their affection towards well-favoured youths with gold hair and eyes the colour of the summer sky. He’s safer here than anywhere else and he knows it, or he’d be gone long since.’

Mac Calma let one brow rise to the top of its flight. ‘He looks on you as a father.’

The smith shrugged. ‘A man may despise his father and still be his son. Look at Caradoc.’

‘Or at you.’

The hammering ceased. The silence after was hard on the ears.

With exquisite care, the smith laid aside his hammer and, with his tongs, lifted the still-glowing blade on which he had been working. By the blood light of its shine, he spoke quietly and distinctly, as a man might who offers an invocation to his gods in the quiet of a temple.

‘Listen to me, mac Calma. I will say this only once. Who sired me is not my business and I will not allow it to be yours. Eburovic of the Eceni raised me and cared for my childhood. Corvus of the Quinta Gallorum taught me to fight and to love and gave me the name that I use. These men I value and respect, but that does not give them ownership of my life or my soul, nor would they claim it. I did not leave the Eceni by choice and did not by choice commit treason against Rome and my emperor. Both have happened and so now I belong neither to the legions nor to the tribes. For the first time in my life, I am free. I intend to stay that way.’

‘Are you so?’ The dreamer nodded. ‘And who is it, who is so free?’

‘What does a name matter? Here in Hibernia, I am who I make myself to be. I am Valerius to those who favour Rome and wish my aid in improving their Latin. To the rest, I am simply the black-haired smith on the hill who can mend their blades and their brooches and sometimes help their women in childbirth. If you have issue with that, Elder of Mona, take your complaint elsewhere. I have nothing of yours.’

The smith, who had, in his past, been both Valerius, decurion of the Thracian cavalry, and Bán of the Eceni, was shaking when he finished. Three years without wine or ale had not taken from him the tremors of their excess. Blessedly, the unfinished sword he held did not shake with him. Even so, Luain mac Calma watched him too closely for comfort.

The smith was stripped to the waist. The scars of war shone white in the rivers of his sweat. Given sufficient time, a man who cared enough might read a history of the taking of Britannia on the map of his injuries. Two men had cared so and both lived now out of reach of heart as well as mind. If he chose to let them, the memories of either could cripple him. He lowered the blade into the vat of water standing by the anvil and let the steam erase his past.

He was not wholly successful. He might as well have named aloud the two men, and the hurt of their loss, so profoundly did mac Calma’s face change. Through the thickening white, the Elder said, ‘I’m sorry. I should not have come to disturb your sanctuary. I thought only that you should hear the news.’

Your sister is dead. He would not ask to know more. Even that was too much.

The steam cleared slowly through the smoke hole. By the time the smith could see again, mac Calma had already gone. His voice reached back lazily from the daylight, speaking to the Belgic boy, Bellos, who was no longer a slave but nevertheless held the guest’s horse outside as if it were his duty.

‘The red Thessalian mare standing in the paddock was to be my guest-gift. She is elderly and not fit to be ridden but was once of high value. She is in foal to a Pannonian battle horse and if the foal takes on the merits of both sire and dam, it may be of some worth. I have business with the dreamers of Hibernia and it would inconvenience me greatly to have to take her back. Perhaps if you could …?’

Luain mac Calma had trained for three decades with the best minds of Mona; oration was a tutored skill, layered over the gifts of his birth. When he chose, he could raise the inhabitants of an entire great-house cheering to their feet with the first line of a tale, or whisper a sick child to sleep so that it would heal before morning – or touch the soul of a man who thought to make himself invulnerable, and prove to him that he was not.

The smith stepped away from his anvil. ‘Who have you brought? Where did you find a red Thessalian mare?’ He was at the door, in full daylight, forgetting that he preferred the dimness of the forge. The cooling sword hung useless from his hand.

In answer, the dreamer stood back so that his guest-gift could be seen. The mare stood in the small paddock at the side of the hut. She was more than elderly, she was ancient, an elder grandmother among horses, and she had not been well cared for. Her back was swayed from the bearing of too many foals. The weariness of travel and of living hung around her as the first taste of death. Her coat was red, the colour of cut liver, with white scars on her flanks. An old brand showed indistinctly at the base of her neck.

Once, long ago, when the mare was in summer coat and groomed to perfection, the brand had been clear: Leg VIII Aug; a cavalry mare of the VIIIth Augusta, she had been given to a boy of the Eceni who had known of her from a dream.

It had been so very long ago. One might hope that a summer of shared joy with a battle at its end would have left as strong a memory with the mare as it did the boy who rode her, but her eyes lacked hope and met the smith’s without recognition. Hoarsely he said, ‘She’s too old to be in foal.’

‘I think not. It will be her last, but she will do it well. Would you rather she foaled it under the care of another man? I can take her back to Mona if you wish.’

Mac Calma knew all the ways to a man’s heart and did not disdain to use them. The smith did not trust himself to speak, but nodded when Bellos looked at him and then watched as the boy ran to the mare and offered her a lick of salt that he kept in his palm. It was not the first he had given her; Bellos had been a slave once, and knew intimately the hurts of slavery in another, and how to assuage them.

Finding his voice again, the smith said, ‘Her heart is broken. What is left of it, she has given to the boy.’

Mac Calma did not disagree. ‘But her foal will give his heart to whomsoever trains him for battle. Airmid believes it will be a colt, black and white with a shield and a spear on its forehead. I have no reason to disbelieve her.’

The smith let his gaze rest on the horizon a while before he trusted himself to speak. ‘It was a mistake, clearly, to speak aloud the dreams of my childhood. I was young then, and over-trusting. But that dream is long dead and cannot be revived. It died when Amminios made me a slave and took my battle mount into his breeding herds, and if Breaca is dead, then the dream can never be brought alive again; she was the biggest part of it.’

‘Did I say that Breaca was dead?’

They were a sword’s length apart. Valerius, once-officer of the cavalry, still held the half-made blade in his hand, alive with the first stirrings of the weapon it would be. With no clear effort on his part, the tip rose to the level of the other man’s throat. Very quietly, he said, ‘Don’t play with me, dreamer.’

Mac Calma stood side on to the sun. His shadow, impossibly, took the shape of the heron that was his dream. He shook his head. ‘I would never play with you. I did not intend any misunderstanding. It is not Breaca who is dead, but Silla, your younger sister, the only one of the royal line to remain in the lands of the Eceni. She died bearing a child for Prasutagos, whom you knew as ’Tagos, who has named himself king of the entire Eceni nation. He is a supporter of Rome and there is nothing now to check him. If he is not removed, the Eceni – who were your mother’s people, even if you claim they are no longer yours – will become enslaved to Rome in ways we cannot break.’

It is not Breaca who is dead …

Valerius heard the rest and did not care. That single fact wrote itself in his mind, repeating. He held his new sword too tightly. Ridges of half-formed metal gouged into the meat of his fingers. The tidal wave that rocked him was neither relief, nor anger, nor grief, but a mix of these, made ugly and unclean by the manner of the telling.

Late in the chaos, he remembered that Luain mac Calma stood nearby and that there were fictions he still wished to preserve.

He said, ‘You forget what I have been. If the Eceni lack weapons and the will to fight, it is because I have broken them. Knowing that, do you seriously wish me to weep for the fate of a defeated tribe?’ An unknown, unpetitioned god allowed his voice to seem to him normal.

Mac Calma’s smile was unreadable. ‘Not at all. Your mother was of the royal line and you carry her blood, however unwilling. I had hoped you would agree to come east, to raise the Eceni in war against Rome in your mother’s name so that Breaca might have remained in the west where she is needed and might have led her warriors against an army divided. I understand now that you will not. I have already apologized for disturbing your peace. It will not happen again. I wish you well with the mare and her foaling.’

Luain mac Calma may have been a dreamer but he rode with a warrior’s skill. His horse, galloping, cut crescents in the sodden Hibernian turf that remained long after the grey of his cloak had become one with the mist and the sky.

Valerius watched until a squall of gulls cast high over the coastal hills and broke the horizon. Turning, he found the boy, Bellos, watching him with the same mix of fear and care that he had shown since they first came to Hibernia.

Suddenly, newly, Valerius wanted the boy to feel safe. He said, ‘Do you like the mare? She was mine once, when I was your age. I rode her in battle and she made my first kill for me. Afterwards, when Amminios captured her, she gave birth to a black and white foal, the Crow-horse; the one you have heard of.’

They had talked a little of their pasts; Bellos knew fragments of Valerius’ own time in slavery, and of Corvus, who had freed him, and a great deal of the Crow-horse, who had made it possible. The horse had come to assume mythic proportions between them. Often – almost always – it was easier for both to talk of beasts than of men.

The boy’s eyes widened. ‘This mare is the dam of the Crow-horse?’

‘Yes. She was everything he is, but that she did not carry his hate in her heart. If I asked it of you, would you care for her?’

It was a gift, and Valerius did what he could to hide any pain in the giving. Bellos knew him better than mac Calma, but was kinder. If anything showed, he did not acknowledge it. Instead, he grinned, brightly, and his gaze lost its wariness and he reached into his belt pouch for more salt and held it up so that she could lip it from his hand.

A thought made him frown, and then smile again. He said, ‘I will take her, and treat her as she deserves, but the foal is brother to the Crow-horse and must be yours. Promise me you will take him and keep him?’

Valerius had not known that the boy was listening, nor that he could understand Hibernian sufficiently to follow mac Calma’s arcane turn of speech. He did not want the foal, but he wanted the boy to feel safe with him more. He said, ‘Of course I’ll keep him. The Hibernians are good people, but they would not know how to raise a battle horse if it fell from the sky into their paddocks.’

He ran a hand over the mare and felt her flinch beneath his touch. Thinking aloud, he said, ‘She’s too thin now to do a foal well, and she has been treated badly. We’ll need hay and corn to feed her and you’ll need to spend time with her daily so that she comes to trust you. That way she will help us when the foal comes.’

They spent the day planning and the afternoon bringing fodder by cart from the village on the coast. Bellos became less shy in that one day than he had in the three years of their companionship. Valerius watched it and cursed himself for needing mac Calma’s false solicitude to show him what to do.

When they retired for the night, he did his best not to sleep, but the blackness caught him, and the dreams within it, which were the old dreams, of loss and destruction and the litany of those he had killed.

He woke early and found Bellos had woken earlier, and had left by his bed, by way of a waking gift, a platter with cheese and an apple saved from the harvest and a beaker of well water, and he was grateful to the un-gods who no longer cared for him that the boy was not there to see him weep.
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