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Spring couldn’t fight five. If they’d had the decency to run at her from several hundred paces across an empty field, and she’d had a bow and some arrows, then she’d have taken out the lot of them, no bother, but she’d left her bow on Frogshold and they were right next to her. All she had was Dug’s hammer, which she had trouble lifting, let alone wielding. One of them would have been unassailable. Five … Clever words would be needed to save her here.
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Prologue: The Aegean Sea, 85 BC

As shipwrecks went, it was undramatic. Arguing over whether the basking shark a hundred yards to starboard was larger than the basking shark that they’d seen earlier, the two lookouts failed to spot a granite megalith, relic of a town drowned by the sea many years before, which brooded a couple of hands’ breadth beneath the sparkling surface. The cargo vessel rolled up on a gentle wave, crunched down onto the rock, scraped along horribly for a few heartbeats, then sailed on. A hundred paces later, the deck was sloping unnaturally and the captain shouted the order to lower the sail. Water lapped over the starboard gunwale, curses and pleas rang out from the cargo below deck and the ship tilted more worryingly. There was an island ever nearby, but waves exploded all along its cliff-fringed coastline.

Still young Titus Pontius Felix didn’t understand that anything was particularly amiss. The cargo was always yelling and, according to stories that a string of nannies had told him, ships sank in storms. Today was sunny, so he was sure that everything was all right and the grown-ups would swiftly resolve the problem. Only when he heard a voice below shout in broken Latin: “Chains take off! Bel-cursed stinkenshits! Sinken we! Sinken! We are sinken!” did the six-year-old who’d grow up to be King Zadar’s and Julius Caesar’s druid grasp what was going on.

“Crew and passengers to the tenders!” shouted the Iberian captain, fists on hips, red-bearded face split by a foul-toothed grin. “She’s going down like a Roman boy on his tutor!”

Felix didn’t know what he meant but he did not like the man’s tone. Surely a shipwreck was a time for seriousness? His father clearly agreed. “It is not going down!” he shouted, short arms flapping as he struggled to keep his feet on the slanting deck. “We cannot be sinking. Do you have any concept of the cargo’s value?”

“I do. I can give you an exact price for your wares,” said the Iberian. He was almost twice Felix’s father’s height. “Considering the current market, our situation and the condition of the goods, the entire cargo comes to the princely sum of … precisely fuck-all. Nobody buys drowned slaves.”

“We’re not sinking. You cannot sink. All my money is in that hold. My whole life! You will get us to a beach or a port or … please!”

The captain laughed. “Poseidon and his arse own these waves and today he floated one of his mighty shits in our direction. It happens. The boat’s going down. We could free your cargo, but they are many, they are desperate and there’s no room for them in the tenders. Best for everyone if they remain chained.” The captain raised his already loud voice to be heard above the screams from below deck. “Buck up, man, you’ll make more money! Life is always more valuable than cargo.”

Felix’s father raved until he was purple, then went with the others. Felix followed him to the side of the ship and watched him climb down into the tender. Because of the ship’s list it was even further down to the water than normal, and the little swell-swayed boat was banging hard against the ship’s exposed, slippery-looking underside. Felix couldn’t see how he would get down there and was frightened. The captain noticed his plight and climbed back up to help him.

As they rowed away, his father looked very ill. “All my money,” he said, staring at the sinking ship, tears dripping off his chin. The others found this very amusing and Felix hated them for it.

Shortly afterwards, they found a break in the cliffs. Once they’d pulled the boats up a bright beach fringed by shattered white rock and gnarled, scrubby trees, a few dozen terrifying men and women strolled from cover and laid into the crew with blades and clubs, slaughtering the lot of them apart from Felix, his father, two women and the captain. These latter three seemed to be friends of the attackers. All of them turned to look at the Romans.

“Don’t kill me! Take the boy!” Felix’s father’s wailed, cowering behind his son. A man whose face was mostly moustache pulled Felix away and held him tight while others cut off his father’s toga and sandals. Laughing all the while, they jostled the newly naked Roman towards a flint-eyed, bronze-skinned woman with long, black hair. She peeled off her own clothes, then charged. Felix’s father tried to run but she caught him, tripped him and leapt onto him, all to the cheers of the pirates. His dad clawed at her pinning legs and pummelled her torso with little fists. She held him firm, ignored his attacks, punched his face until his nose was pulped and he was moaning and useless, then strangled him until he juddered like a caught fish and was still.

Felix followed the pirates back to their port. He didn’t know what else to do. They ignored him but let him eat their food. He found a place to sleep in a tent with four other children who didn’t seem to mind him being there, but who didn’t talk to him either.

He spent the days wandering the island on his own, killing insects, lizards and any other animals that he could catch. The killing made him feel good.

One day he climbed down a low cliff to a small beach on the east of the island and found a string of large rock pools. He smashed some limpets to lure crabs from the safety of their mini caves, then set to investigating how many legs they could lose before becoming unable to walk. He was so engrossed in his studies that he didn’t notice the small wooden boat with a white sail until it had bobbed nearly all the way to shore. He stood to watch as its bow wedged into sand and wavelets slapped its stern.

Little Felix couldn’t see anyone in it, so he left his crabs and ambled over to find what the mysterious vessel might contain. It contained a dead woman. He screamed.

He recovered and wondered if his delimbed crabs would like human flesh. He put one on her chest, another on her face. Her head moved. She wasn’t dead! She caught the face crab in her mouth and bit through its shell. Felix felt rather than heard a whoosh! and something very odd flowed out of the woman, washing over him like water, but it wasn’t water. It made him tingle but it wasn’t hot or cold. He’d never felt anything like it before, yet the sensation was familiar.

The woman groaned, sat, plucked the other crab from her chest and dashed it against the side of the boat. That seemed to energise her. She stood, flicked dried seagull shit off her salt-whitened black robe, jumped out of the boat and looked at him. She was very old – as old as his dad had been – with curly black and silver hair, black eyes, full, salt-cracked lips and a nose like a misshapen pear. She raised a hand as if to strike him, then smiled and lowered her arm.

“Thank you, little man,” she’d said, although she was not much taller than him. “Are your parents nearby?”

He didn’t know what to say.

She peered at him and he felt uncomfortable, then she said: “No parents? No matter, mothers and fathers never helped anyone much. Just tell me everything you know about this place and please don’t tell me we’re on an island.”

“We are on an island.”

“Oh cat’s piss,” she said and Felix giggled. “Tell me what you know about the island then. How big is it? Who else is on it? Why are you here?”

Felix told her everything. He asked her where she’d come from, but she told him only that her name was Thaya and asked if he knew anywhere safe from the pirates where she might rest and recover. He said he’d found a secret cave under a waterfall on the south of the island, near the ruined Cyclops temple. She asked him to lead her to it and he did.

She gave him a funny look when she saw the pile of small animal corpses on a rock a little way into the cave, but didn’t say anything.

He didn’t tell anybody else about Thaya, not because it was a secret but because he never spoke to anyone else. The next day he took her food, and the next and the next, until he noticed that she hadn’t eaten any of it. He carried on visiting her, though. He didn’t have anything else to do and he liked being away from the others.

One day, she taught him how to use magic.

She showed him how to squash a frog and use his mind to direct its ebbing life power to kill a bird. A few days later she showed him how to reach inside a wild pig, crush its heart and use the force created to send another pig into a killing frenzy.

After a month or so, Thaya asked Felix to bring two children to her. He did, enticing them with the promise of cakes at the cave.

All four of them walked back to the pirates’ port. The pirates gathered and approached. Thaya reached into the chest of one child, and squeezed. The pirates attacked one another. Soon they were all dead apart from the red-bearded Iberian captain. He staggered towards them, bleeding from several wounds, cudgel in one hand, still grinning as he had when his ship had sunk. Felix did not need asking twice when Thaya offered him the remaining child. He plunged his hand into the girl’s chest and squeezed, his little fingers popping through the delicate walls of her heart. He felt her life energy flow up his arm. He twisted it in his mind, pushed it out into his other arm and flung it at the captain. The grin melted from the red-bearded face. He fell, dead, and it was Felix’s turn to smile.

Thaya said that she was very tired, so he should gather supplies for a boat journey while she slept. Felix waited until she was snoring, found a large rock, lifted it as high as he could and dropped it on her head. He used the rush of her life power to explode a dozen or so wheeling seagulls, then loaded up a boat himself and set off over the sea.

As he sailed away, he chewed on Thaya’s heart, which he’d cut from her chest with the Iberian captain’s cutlass. It was disgusting – gristly and tough – but a little voice inside told him that eating it was the right thing to do.


Part One

Britain and Gaul
 56 and 55 BC


Chapter 1

The water from the great wave receded. Spring walked down Frogshold hill. Her knees jarred on the steep slope but she didn’t notice. People were shouting at her but she hardly heard them. She was aware of Lowa’s voice telling everyone to leave her be. Somewhere deep down she was grateful, but over the top of that a dull but overwhelming rage exploded into her mind. It was all Lowa’s fault! If only they’d never met Lowa! She and Dug might have been travelling together and getting into adventures, but, no, all because of Lowa, Spring had had to kill the only person, bar her mother, she’d ever loved. He’d looked after her and done a million things for her without ever asking for anything. She’d never done anything in return, then she’d killed him.

She found Dug’s hammer leaning against a pile of stones that might once have been a storage hut, its head half buried. She pulled it free with a schlock of wet mud, slung it over her shoulder and walked away. She didn’t look for his body because there were no bodies. All had been washed out to sea as the wave retreated, she guessed, to be a feast for the fish and the birds. She hardly noticed the rain, drizzle at first but then a downpour like the tears of a million mourners, washing the mud from the hammer’s head and the broken land.

At first she walked along the coast, but the devastation that she’d caused with the flood was too harrowing – the few people left alive rummaging through wreckage and wailing multiple bereavements – so she headed inland. She walked all day, all night, all the next day and on. She ate nothing, drank nothing and did not sleep. She’d killed so many that she deserved no comfort. The only thing she saw was her arrow piercing Dug’s forehead. The only thing she could hear was the scream of tens of thousands of men and women crushed by the giant wave. She didn’t feel the blisters form, pop and bleed on her feet. She didn’t feel the handle of the hammer wear through the material of her smock and the skin on her shoulder.

After several nights – she neither knew nor cared how many – she emerged from a wood onto a grassy hillside at dawn and collapsed on the dew-soaked grass to die. Sensing someone was there, she looked up. Her father King Zadar was looming over her, shaking his head, a twist of disapproval on his usually dispassionate face. He opened his mouth to mock her but was silenced by dogs’ barking. Sadist and Pig Fucker, the dogs that Dug had inherited by killing Zadar’s champion, Tadman, bounded up, tongues lolling. They champed their ghostly jaws into the increasingly spectral Zadar until he disappeared. Tyrant dispatched, the dogs looked at her stupid-eyed, saliva drooling in cords, tails wagging. Sadist scurried forward to lick her.

“Back, Sadist, leave her. That one does not like the licking,” said someone in an accent from the far north of Britain. Dug Sealskinner strode up behind his dogs. Spring’s arrow was still protruding from his forehead, its feathers quivering as he walked.

“You’re alive!” Spring’s tiredness and sorrow evaporated. Her energy flooded back for an instant, then all flowed out again as she realised what Dug’s appearance must mean.

“So I’m dead, too?”

“Nope.”

“So you’re talking to me from the Otherworld because I’m about to die?”

“No, no, nothing like that. I’m just in your mind, nowhere else. You’re really talking to yourself.”

“I see. But I’ll see you soon, when I die?”

“I’d rather you stayed alive.”

“Why? I killed you. I don’t deserve to live.”

“Probably true, but someone needs to look after the dogs.”

Pig Fucker barked, Sadist stared vacantly. Spring nearly smiled.

“If I have to look after them I’m going to change their names.”

“No. We’ve discussed this. You cannot change a dog’s name. I don’t know why Tadman gave them those names, but he did and that’s that.”

“You’re dead. Why should I do what you say?”

“Because you did this, you wee badger’s bollock.” Dug turned to show the sharp end of the arrow protruding from the back of his head.

“I’m sorry! But it was all Lowa’s fault.”

Dug sighed. Were his eyes bigger and browner now that he was dead, she wondered? “No, Spring,” he said, shaking his head, “it was not Lowa’s fault. By bringing those armies together so you could finish them off by killing me she saved us all. Well, you all anyway.”

“If we’d never met her you’d be alive.”

“Maybe, but a lot of other good and helpless people would be dead and a lot of shitty people would be busy ravaging the land and killing the rest of them. You must not blame her. As you know very well, because I’m just part of your mind talking to you.”

“Bollocks to that. If you are part of my mind you’re a stupid part. It was all Lowa’s fault.”

“Fine. I’m not going to convince you, but you could at least help me out with the dogs? You did put an arrow through my head and my wee dogs are all alone.”

Spring sighed. “All right. But there’s nothing ‘wee’ about those dogs, and I don’t want you rolling the ‘you put an arrow through my head’ dice every time you want your own way.”

“You assume you’re going to see me again?”

“You said you were in my head.”

“Aye?”

“So I’ll see you again when I want to.”

“Not if you die now, and you’re not far off it. You should’ve died of thirst sometime yesterday or the day before, and the hunger’s not good for you either. So hurry up and get something to drink then something to eat very soon, or the dogs’ll be alone. There’s a stream in the woods at the bottom of this hill. Head for that.”

“Sure, just magic me to the bank and I’ll drink. Or how about a mug of beer right here?”

“Magic you? No no no. Do you not get what you did?”

“What do you mean?”

Dug shook his head. “And you’re meant to be the bright one. Your magic came from me, and you killed me. I’m not blaming you, you had to do it to produce power enough to collapse a great big fuck-off island and create a wave that Leeban or any sea god would have bragged about for centuries. But I’m gone now and that’s it for you, magic-wise. No more, ever. You’ll have to walk to the stream, like everyone else would, without complaining.”

The idea of walking almost made Spring pass out. “I don’t think I can walk.”

“Then you’ll have to slither. You can do it!” Dug winked and disappeared.

Spring opened her eyes. The sun’s rays stabbed into her brain. When her vision had swum into a cloudy semblance of normality, the woods were a long way away. She was buggered if she was going to slither down the hill. She had dignity. She would crawl.

She pushed up onto her hands and set off.

With the rational part of her mind begging her to give up, collapse and die, she crawled down the slope, hands and knees sliding on the slick grass. When she reached the trees, darkness bloomed. She thought for a confused moment that night had come, then realised that it was her vision failing. Consciousness teetered. Her hands slid away, her arms buckled, she face-planted into the grass and closed her eyes. The relief was amazing. A quick rest couldn’t hurt, could it? So what if she died? The dogs would understand and surely they were big enough to look after themselves? They were certainly ugly enough …

“Wake up, Spring!” shouted a northern voice, startling her.

Come on, she told herself. She tried to push up into a crawl, but could not. So, she thought, I’ll be slithering after all.

Digging elbows and feet into soft soil, she pushed herself under the shade of the branches and on through leaf litter and twigs. She managed to lift her head and saw a blackbird watching her from a log, head cocked. She opened her mouth to tell him to piss off or help her, not just perch there, but her throat was too dry and she only rasped at him quietly.

Finally, the shallow gully of the stream.

She tumbled down the bank, floppy as a boneless squirrel, and squelched face first into the water. Mud filled her mouth and clogged her nose.

Oh, she thought. How apt. The girl who killed thousands with a giant wave was going to drown in a shallow stream. But she managed to twist her head so her face was only half submerged. She lapped cold, delicious, muddy water. Soon she had the strength to slide the rest of her body down into the stream, kneel, and drink water from her cupped hands. A good while later she managed to stand. Shivering with cold and shuddering with effort, she staggered to a blackberry bush.

Two days later the young archer crested the rise and walked down the track to Dug’s farm, his hammer over her left shoulder, its shaft wrapped with moss and cloth to prevent further chafing. Her right shoulder was coated in a poultice to soothe the hammer’s earlier rubbage.

Dug’s sheep ran to the fence, bleating accusingly, but there was no sign of the dogs. She’d expected the huge, idiotic animals to come bouncing up the track barking a happy welcome as usual, but Pigsy and Sadie were nowhere to be seen. Perhaps someone from the nearby village had taken them in?

She turned the corner into Dug’s yard. Dug’s yard … She staggered under the weight of the grief, then straightened. She could indulge her grief later. Right now she had things to do. There were dogs to be found, chickens to be fed, honey to be collected, sheep to be reassured and—

“Ahem!” someone fake-coughed behind her.

There were five men, clad in British-style smocks and tartan trousers which didn’t quite fit, as if they’d borrowed or stolen them. Two of the smocks were holed and blood-stained: evidence, Spring guessed, of what had happened to their previous owners. The men’s hair was cut short in the Roman way, which wasn’t unusual since plenty of Britons those days aped Roman styles. Each carried a short, double-edged legionary’s sword on his belt, which was more unusual but not unheard of. People liked to copy the Romans. But everything about this lot looked foreign – their skin, their eyes, the way they stood, the set of their mouths – and Spring was pretty much certain that they were, in fact, Roman. Now what, by all the bristly badgers’ arses in the world, would five Romans be doing at Dug’s hut?

They were a tough-looking lot, apart from the man in the centre, who looked extraordinary, right up with the druid Maggot in the gang of weirdest-looking weirdos that Spring had ever seen. He was toweringly tall and bulky, but with a tiny ball of a head. Black, pinprick eyes stared out of his tanned, wrinkled face. Despite his preposterous appearance, he had the expression of a man who took himself very seriously. His hair, suspiciously jet for someone his age, was greased and wrenched back from his leather-look forehead into a pert little ponytail.

She looked around. Pigsy and Sadie were nowhere. Even the chickens that usually scratched about in the yard despite Dug’s efforts to teach them to scratch about elsewhere had buggered off. There was no way she’d get through the door or any of the windows before they were on her, and they were blocking the mouth of the yard. She was caught, with no help on hand.

She couldn’t fight five. If they’d had the decency to run at her from several hundred paces across an empty field, and she’d had a bow and some arrows, then she’d have taken out the lot of them, no bother, but she’d left her bow on Frogshold and they were right next to her. All she had was Dug’s hammer, which she had trouble lifting, let alone wielding. One of them would have been unassailable. Five … Clever words would be needed to save her here.

“First of all, I’d like you all to know,” she said, smiling and thinking that they probably wouldn’t be able to understand British, “that you look a bunch of prize pricks. I’d heard that Romans were ugly, but if I had pigs that looked like you I’d paint faces on their arses on market day and make them walk backwards into town.”

Four of them looked blank, but the big one’s eyes narrowed even further. He raised his sword.

“And the second thing,” added Spring quickly, “is that I surrender, totally. If you’re here to rob, go for it. Rob away. If it’s slaves you’re after, I will be a brilliant slave – compliant, happy and diligent, I promise. If you want to rob and take me as a slave, go for your lives. I will not stand in your way. I’m sure clever Romans like you know that you’ll get much more for me if I’m unharmed.”

The tall, fat one smiled a nasty smile. The ball of fear that had been growing in Spring’s stomach bobbed up into her throat.

“We’re not here to rob you, or to take you,” he said in Gaulish, which was pretty much the same as British, with an accent that sounded like a man holding his nose and trying to sound tough at the same time.

“Well, that’s marvellous,” said Spring. “In that case, perhaps I can get you some food, then you can help me look for the dogs and—”

“We’re here to kill you,” interrupted the large man.

Spring swallowed. “I see. Why?”

“That, I do not know,” said the man, “but we have been well paid, and we will get more when we present your corpse. Much more.”

“Where do you have to present my corpse?” Spring tightened her grip on the hammer. Dug could have beaten ten men like this with the weapon. Help me, Dug? she pleaded silently. There was no reply.

“We will take it to Gaul.”

“Who wants it?”

“Honestly, I do not know. Someone rich and important because only the powerful use middle men and only the rich can afford me.”

“My body’s going to be in a much better condition if you leave it alive until we get to Gaul,” Spring tried. “I promise to keep it well fed and make sure it doesn’t get knocked about too much.”

The large man chuckled. “Believe me, I’d like to keep you alive a little longer. You are funny, and you remind me of two of my daughters. But if we kill you here, it greatly reduces your chance of escape.”

“Yes, I see your point…” Spring’s mind raced. She pulled the hammer from her shoulder. By Toutatis’ thunderbolts, it was heavy. “We’re going to have to fight, aren’t we? I should warn you, however, that I’m very good with this. I suggest you retreat. I swear I’ll never tell anyone you were here or that you chickened out. Your secret will be safe with me.”

The leader smiled and gestured to the two men on his right. They raised their swords and came at her.


Chapter 2

Ragnall Sheeplord arrived at the command tent, thankfully freed from the unpleasant Decimus Junius Brutus Albinus’ occupation by the return of Julius Caesar. Unsmiling, black-clad praetorians ushered him in. Caesar acknowledged him with an only just perceptible widening of his eyes. The newly Roman ex-Briton knew it was a signal to wait.

Caesar seemed bizarrely unmoved by the loss of almost his entire invasion fleet to the great wave. He’d simply ordered Gaulish shipwrights and slaves to build another, bigger navy, claimed that he hadn’t intended to sail to Britain until next year anyway, and sent his legions off to scour north-west Gaul, capturing and enslaving any of the Veneti tribe who’d survived the sea battle – men, women and children and killing any that resisted.

Ragnall stood to one side of the cavernous tent and listened as the general dictated the official version of the sea battle and subsequent events to his diarists. There had been no drop in the wind and no great wave. In Caesar’s version, Brutus had used superior strategy and hooked rigging-cutters to defeat the Gauls’ sailing boats. After the battle, he told them, he’d had the rebellious Veneti leaders killed to show the price of rebellion, and enslaved the rest.

As usual, Caesar’s intention was more to do with maintaining the support of Rome than reporting the truth. The notion had troubled Ragnall initially, but now he was convinced that spreading Roman civilisation throughout the world was the worthiest and greatest goal. If that required lying to the people back home who didn’t understand war, and employing means in that war that might seem extreme, even brutal – and maybe even the services of dark magic – so be it. You couldn’t make a loaf without pounding wheat.

Finished with his diaries, the commander announced that he was off to check the outlying watches and beckoned Ragnall to follow him.

“Tell Caesar again,” said Caesar as they swept from the tent, “about your father.”

Semi-jogging to keep up with Caesar’s long-legged gait up the slight hill, Ragnall recounted how he’d found his father, Kris Sheeplord, king of Boddingham, and his entire family and tribe murdered by King Zadar of Maidun. He began to say how it had affected him, changed him from a boy into the kind of man who could understand the general’s goals better then most, but Caesar cut him short.

“So you are king of Boddingham?”

“Uh—”

“Rule of the Boddingham tribe is hereditary, passing along the male line?”

“Well, male or fem—”

“And you are Sheeplord’s last surviving offspring?”

“Yes…”

“So you are the rightful king of Boddingham. And the man who ruled the tribe that killed your people and took your land, this King Zadar, has been succeeded by a Queen Lowa?”

“Not succeeded as such. She killed him, but she didn’t want to be queen. However, the people—”

“Answer the question, Ragnall. Is Lowa ruler of the Maidun tribe?”

“Yes.” Maidun wasn’t strictly a tribe. Like Armorica, it was an agglomeration of several towns, villages and tribes, but Ragnall knew that Caesar wasn’t in a details mood. There were times when he would have been – sometimes the minutiae intrigued him most of all. Ragnall had decided a while back that the way to get on with Caesar was to read his mood and adapt accordingly. That, and agree with everything he said.

“And it is this Queen Lowa, you say, who sent these three Britons to aid the rebel Gauls…what were their names?”

“Atlas Agrippa, Carden Nancarrow and Chamanca … I don’t know her full name. Just Chamanca, I think.” There was no point telling Caesar that two of them weren’t actually from Britain.

“So Maidun, the tribe that killed your family and illegally took your lands, also sent forces to Gaul, unprovoked, to attack Rome and her Gaulish allies. Combine those two points, Ragnall, and you have a strong case to petition Rome for help in returning your lands to you.” Caesar stopped by a tall tree, looked up at the observation platform high in its denuded branches, scanned the land around, nodded, then set off again. “After your vital help with our Gaulish victories, I should think Rome will feel duty bound to come to Boddingham’s aid. Yes, you are the deposed British king who embraced Rome, killed the German oppressor Ariovistus. You saved many Roman lives by employing your wits and using the enemy’s own trap against him in the battle against the Nervee. Moreover, the gods certainly wish to see Queen Lowa pay for her crimes. They have allowed her a period of success and impunity so that she will feel the reversal of her fortunes all the more keenly. Added to this, of course, is the fact that many of the rebellious Gaulish leaders have fled to Britain—”

“Have they?”

“I have reason to believe that they have, and we have already seen British soldiers fighting with the Gauls. How many more will come? Avenging attacks on Romans, preventing further incursions into our territory and restoring Britain’s rightful king – who is a friend to the Romans – will play well in Rome with the Senate, Tribunate and people. Thank you, Ragnall. Leave Caesar now, but remain nearby. Caesar will return to Rome soon and you will accompany him.”

Ragnall watched Caesar zoom off and smiled. Back to Rome, hopefully for a long while. After spending the previous winter in dangerous and dirty Gaul, a return to the place he felt most at home and happiest would be very, very welcome.

He walked back to the camp. Caesar had been right; Ragnall couldn’t believe he’d never thought of it before. He’d always assumed that when Zadar had destroyed Boddingham, he’d destroyed his father’s right to rule and Ragnall’s right to inherit that rule. But of course he hadn’t. He’d stolen the land for Maidun and Maidun should have given it back when Zadar was killed. Lowa, in other words, should have given Boddingham to him. Why hadn’t he realised it before? Perhaps that was why she’d sent him off to Rome, to keep him from claiming his rightful land? In fact, Lowa had no right to be queen of anything. She had no royal blood, she was just a common soldier. So when Zadar died, Ragnall himself had been the best candidate to take over the kingship of not just Boddingham but Maidun, too! Lowa might be common, but she was a canny one …

No matter, he thought. It would all be resolved. She’d be knocked off her perch within hours of the Romans landing in Britain, and Ragnall would be king of Boddingham, and, if he played his dice right, a lot more.


Chapter 3

The leftmost Roman came at Spring, swinging his sword at her neck.

She screamed and held one hand in front of her face, at the same time letting the hammer’s head fall to the ground, so that the sharpened end of its handle was pointing upwards. The Roman paused, enjoying her terror, laughed and swung again. Spring ducked, thrust the wooden handle point into his gut, wrenched it out and swung the hammerhead upwards. It crunched into his jaw, shattering bone and teeth. He fell. Using the weight of the hammer’s trajectory but twisting her wrists to alter its path, she powered the lumpen metal head down onto the head of the next legionary. As he collapsed she diverted the hammer’s arc into a backhanded swing. The leader was fast and his sword was already slashing down at her, but the hammer knocked it from his hand and slammed into his face, and he too was down.

The hammer didn’t seem so heavy, Spring thought, when it was swing or die.

The two remaining Romans stared at her, goggle-eyed. One of them dropped his sword. He made to pick it up. Spring took a step forward, hefting the hammer. He gave up on the sword, turned and ran.

“Just you and me now,” Spring said to the remaining Roman, feinting at him with the hammer. It really was very heavy. She was going to have to put it down any moment.

He looked about at his fallen mates.

“How did you move so fast?” he said.

“Come at me and I’ll show you,” Spring winked, letting the hammer head drop to the ground, trying to make it look like it wasn’t because she couldn’t hold it up any more. It seemed for a heartbeat like the legionary was about to attack her dropped guard and she’d be screwed, but he glanced at his felled captain, changed his mind and ran too, following his surviving friend along the track that led to the cliff top.

“You’d be better off fleeing the other way,” Spring yelled after him, “that path—”

She was interrupted by barking. Sadie and Pigsy streaked from cover and pounded after the men.

She sat down on Dug’s criss-crossed log-cutting stump. Life, she thought, was odd. Sitting here, at Dug’s house, on the scores made by Dug’s log-chopping, next to three dead Romans, she should have been as miserable as a person could be. Instead, she felt content. What she’d just done with the hammer had been extraordinary. It hadn’t been magic, at least it didn’t feel like her old magic; it was more like she’d inherited the skill from someone else, and that someone else had to be Dug. She’d never met anyone else who used a hammer. So part of him was still alive in her, and that made her happy. She looked at the dead Romans and was saddened anew. So much death! All of these people – the armies to the west and the Romans – had come at her and hers with murder on their minds, so they deserved what they got … but why couldn’t they just stay at home and enjoy watching the world go by? Building useful things, looking after animals, creating thriving villages, walking in woods, hunting boar and listening to the birds – all these things and a million more were immeasurably preferable to fighting and killing.

She walked into the house, wondering what she was going to do with the bodies. She put the hammer down and went into the room that Dug kept for her. She stopped in the doorway. Before he’d headed to his final battle, Dug had put a new tartan blanket on her bed and used that potter’s wheel she was sure he’d never use to make a bowl for the shelf under her window, then filled it with dried flowers. She looked from blanket to bowl and back again. She thought about Dug choosing which flowers she’d like most, picking them and laying them out to dry. Her face collapsed, her shoulders fell and she stood, sobbing.

Lowa blinked back tears. She’d walked into her hut, realised it still smelled of Dug, and that had set her off. Pregnancy, she told herself, was making her prone to childish emotions. It was making her vomit a lot, too, which was at least as irksome. And her breasts were swollen and sore. At least their inflation had a milky purpose, but why the vomit? Could feeling sick most of the time and being sick regularly really help with the development of a baby? And the spots, backache and constant, debilitating weariness – did all these have some secret baby-enhancing function? Whichever god had designed women and baby production, thought Lowa, he’d hadn’t like women much.

She shook her head. She’d only just arrived back at Maidun Castle, but she needed to head straight out again to tour Maidun’s lands and visit her allies. The wave hadn’t been nearly so high on Britain’s south coast as it had on the west, and the water had retreated before rising so people had had warning to get themselves and their livestock away from the sea. However, crops had been spoiled and huts ruined, so they needed help. Inland stores would have to be assessed and shared with coastal regions.

She also needed to rebuild the army. She’d lost three-quarters of her infantry to Eroo and the Fassites, so she needed to recruit more and train them in time for the Roman invasion which was massing across the eastern sea in Armorica. It was an impossible task. The men and women she’d lost had had years of training. Those remaining would struggle to quell a tavern brawl, let alone take on an army that had conquered the multitudinous Warrior tribes of Gaul in only two years. But she had to try.

Heading out, Lowa spotted Spring’s bow propped by the door. She’d brought it back from Frogshold. She hadn’t seen Spring since the day of the great wave, but she guessed – she hoped – that she’d be at Dug’s farm. She was young and she’d killed tens of thousands of people, so chances were that that was messing with her mind a little – or even a lot. Lowa would have been fine with it – all of those fuckers had had it coming – but Spring was more sensitive. Everyone in Maidun was talking about the Spring Tide, the terrifyingly powerful wave that had wiped out the Dumnonian, Eroo, Fassite and Murkan armies in one go. The gossips all swore that the girl had caused it by killing Dug, so it was probably best that Spring stayed at the farm for a while to avoid all the attention.

Lowa resolved to send someone over with her bow right away to show the girl that she was thinking of her and didn’t blame her for Dug’s death, then to head out that way herself as soon as she got a chance. Much as she’d liked to have gone that very moment to console her friend – her surrogate daughter, really – she simply couldn’t. She was queen and she had people to feed and house and an army to rebuild.

The merchant ship bumped alongside the quay at last. Chamanca saw that the wave had struck in Britain, too, at least as hard as it had in Gaul. The stone quay had survived, as had some of the boats, but the town itself had been gouged from the earth. The seafront had been testament to the success of slave trading under Zadar’s reign, lined with a row of towering, ornate wooden buildings and a gigantic wooden carving of the sea god Leeban, all of which screamed “Look how prosperous we are!” And all of which was now gone. A few stone warehouses and a few disused iron slave pens survived, although the roofs were destroyed on the former and one had a large boat sticking out of it. The coasters had begun to rebuild their town around these more doughty buildings. So far it was a tumbledown collection of lean-to shelters with the odd leather sail stretched between them. The coin had stopped flowing when Lowa had banned slavery, so it was unlikely that the town would ever look as well-heeled as it once had. Probably a good thing, thought the Iberian. She had no sympathy for slaves – fools who found themselves enslaved deserved everything they got – but displaying the proceeds from selling fellow humans like cocks showing feathers was Fenn-cursed vulgar.

“Captain? Captain Jervers?” shouted a nearby crewman. “Where’s the captain?”

“I think he’s in his cabin!” shouted another.

Chamanca took that as her cue to vault the ship’s rail and melt away. It wouldn’t take them long to find Jervers. He was in his cabin, unconscious, missing several teeth and a couple of pints of blood. She’d gone in there once she’d sighted the port to give him coin for her passage, but the fat fool had tried to demand more, and come at her with a cutlass when she’d refused. Chamanca had been glad for it. She’d been hungry.

She didn’t bother looking for a horse. It was a bright, fresh-aired, late summer’s day, she was full of energy from her feed and the walk to Maidun after the day and night at sea appealed.

On the way out of town a boy tagged along with her for a while. He was a verbose little fellow, determined to tell her all about the battle of Frogshold and the Spring Tide that had destroyed the evil armies and saved Maidun.

“Spring Tide?” asked Chamanca.

“That’s what they’re calling the giant wave. A great magician named Spring made it.”

She listened to the boy’s tale then gave him a coin to bugger off. She wanted to be alone with her thoughts as she walked the final few miles to Maidun. She was torn. She was not looking forward to reporting Carden Nancarrow’s death. He’d been popular, and with reason. He was a good man and he’d died so that she might escape. His mother, the blacksmith Elann, would be deeply upset, even though she was sure not to show it. Chamanca had killed her other son Weylin – on Zadar’s orders, so it wasn’t her fault – but she was empathetic enough to see that a mother might blame her for both his and Carden’s deaths. The wrong-headed wrath of a bereaved mother usually wouldn’t have fazed Chamanca one jot, but there was something about Elann. She hardly ever spoke, showed emotion even more rarely, yet she made the finest weapons and other iron works that the Iberian had ever seen. And there was more, a quiet power emanating from the woman like warmth from one of her forges.

So she wasn’t looking forward to talking to her. On the other hand, she’d found herself missing Atlas Agrippa more and more. It had been just her and Carden on the most recent trip to Gaul and initially she’d been glad to be in charge, free from the African’s boringly pragmatic command. But she’d found herself wishing that he’d been there. Not for help against the Romans – she was quite capable of fighting those little men on her own – but … well, she wasn’t sure what it was. She just missed him being there.


Chapter 4

The birth was apparently a quick one, but it hadn’t seemed that way to Lowa. Most women she’d spoken to had warned her that childbirth was no fun, but a few had claimed that it was inspiringly natural and that the pain was life-affirming. She’d hoped the latter few had been right, but now she knew they’d been either lying or deluded. There had been nothing good about pushing the little bastard out of her splitting vagina and the only thing that it had affirmed was that she did not like being in agony. It hadn’t been as bad as the torture when she’d been a captive of Pomax the Murkan, but it hadn’t been far off.

Not as bad, but still seriously irksome, was that she’d been through it all in front of Maggot. There was nobody she would have preferred to help her through the birth, but now that he’d seen her at her worst, her most abuse-screamingly bestial, she wasn’t sure that she’d ever be able to look him squarely in the eye again.

The baby on her chest shifted, and for a dreadful moment she thought he was going to wake up and yowl, but mercifully he didn’t.

“All happy?” said Maggot, ducking into the warm, well-lit hut. It was freezing outsize, but Maggot was still clad only in his habitual tartan trousers, leather waistcoat and enough jewellery to sink a small merchant ship.

Lowa thought for a moment. No, she wasn’t happy. She was sore and she felt no great affection for the tiny human tucked up in blankets on her chest. That was something else the life-affirming lot had told her – that she’d be immediately overwhelmed with all-encompassing love for her child. Well, maybe they weren’t lying about that, maybe they had immediately fallen for their babies, but the only emotion she felt was frustration that she was cooped up in her hut when she could have been out training the army.

“I cannot remember being more cheery,” she replied.

Maggot winked. “You did well. Squeezed him out good and quick with minimum fuss. I’ve seen a lot of babies and he’s a beauty, too. Any idea what you’ll call him?”

“I have a name in mind,” she said.


Chapter 5

Ragnall walked through the crowds on the Sacred Road, gawping up at temples and the painted statues looking down at him from their roofs. There was a bounce in his step. “Nobody in Rome looks up any more, and they’re all missing out,” someone had said to him at Clodia Metelli’s house a few nights before, so now he looked up whenever he remembered, and he was glad for it. There was a great deal more ornamentation on the buildings than he’d realised, stretching up to the highest roofs, and that ornamentation was amazing. The more basic sculpture on the least showy building was more impressive than any artwork he’d seen in Britain. The most ornate and humungous designs – crowd scenes of gods and men and mythical animals all entwined – made him stop and blink and forget to breathe.

Rome filled him with happiness. He’d lived in Britain for his first twenty years, but this city was his natural home. The moment he arrived it felt like his soul was lowering itself into the warmest bath and sighing with pleasure. It felt right, it was right. The sooner the rest of the world learnt Roman ways, the better for everyone. There were bound to be people who’d say that they didn’t want to live like the Romans, but they were the sort of thick, older people who didn’t like any change. “Shall I take that half-decayed squirrel off your face for you?” you might say to one of them. “No, thanks very much, I like things just the way they are,” they’d reply.

He scooted around a woman with a hairstyle like a precarious pile of powdered peacocks and jinked his way through a crowd of fashionably bearded young men, effortfully casual togas roped with loose belts in emulation of their hero Caesar. Ever since the city had been flooded with loot and been granted a twenty-day holiday in celebration of his successes in Gaul, Julius Caesar’s name was on everybody’s lips and his distinctive belt style was on all the young men’s hips.

“Oi, Ragnall! Wan-kar!” The good-natured insult was hurled by a knot of legionaries who Ragnall knew from Gaul, men who’d been shipped into town by Caesar to help ensure that his cronies Pompey and Crassus won that year’s consular election. The soldiers would vote for the candidates themselves and anybody else who didn’t could be sure of a beating.

Their attention pleased Ragnall. Out in the field of Gaul, soldiers wouldn’t bother to shout a greeting at a clerk like him. Back home, however, campaign camaraderie bubbled out like water from squeezed sponges and men were the best of mates simply because they’d once marched to the same place at the same time.

“You’re looking insufferably cheerful. I’d say denarius for your thoughts if I didn’t disdain clichés,” said a mellifluous voice behind him. Ragnall turned. It was Marcus Tullius Cicero, known to all as plain Cicero. Ragnall had met him with Drustan on the night that Drustan had been killed. Cicero had been one of the two ruling consuls a few years before, he was Rome’s leading lawyer and was often cited as the most intelligent man in the empire. Since Ragnall had met him he’d been exiled, called home, then fallen out and back in again with Caesar. Ragnall knew all this because they often talked about Cicero in Clodia’s house, where Ragnall had been welcomed back with opened arms (opened everything, in fact). Clodia was somewhat in awe of Cicero, despite the fact that, or perhaps because, Cicero had unsuccessfully persecuted her brother Clodius for incest with her. It was Clodius who’d had Cicero exiled, as revenge.

“I’m happy to be back in Rome,” said Ragnall.

“I understand. I was driven almost to suicide during my forced sojourn to Greece, although that says more about Greece than it does about Rome.” Cicero spoke loudly, so that passers-by might hear, and he smiled a “Haven’t I just said a clever thing?” smile. Ragnall wasn’t sure whether to laugh or nod, so he did both. “However, I’m surprised to find you enjoying Rome quite so much,” Cicero continued, in a less public voice. “But then again you are a contrarian, are you not, Ragnall?”

Ragnall was both flattered and unnerved that such a famous character should not only remember him after only one meeting years before, but also deign to have an opinion about him. “I don’t think I’m a contrarian…?” he offered. He wasn’t sure what the great man meant.

“You were a barbarian, now you’re a Roman. Your new master is the man who murdered your old one, the druid Drustan. I’d say there were few more contrary.”

“Caesar did not murder Drustan. It was Felix. And besides,” Ragnall looked around. None of the pedestrians filing past seemed interested in their chat and the soldiers were long gone, “he wasn’t entirely wrong to suspect that we were spies.” It was more perhaps than he should have said, but he did not like Caesar to be called into question.

Cicero smiled and swallowed, his Bel’s apple ascending and falling like a mouse in a sausage skin in his long, scrawny throat. “I see you are under Caesar’s spell,” he said. “No matter, most are. I don’t expect you to heed these words, Ragnall, but you should realise what’s happened to you. You and many young men like you have been whipped up in the new hero’s wake like autumn leaves behind a galloping chariot. Perhaps, before you fall back onto the hard road, you should fly away?”

A few years before, maybe even the year before, Ragnall would have nodded obsequiously, but he wasn’t going to accept this nonsense, not even from a man of Cicero’s standing. Perhaps war had toughened him? Whatever it was, he shook his head and said: “Caesar is the greatest man in the world and I am proud to serve him, as you should be.”

Cicero smiled warmly. “Well said, young man, well said! Why don’t you walk with me for a while and tell me what’s next on the campaign for you and the great leader?”

Ragnall was confused by the elder statesman’s mercurial standpoint, but he didn’t want to miss an opportunity to boast about Caesar’s achievements, nor to be seen in the company of such an eminent figure.

As they passed the blackened remains of a freshly burnt shanty swarming with destitute wretches picking about for anything valuable or edible, Ragnall began: “Gaul is all but conquered. Everybody said that it was last year, but it wasn’t. It would have been impossible to conquer it in a year. It should have been impossible to conquer it in two, but Caesar did it. The last tribe to hold out, the Armoricans, are beaten, and the tribes to the north of them – the Menapii – are more or less vanquished. We haven’t actually beaten them in the field, but most of them fled. They might still cause trouble, but it’s unlikely to be anything significant. If they do manage to muster a decent force, Caesar will triumph as he always has against much greater foes.”

“That is what has
















Acknowledgements

It’s all about my wife Nicola. We had a son, Charlie, a year and a half ago and since then have been hermits, only prised from our house on weekdays by compulsory social events and at weekends by trips to the zoo, aquarium, toddler-orientated theme parks, soft play centres, etc. So she has borne the whole brunt of my “Oh isn’t writing difficult” rants, without ever reminding me that she’s one of the top women in British finance and all my spouting is just irrelevant, childish nonsense compared to the serious things she does during the day. Massive thanks to her for indefatigable support. Thanks also to Charlie for being such a joy to be with and for teaching both Nicola and me the effects of sleep deprivation. I’d also like to thank Joyce, Nicola’s mother, who looks after Charlie during the day, which allows me to sit upstairs writing while he’s downstairs with her, waddling about and shouting at his Lego.

Thanks to Angharad Kowal, my agent at Writers House, who got me the book deal and without whom these books would never have existed; Jenni Hill, my editor at Orbit whose ideas and edits have made the books massively better; Joanna Kramer, Gemma Conley-Smith, Clara Diaz and Felice Howden all at Orbit for helping in their various ways; Richard Collins for another great copy-edit.

I’d like to thank my family – David, Penny, Tim, Camilla and Christo – who all had their parts shaping me into the sort of character who reckons he can write novels.

Finally, I’d like to thank the person who looked after me and my brother Tim for the first twelve years of my life and first fourteen of Tim’s, and is most responsible for who we both are today (Tim is a vet). When I was three my father ran off with our cleaner, then he went and died in a plane crash three years later. My mother, who’d already had a bout with cancer, devoted her life to Tim and me, working crazy hours to send us to good schools and teaching us about the world in all her spare time. My interests in history, geography and zoology are all entirely down to her. She also tried to teach us about botany and show-jumping, but my developing brain couldn’t accept those subjects (and still can’t).

When I was twelve, cancer had its evil way and my mother died, before either of us boys had achieved anything, or thanked her for all she’d done (we went to live with my uncle and aunt and their two children, in case you were wondering who David, Penny, Camilla and Christo – the people this book is dedicated to – are).

Keen readers may have discerned that I’m an atheist. After my childhood it would be nuts to believe in any god, and if there is one, he or she has been such a dick to me, my bro and my mum that I’m not going to believe in him or her out of spite. However, I guess I’m really an agnostic, because there is a grain of me that believes it’s possible that the dead live on, and can see what we’re up to. If that is the case, I’d like to say thank you very much to my mother, that I hope she is well and that I wish she was here.


extras

 
 
 
 
 
 

[image: Image Missing]

www.orbitbooks.net


if you enjoyed

REIGN OF IRON

look out for

BLOOD SONG

Raven’s Shadow: Book One

by

Anthony Ryan


[image: Image Missing]

OPS/images/add001.jpg





OPS/images/back.jpg
VISIT THE ORBIT BLOG AT
www.orbithook

With regular updates from our team,
orhithooks.net s your source
for all things orbital
°
While youre there, join our email list
to receive information on special offers,
giveaways, and more
°
Find us on Facebook at www.facebook.com/orbithooksUK
Follow us on Twitter @orbitbooks

imagine. explore. engage.

[ ]
orbit
wwworbitbooks.net






OPS/images/cover.jpg
Glory is forged in the ashes of empires.

Angus Watson

Ta

| Sl





