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For Elizabeth, Betsy, Joe and Eve, as always.





Brutus! there lies beyond the Gallic bounds
An island which the western sea surrounds,
By giants once possessed, now few remain
To bar thy entrance, or obstruct thy reign.
To reach that happy shore thy sails employ
There fate decrees to raise a second Troy
And found an empire in thy royal line,
Which time shall ne’er destroy, nor bounds confine.

Geoffrey of Monmouth

And in a short while the generations of living creatures are changed and like runners relay the torch of life.

Lucretius





One by one, the torches are extinguished. Shadows drown the great works of man. Stars dim. Candles gutter.

The world is slowly turning from the light.

In Rome, senators and soldiers do not yet see their time is passing. In Gaul, emperors and kings continue to fight their ceaseless battles along the frontier. And in Britannia, fair Albion, cut-throats and courtesans, wise men and warriors, go about their business as if nothing will ever change.

But it will. And soon.

A new age is coming.

The threads are being measured, and cut. In the weft and weave, a pattern emerges. But which thread is spun with gold?

Which one leads to the King Who Will Not Die?

Myrrdin, A History of the Bloodline of Arthur, the Bear-King
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PART ONE

The Dragon

There was a world … or was it all a dream?

Homer, The Iliad




CHAPTER ONE

The Arcani

AD 367, Late winter, north of Hadrian’s Wall, Britannia

THE SNOWS HAD come at the night’s deepest, ghosting the black branches. Now, with the thin light of a new day streaking the heavens, the grass glittered and the ground was as hard as iron where it rolled down to the line of trees.

Through those white wastes, the Grim Wolves prowled. Five of them, men as fierce, as unyielding, as the creatures whose name they took and whose pelts they wore upon their backs. To their masters in the army of Rome, they were their eyes and ears in a dangerous terrain, where a savage enemy waited to seize on any opening. Scouts, wilderness men, who roamed the dense forests and deep valleys beyond the edge of empire, seeing all.

Arcani, they were called by the soldiers who manned the wall’s defences.

The hidden ones.

Lucanus, known to all as the Wolf, held up his hand and the thump of feet slowed, then stopped. His bones were aching from the biting cold, which penetrated even his furs and his oiled leather armour and his breeches. He tugged his grey woollen cloak tighter, although it would do little good. Around the hearth-fires, folk were already grumbling that this winter would never leave, as they said every cold season. Perhaps this year they would be right.

‘What do you say, Bellicus?’

The Wolf watched his second in command crouch down. Bellicus, wise counsellor, sometimes foul-tempered drunk counsellor. He often wondered what he’d do without his friend. Be found out as not quite good enough to fill his father’s shoes, he supposed.

Bellicus hunched shoulders broad enough to bear a stag, and shook his long red hair and beard, both now streaked with silver. ‘See, here,’ he boomed, waving his hand towards a trail of broken stalks in the long grass. He looked back, eyes the colour of a winter sea in a face whipped to leather by the harsh northern wind. ‘Five men would do it.’

Lucanus nodded, pleased. ‘Mato?’

The tallest man there flexed a body as slender as a sapling. Pushing his head back, he flared his nostrils and breathed in. ‘Smoke, upon the wind. Cold now, though.’ He flashed a grin, eyes sparkling in the first light.

‘If the Ravens have been taken by surprise out here, they won’t be coming home,’ Solinus snorted. Ah, Solinus, so much acid dripping from every word. Lucanus wondered if he’d been so sardonic before he got the scar that quartered his face.

‘Let a little sunshine in, brother,’ Mato said. ‘Sometimes hope is all we have.’

Solinus crooked an eyebrow. ‘See what hope buys you next time you’re pleading with Amarina at the House of Wishes.’

Mato laughed at that.

Lucanus cracked his knuckles. Twenty-eight summers and he felt like an old man sometimes. At least he was still getting stronger, still wiser. If he was to keep the respect of these fine men, he would need to become as good a leader as his father had always been.

‘Do we turn back?’ The voice was almost lost beneath the moan of the wind. It was the fifth of them, Comitinus, a worrier, but that brought caution and it had probably saved his life on more than one occasion.

Lucanus searched the treeline. No sign of movement, anywhere. If there were enemies, they would be deep in the forest.

‘Bellicus, Mato, with me,’ he commanded. ‘Solinus, Comitinus, stay here and watch our backs.’

The three scouts loped through the thigh-high grass. As they neared the trees, the wind whined among the branches and in it Lucanus could hear the voices of the spirits warning him to slow down, take care: death waited. Perhaps even his father’s voice.

Heeding the warning, he lurched to a halt. The dark swelled among the ghostly skeletons of the ash trees. The silence was strained, as if the whole forest were holding its breath.

Once he felt certain they were safe to proceed, he raised his left hand and snapped it forward. The Grim Wolves edged into the trees. There, Lucanus could smell the hint of smoke in the air. Mato had been right: a fire had burned hard, now dead.

As his eyes adjusted to the gloom, his thoughts drifted back to Micico, the leader of the Ravens, hunched by the hearth at the fort at Banna, nursing the leg wound that had prevented him from going out beyond the wall with his brothers. The Ravens were another of the bands of arcani scouts – a unit was stationed at each of the forts along the wall – and they had already lost one man, mauled to death by a bear in the hills beyond the forest. The remaining three were scouting closer to home, following a trail of whispers of a Pictish war-band threatening an attack on one of the settlements.

Lucanus recalled the note of worry in the Ravens’ leader’s voice. His men should have been back by sunset. They could well have been pursuing the trail deep into the north. But Micico was old and seasoned, and he trusted the tightening of his gut, he said. When he pleaded for aid, how could Lucanus ignore him?

Cocking his head, the Wolf listened for the crunch of feet upon hoar frost among the trees. The barbarians were rarely silent. Most of the time you could hear them across vast tracts, lumbering like cattle through the vegetation, chattering and cheering and singing.

Only the soughing of the wind reached his ears. He felt his shoulders loosen and his fingers slipped away from his sword-hilt.

As blades of pale light eased among the shadows, the Grim Wolves crept to the edge of a large clearing. In the centre the black bones of charred timber pushed up through a sea of ash. Stumps dotted the ground all around, the creamy wood splintered by axe strikes.

‘They cut down trees for this fire, made it a big one,’ Bellicus said.

‘And made the clearing bigger too.’ Mato looked around at the way the vegetation had been flattened deep into the gloom beneath the canopy. ‘This was no protection against the cold of the night.’

‘A gathering,’ Lucanus said. ‘A council. But why here, why now?’

Mato strode into the circle. ‘With keen eyes, we should be able to make a wager on the numbers who came. Not a few, I would say.’ His words drained away as something caught his eye on the far side of the cold bonfire.

Lucanus recognized the way his wolf-brother’s body stiffened and he drew his sword. Bellicus prowled to the edge of the folds of ash.

‘Here are the Ravens,’ he said.

Three bodies were strung among the trees, wrists and ankles bound to the trunks, slaughtered like cattle for the pot. Lucanus let his gaze drift across the ragged remains, legs hanging by a flap of skin, arms gone here and there, the severed limbs tossed into the trees.

The heads had all been taken. They would be on stakes somewhere, their magic conferring power on the victors.

Lucanus felt a cold sweat trickle down his back. The arcani never fell to the barbarians. The scouts were too skilled in creeping and hiding and watching, their senses too sharp to be caught unawares by the men of the north.

‘Wait.’ Mato’s warning rustled out, almost lost beneath the wind’s moan. Crouching in front of one of the corpses, he circled a finger in the air above a gaping wound.

Lucanus dropped to his side, seeing instantly what the other man had noticed. ‘Teeth marks. No beast did that. A man.’ Craning his head up, he saw the remains in a different light. Here and there the flesh had been pared away by a sharp blade. One of the arms lying on the cold ground had been gnawed.

The Wolf jumped to his feet, his levelled sword swaying from side to side. This was not the work of Picts or Scoti. They did not eat the flesh of men.

‘Wait,’ Bellicus said. Lucanus glanced back and saw him crouching, his head cocked to one side, his brow furrowed.

‘If not the Picts, then what?’ Mato’s face had hardened like stone, but his darting eyes revealed all the horrors that danced through his head.

Then what. Not who.

‘Wait,’ Bellicus said again, louder this time. He was on his feet, backing away, searching the woods.

Before he could urge his companions to stay calm, Lucanus glimpsed what Bellicus must have sensed: movement away in the trees. Shadows flickered in the silver light, flitting from oak to ash to holly. Turning slowly, he could see the forest coming alive on all sides.

Silent as the arcani, silent as the grave.

‘Away!’ Lucanus’ voice soared through the stark branches. ‘Away!’


CHAPTER TWO

Falx

‘TELL THE OTHERS nothing.’ Lucanus glanced back across the grassland. Nothing moved along the treeline. He breathed more easily; they’d escaped by the skin of their teeth. ‘For now, at least. I need time to talk this over with Atellus before Solinus blurts it out when he’s at the bottom of his cup in the tavern.’

‘What did we see?’ Mato gasped, his breath ragged from the sprint up the slope towards the wall.

‘The Eaters of the Dead.’ Bellicus shook his head. ‘Stories to frighten children. We thought.’

‘Why here?’ Mato pressed. ‘Why now?’

Lucanus had no answer to that.

A lightning-blasted oak loomed up on the ridge ahead, alone in that grassland like a twisted old man with his skeletal arms outstretched. Lucanus broke off a knob of bread from the provisions in the pouch at his hip and set the morsel among the tangled roots. Kneeling, he bowed his head in silent prayer. If the god of this place accepted the offering, all would be well.

They heard the others bickering long before they crested a ridge and saw them. Lucanus loosened his shoulders and put on a grin.

Solinus was following the passage of a kestrel sweeping overhead, the scar quartering his face crinkling as he squinted into the sun. ‘Look at that wind-fucker. I wish I was up there with him, not down here with you, you miserable bastards.’

‘You’re talking about me, aren’t you?’ Comitinus glared.

‘You are a miserable bastard, that’s true.’

Lucanus wagged his finger at Solinus. ‘What did I tell you? Don’t bait him.’

‘Let him fight his own battles. I’d be happy to give him a kick up his arse.’

‘You’ll get a kick up the arse,’ Bellicus growled and Solinus instantly fell silent.

Mato stepped in and put his arms round the shoulders of the two men. ‘Brothers, we are all weary, with little to show for it. Save your arse-kicking for the tavern.’

‘Of course, he’d lose.’ Comitinus arched a brow.

Bellicus turned and looked out across the sea of swaying grass. Lucanus watched his friend’s hunched shoulders, his lingering stare, unease in every line of his body, but the others were too caught up in their conversation to see.

‘No sign of the Ravens?’ Solinus asked. ‘I tell you now, those three bastards are warm by a fire, tupping Pictish girls.’ He pulled out the knife he used for whittling and began to clean under his nails.

‘Back to the fort,’ Lucanus called in a cheery voice to end that strand of conversation. ‘You’ve earned a night of comforts. We’ll talk more tomorrow.’

He felt a stab of pride as he watched the tight-knit band move off. All of them had proved themselves. They’d faced their wolf and won. Drenched in its blood, under the light of a full moon.

Bellicus the fierce. Mato the light-bringer. Solinus the sardonic. Comitinus the worrier. All so different that if they’d met in another life they would never have been friends. But now they’d become of one mind, one spirit, with the eternal pack.

His thoughts flew back to his own day of death and rebirth. He became something better then, he had no doubt about that. The night had been as cold as this one was, ten days after his father had disappeared in the Wilds and they could all be certain he wouldn’t be coming back. For hours he’d tracked his beast into the darkest depths of the forest. It was an old wolf, a seasoned hunter, its fur streaked with silver, as was right. Lucanus was doing the pack a service by ending its time upon this world in glory and allowing a new, younger king to rise up.

The moment had come, in a clearing surrounded by ancient, twisted yew. The wolf was exhausted, old legs worn, snorts of breath long and juddering. And then it had turned and those amber eyes had locked with his. In that stare he was sure he saw understanding, as if it knew what was to come, and accepted it as part of the endless cycle. Its time was done. A new power would rise.

Slaked in its blood, he’d loped home and found his bed. In that sleep of the bone-weary, he dreamt that the great wolf came to him and welcomed him into the pack. Just a dream, the folk in the settlement had said with a laugh.

But everyone who underwent that rite had the same dream.

Gold rimmed the orange roof tiles of Vercovicium. Lucanus shielded his eyes against the glare from the low sun of the new day and picked up his step. Although frost still glittered in the long shadows cast by the fort’s stone walls, the greens and browns and purple of the rolling countryside floated under hazy light.

South of the fort, the vicus rolled out, the township’s ringing shouts and laughter and reek of filth already thick in the air. Near two and a half thousand souls carved out a living there, as dependent upon the good graces of the army as the soldiers were on the services the citizens offered them.

From the edge of that sprawling settlement, mounds and the stumps of walls were almost lost beneath wild grass, bramble and elder, the ghost of the old township, abandoned some hundred years ago. Lucanus had heard many a story why – fire, plague, famine – but no one seemed to know for sure. And in the hazy distance he could see the Stanegate, the great stone road that ran almost the length of the wall from west to east, was free of traffic.

The Grim Wolves trudged through the twin arches of the porta praetorium into a storm of hammers and cursing. A team of soldiers, carpenters and masons was busy shoring up a sagging wall. Further on, part of that same wall had already collapsed into a pile of rubble. Lucanus swept his eyes across the missing roof tiles, the crumbling masonry, the rotting timbers, and then to a cornicularius outside the granaries, bellowing at a merchant about the poor quality of the latest grain delivery.

‘The whole fort’s falling down around our ears,’ Bellicus muttered.

Many thought Rome had all but forgotten them. The camp commandant, Lucius Galerias Atellus, had sent message after message along the supply lines. Over time his demands for repairs, reinforcements, better supplies, more timely pay, had all turned to pleas. He was answered, intermittently, but the gap between responses was growing.

Rome’s attention was elsewhere now, everyone said: in Gaul where the Emperor Valentinian fought the Alamanni along the frontier; in the east, where the Emperor Valens struggled with restless Goths; and on rebellion, not the least within its own city walls where Christian battled Christian after the contested papal election. But the forgotten men here at the final outpost did their duty and held the line.

Once they passed the first line of barracks and stables, Lucanus and the Grim Wolves tramped into the Via Sagularis, where the soldiers of the near four-hundred-strong Cohors Primae Tungrorum gathered when they were readying to march out to repel a Pictish raid.

Turning to Bellicus, he whispered, ‘Fill their bellies. Give them as much wine as they can drink. We’ll talk over what we found when they’re rested.’

Bellicus nodded. ‘I’ll send them out to the baths after that, and then to the House of Wishes. They’ll be ready for anything after a night between warm thighs.’

Once the Grim Wolves had departed, Lucanus strode to the crossroads of the Via Principalis and the Via Praetoria and swept into the Principia, where the business of the fort was conducted. Before he could enter the camp commandant’s quarters, he heard his name called. In a doorway, Quintus Domitius Falx was glancing round to make sure he was not being observed. He beckoned furiously.

Centurion Falx: pale skin awash with freckles, piercing eyes the colour of a winter sky. A hard man, so everyone under his command said, but quick to laugh.

Lucanus stepped into a small, low-ceilinged room filled with scrolls and Falx closed the door behind him. A tall, insect-like man skittered along the far wall stoking the brazier. Carbo, the optio, had the face of someone who’d just swallowed a wasp. Lucanus forced a tight smile of greeting.

‘Here. Try this.’ Falx thrust a cup into Lucanus’ hand.

Lucanus swilled back a mouthful of sweet wine, no doubt freshly imported along the sea-roads from the lush valleys of Gaul, a world away from the rough draught they were usually forced to drink.

‘Should have been on its way to Vindolanda,’ Falx said with a sly grin. ‘Somehow the amphorae were left behind here.’ He flashed a glance at Carbo, and his optio looked away uncomfortably. ‘That bastard Stolo will be spitting blood when he finds he’ll have to endure more of the usual ditchwater for the rest of the spring.’

‘You’ll have a lot of friends when you share your good fortune.’

Falx frowned as if Lucanus was stupid. ‘Share? This good fortune will make me a better fortune when it’s sold to all those families with fat purses and enough land to keep them from having to smell the reek of the vicus. Perhaps Menius and Amatius, eh? Will you have a word with that brood you’re so friendly with the next time you’re enjoying their hospitality? I’d think they’d have enough coin to buy an ocean of this fine wine.’

‘What do I get in return?’

‘One amphora, of course. Enough for you and your men.’

‘Two.’

Falx cursed under his breath. ‘The cold wind beyond the wall has made you hard, Lucanus, that you’d do this to a good friend. Two, then, though you’ll beggar me.’

Lucanus nodded. A good deal. Comforts were hard to come by these days.

The centurion leaned in and said, ‘This is only the start of good times, mark my words. Last night a messenger brought word about a rich merchant arriving from Rome.’

‘Why would he be coming here?’

‘Who knows? Perhaps he’s addled. Perhaps he thinks it’s a sunny land of olive groves and sweet-smelling flowers. The point is, he wants to conduct some business. With willing men. Like me. And you, of course. And he’s prepared to pay a small fortune if we help him.’

‘What does he want? In my experience, a small fortune usually involves something that puts necks on the line.’

Falx shrugged. ‘We are men who get things done, Lucanus. Whatever it is, it won’t be beyond our abilities. I’m offering you an opportunity here. Don’t bite my hand. Are you in?’

‘We’ll see. I’ll hear it from his own mouth first.’ He took another sip of wine and decided to change the subject. ‘I’ve heard grumbling from some of the arcani along the wall … the Crows … the Hounds … They say they’re not getting paid on time. And sometimes purses arrive light.’

Falx refilled Lucanus’ goblet to placate him.

‘It’s true that the pay is sometimes a little short. We all suffer from that,’ he said. ‘The arcani have to bide their time. All will be made right.’

‘This isn’t a good time to be angering the arcani. At dawn we found three of the Ravens butchered. And someone had been feasting on their flesh.’

Falx frowned. ‘The barbarians are beasts, but they don’t eat the dead.’

‘Stories for children,’ Carbo said from the back of the room. ‘Tales of the Eaters of the Dead have been whispered since I was a boy. But that is all they are … whispers. All trace of them disappears the moment anyone investigates.’

Lucanus looked from one man to the other. ‘I saw this with my own eyes.’

‘Strange that we hear this now,’ Carbo said, his voice ripely sardonic, ‘when the arcani grumble about pay. What better way to show that they’re needed more than ever? The Eaters of the Dead will come to devour your old grandmother. What do you say, Falx?’

The centurion shrugged. ‘Perhaps you were mistaken, Lucanus. The bite of a wolf—’

‘Isn’t like the bite of a man. Do you think I’m a fool? I live my life on the land, in the sun and the rain and the snow, surrounded by the hoots of owls and the shrieks of crows. When I smell the wind, I can tell what’s wolf and what’s wildcat though they’re an hour’s march away. I know what’s man and what’s beast.’ He looked to Carbo. ‘And you’re accusing me of lying for gain?’

The optio only smiled.

Lucanus wrestled his frustration under control. ‘This vile deed took place less than half a day’s march from here.’ He selected one of the scrolls from the wall, unfurled it and pointed to the location on the map. ‘Here. Whoever did this is still there; we saw the signs.’

Falx stared at the map, thinking. ‘Don’t spread this around. You know how superstitious people are here. First it’s barbarians, then ghosts, and monsters, and then the gods have unleashed all their furies upon us and we are damned. We’ll have everyone in the vicus hammering at the gates.’ He pursed his lips and muttered, ‘And some of the men too.’

‘Mark my words, this is a bad business. We might not yet see where this road takes us. But something so savage and against the ways of men, an attack upon the arcani, coming so close to the wall, now? Things like this don’t happen by chance, in my experience. It will only get worse if we don’t put it to the sword now.’

The centurion nodded. ‘You make a good case. Let me have a word with Atellus. Send out a few men, cavalry, perhaps twenty, or call in some of those hard bastards from the Hnaudifridi company. If the enemy have a greater number, there’s no need to engage. A sign that we’re looking their way will be enough, for now. Then we can decide our next step.’

Lucanus leaned into the wind as he crossed the fort and heaved himself up the worn steps to where the sentries watched the Wilds. Yes, he felt a little more reassured there. How could he not, looking along that line of stone into the hazy distance?

The wall was everything for those who lived in its shadow. That’s why he’d been taught its history when he was a boy and could still recount the names of all the forts and the location of all the mile-castles along the eighty-mile length. Falx had said the arcani kept the army safe, but the wall was the true saviour, and had been for the near two hundred and fifty years since Hadrian had dragged it up out of that desolate land. The height of four men, as thick as two carts, with a huge defensive ditch behind it.

Let the Eaters of the Dead look upon it and weep.

And there in Vercovicium they were safer than anyone. He looked down the steep crag of whinstone on which the wall was perched, a mile long and flanked by two bleak moors.

Ahead there was a wide expanse of grassland, long since cleared of trees, and beyond that the vast, gloomy forest of pine and ash and holly that seemed to go on for ever. In the far north was a land of snow-capped mountains and purple hills and great lakes, so he had been told, but the arcani rarely ventured that far.

To the west were the Scoti, to the north and east, the Picts. A few Britons lived there too, ones who had fled the rule of Rome. The Votadini. The Selgovae. The Novantae. The Caledonii. So many, the names became a blur. The tribes of the Picts had joined together under a single king, but the others had their own chieftains and their own arcane rules. Sometimes they were at each other’s throats, sometimes they worked together. The uneasy truce with the empire ebbed and flowed, but no one was in any doubt that there would be blood in days to come.

Out there he had always found a deep loathing for Rome and all it stood for. For now, though, their merchants paid to travel through the gates to the south to trade, and trekked back at nightfall.

They were called barbarians, but they were not, really, in any way he understood the word. They had their gods and their art, their songs and stories and dancing. They were good fishermen and farmers, valued their women and had their own laws that were strictly kept.

His father had taught him the tongues of the tribes, and over the seasons of his travels beyond the wall with the arcani he had learned their ways. The Grim Wolves posed as traders and merchants when they ventured into the villages, and they had always been well met. If they had been exposed as spies or scouts, it would have been a different matter, he knew. He had seen more than one captured Roman soldier gutted and left to hang in a tree as a warning.

‘The watcher on the wall sees far, but nothing that truly matters.’

He hadn’t heard her come, but there she was. Amarina, wrapped in a fine cloak the colour of moss embroidered with golden spirals. Anyone would have thought it cost more than a few coins, but Lucanus knew better. Amarina came by many gifts. Her auburn hair tufted out of her hood, pulled low against the blast of the wind. Emerald eyes flashed from its shadows. She came and went as she saw fit, even there in the fort.

‘More word games?’

‘How does a woman confuse a man, Lucanus?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘She talks to him.’

The Wolf saw the ghost of a smile in the depths of that hood.

‘Don’t you have anything better to do than torment me?’

‘I can always find time for that. You are the best for games, Lucanus. The others get angry and storm off. But, no, you try to understand me.’

The Wolf grunted. ‘Perhaps I’m playing games with you.’

Amarina looked out over the rugged land. After a while, she asked, ‘What do you see there?’

He shrugged. ‘The Wilds. Grass, trees, bog, heather, lakes, rivers, stone. The same as you see.’

‘This wall divides two worlds. Yes, there is the empire and the barbarian lands. The civilized and the Wilds. But it’s more than that.’

He searched the landscape, trying to understand what she was saying. Amarina leaned in and with her thumb and forefinger closed his eyelids.

‘Now you’ll see better,’ she murmured.

He rocked against the buffeting wind and grabbed to stop himself falling.

‘Two worlds, Lucanus. The world of men and the world of the gods. We stand at the point where they meet.’ Her words rustled around him, barely louder than the moan of the breeze. ‘Gods and daemons. Here, we rule, as much as we can. There … different rules exist. Why, they’re like the arcani, are they not? The secret folk, the hidden ones. They live under hill and lake, on the top of mountains and in the deep forests. Rarely seen, always watching, listening, leading men by the nose. This whole island was once their home, so I’m told, and it will be again. They’re everywhere.’

‘Daemons?’ The Wolf wondered if this was another of her games, twisting his thoughts to see how much she could make him believe her words. He decided to play along. ‘Where did you learn of these things?’

He felt her breath on his ear. ‘A woman cannot learn? Or a woman like me cannot learn?’

He thought it better not to answer these questions.

‘Some say we all have our daemons, Lucanus. Our higher selves who watch over us. Others say the daemons are the gods’ tools upon the earth, carrying out their wishes, guiding men and women, thwarting them, destroying them. They are the agents of the Great Plan that none of us can see.’

‘What plan would that be?’

‘Rise up, look down, look back, look ahead, then you’ll know.’

‘Then we’re nothing more than rats being run by the mill dog.’

‘Here, on the edge of all things, the daemons have been shaping us for a long time, wolf-brother. Vercovicium is an island in a stormy sea. The ocean washes in the boats of the ones who twist our lives, they do their business under cover of the night, and they are away by the morning tide. And we wake and look around and are none the wiser. But we do their bidding, none the less. When your eyes are opened, you’ll see their mark. So wiser folk than us say.’

Her elbow jabbed him in the ribs and his eyes snapped open. The gates were grinding apart. Twenty men on horseback were readying to ride out into that twilight world. Falx had been true to his word.

‘Or else it is just like here. No gods, no daemons, and all we have in the battle to survive is whatever is inside us.’

Lucanus eyed her, unable to tell if she believed this bleak account as well. ‘You keep me sharp, Amarina.’

‘A good day’s work, well done.’

The auxiliaries rode out. Their mail shirts and helms glimmered in the low winter sun. Their javelins poked out of the leather sheaths strapped to their mounts, swords snug in their scabbards. Lucanus knew no better warriors than these. Whatever flesh-eaters roamed those wild lands should beware.

Hooves thundered on the frozen earth. The line of horsemen rode out towards the charcoal smudge of forest, towards the daemons or the savage men, towards whatever the gods or the Fates decreed.


CHAPTER THREE

Catia

THE HOWL ROLLED out from the anteroom of the Mithraeum and Lucanus winced. Locked beneath stone slabs in the dark of the ordeal pit, some poor soul was being tormented by fire, or cold, or water again. Only the followers of the God of the Invincible Sun knew what really went on in that stone temple, but listening to that grim noise Lucanus could think of better ways to spend a day.

Yet the cult of Mithras seemed to have no problem recruiting soldiers from the fort. Perhaps they’d got so used to hardship in those barracks, they didn’t mind suffering when they were bowing their heads to their god. He screwed up his nose. One deity, they said, only one. What use was that for all the obstacles on life’s road?

The commandant, Lucius Galerias Atellus, walked from the shadowed entrance of the temple of Mithras, a swarthy-skinned man, his hair now grey. Though Lucanus had heard he was brutal in battle, age had given him a permanent air of wistfulness.

‘Have you thought again about joining us with Mithras, Lucanus?’ he said.

‘It’s not yet my time, Praefectus. But if I feel my heart moved, I’ll come, head bowed.’

The other worshippers were filtering out of the temple, swathed in the sweet scent of incense. One man was naked to the waist, perhaps the supplicant who had been lifted from the pit. Sweat dripped from him, and his eyes were staring as if he were still haunted by what he’d discovered there. On his back the Wolf could see a raw patch where he’d been freshly branded with the mark of the bull.

‘There are secrets here, Lucanus, mysteries that would turn your head.’ Atellus looked up to the sky, staring hard as if he could see through that blue vault to the gods themselves. ‘Secrets hidden in all the stories we tell ourselves. Greater truths. Knowledge of all there is, waiting for those who can unlock it.’

‘One day.’

Atellus nodded. ‘I pray that day will come. We have our gods and they shape our lives. This church of the Christ, you know of it?’

‘Aye.’

‘Their priests have set their heads and hearts against Mithras. They won’t rest until all this is destroyed and our god forgotten.’

Lucanus laughed. ‘Mithras will never be destroyed. He’s been worshipped the world over since the oldest times.’

‘The Christians have already started to build their churches upon our temples. They take what we have by degrees. We’ve been sheltered from it here, so far from Rome. But they’ll come for us, soon enough, mark my words, and for all the pagans too. The gods we Romans worshipped in days gone? All will be forgotten. Their names scratched out. A new age is coming and it will not be good for the likes of us.’

The Wolf nodded, though he couldn’t believe any of it.

He heard Atellus’ voice harden when he continued. ‘And their Messiah, he is no more than Mithras by another name. They would steal all that we have.’

‘The Christ and Mithras …?’

Atellus wagged a finger. ‘Mithras, born of a virgin. A life of celibacy. We baptize our followers, so do they. We eat bread marked with a cross, and drink wine as the sacrificial blood. These Christians too. We worship the birth of Mithras upon the twenty-fifth day of December … the birth of the Invincible Sun … and now they say their Christ was born on that same day?’ The Wolf heard incredulity in the crack of the voice. ‘All their mysteries, they were ours first. Mark my words, Lucanus, they will not rest until they have destroyed us, so they can lay claim to this as if it were their own.’

Lucanus caught sight of a small, familiar figure watching him from the shadows along the side of the temple.

‘Praefectus, you’ve spoken with Centurion Falx?’ he asked, trying not to be distracted.

‘About what you Grim Wolves found in the Wilds?’ The commandant nodded. ‘Bodies defiled. Men eaten. I’ve never heard the like, in all my time as a soldier. I’ve seen barbarians slaughter men by the score … ram the heads of women and children upon poles … but this …’ Lucanus could hear the disgust in his voice. ‘I’ve sent a messenger along the frontier, to warn the other forts, and to find if any of them have heard of such a thing.’

‘They killed three of the arcani, Praefectus. That’s never been known.’

‘The season is turning, Lucanus. All the things we’ve known are falling into decay. Is this another portent of what is to come?’ Atellus looked up to the walls of Vercovicium. ‘We strip stone from our own fort to repair our defences because there’s little left in the coffers to pay for repairs, and little hope of more to come. Sagging gates are stopped up with timber. We’re short of food, short of new men to bolster our ranks. Pay comes late or not at all. And in Rome … in Rome …’ Lucanus watched him struggle to complete his thought. ‘We’ve brought order across this world.’ Atellus’ voice grew wistful as he turned and looked across the green lands to the south. ‘But now I see the sky shading to black. Night is drawing in. Beyond the frontiers of the empire, there’s only chaos and madness. Barbarians who don’t think like us, who place no value on the things we treasure, who would see all of this civilized world reduced to ashes and blood. Would we lose all that we’ve built? Is that to be our legacy?’

‘We stand firm here in Vercovicium, Praefectus. We will not be defeated.’

The commandant forced a smile. ‘When the messenger returns with news, I’ll summon the Grim Wolves. You’ll find what new threat waits out there beyond the wall, I have no doubt of that.’

The Wolf watched the other man trudge away, and then he beckoned to the figure hiding by the Mithraeum. A boy ran out of the shadows towards him. He looked like a small storm cloud with his black hair and eyes too dark and intense for a lad of just eight summers.

‘What is it, Marcus?’

‘Will you hide me?’

‘From the other lads?’ He’d never known Marcus to flinch from a fight.

‘Mother searches for me.’ The boy bit his lip, hopeful. ‘I’ve worked hard all morning, and now she wants me to study more.’

‘And why do you think I’d stand in the way of your mother?’

‘You didn’t waste your days at your books.’

‘And now I sleep in ditches and eat raw meat and wait for a barbarian sword to end my days.’

Lucanus saw Marcus wince. The boy hadn’t yet grasped the closeness of death, not for the people for whom he cared. He’d known Lucanus all his life and saw him as as much a part of his family as his own blood, Lucanus knew. ‘Come,’ he said, trying to make amends. ‘You can hide in my house, but make sure you’re back home before dark. And if your mother finds out I’ve helped you, that barbarian’s sword will be the least of my worries.’

On the edge of the township’s main street, a crowd surged around two men grappling with each other, barrel-chested and bare to the waist despite the cold. A wrestling exhibition. Lucanus saw the glint of coin changing hands as the onlookers wagered on the outcome. Outside the tavern, Qunavo was on his hands and knees, throwing up his stomach of ale. He was always drunk these days and survived only through the kindness of his neighbours. Behind him, Falx bowed his head in intense conversation with Docca the tavern owner, a big-bellied man with a wild mane of blond hair. The centurion was whispering, no doubt conducting another illicit deal. Further down the street, a group of men were racing dogs, and in the lulls in the din Lucanus heard the twang of bowstrings and the thud of arrows hitting a target.

As he turned away, two gamblers on the edge of the crowd watching the wrestling bout started throwing punches at each other. A moment later, they were brawling on the ground beside the competitors. Lucanus pushed Marcus into the narrow ways at the back of the workshops. At the other end of the track, they slipped back on to the main street where his house leaned against the fence of a reeking pigsty. It was little more than a shack: mud walls and old timbers with a turf roof.

As they reached the door, Marcus’ eyes widened. ‘Quick. She’s coming.’

Lucanus saw a blonde head bobbing among the throng on the main street. He shoved the boy into the dark interior and went to meet her.

‘Catia.’ He grinned at her, ignoring her stern expression. However much she pretended to be the cold, disapproving mother, he knew the truth. During their childhood, they’d barely spent a day apart. An odd couple, everyone agreed, she with her wealthy family and he learning to be a wolf-brother, crawling on his belly through the Wilds. But he’d never forget the time, when he was barely big enough to lift a sword and out in the Wilds on his own, when he hadn’t heard his father creep up on him – a test, to discover if he was ready for a life where a lack of attention could see him dead – and his father had boxed his ears as a lesson. When Catia found him, she’d taken him to the stream alongside the Stanegate and bathed a cut above his eye from the silver ring his father had worn – a dragon with a studded ruby eye, he remembered. Though they’d heard her own father calling for her, she’d stayed with him until she was sure he was recovered, knowing full well it would mean a beating for her too.

He was a boy then, and he thought the world went the way he wished it to go. Now he knew better.

‘Have you seen Marcus?’ Catia narrowed her eyes at him.

‘I’m fresh back from the Wilds. Why would I—’

Catia wagged her finger to silence him. ‘Don’t play games with me. You know that boy sees you as friend, protector, teacher and counsellor. That’s why he must study more – to get some sense into his head.’

Lucanus knew the true story: Marcus came to him because he couldn’t rely on his father. And Catia was more than aware of her husband’s failings. He stared at another new bruise marking her face, this time above her left eye. Forgetting himself, he reached out to it.

Catia recoiled as if she’d been burned. ‘I don’t need you to protect me.’

‘Wolf-sister …’

‘Don’t call me that! I’m not a child,’ she snapped, pushing past him. ‘And I can endure a little hardship for a greater good.’

Caught up in a whirl of emotion, Lucanus only realized Catia was heading towards his house when she’d reached his door. By the time he caught up with her she was standing in the middle of the solitary room, looking round. With relief, he saw Marcus wasn’t there. There was no bed to hide under, merely rushes and straw in one corner. The boy must have run away again, fearful that his mother would sniff him out.

‘You live like a pig, Lucanus.’ He watched her turn her nose up at the dried remnants of stew in the pot on the cold hearth, and the whetstone lying next to where he slept, and his old tunic still streaked with mud and wood-green from the last time he’d travelled beyond the wall.

‘I live like a beast in the wild. Which is what I am.’

He saw a hint of tenderness in her eyes. She rarely let herself show it these days, as if it was too harsh a reminder of what she’d lost. Once she’d said to him, ‘I must become like the stones of the earth.’ At the time, he hadn’t understood what she’d meant. Now he thought he knew.

‘You’re a good man,’ she said, looking away. ‘Everyone here is grateful for you and the Grim Wolves. You let us sleep well in our beds, we all know that.’

He knew she meant to be kind, but her words still stung. Grateful.

Catia must have seen his thoughts in his face. She stepped to the door, saying, ‘Come to our house tonight. Eat with us. My father would be happy to see you.’ As she slipped out, she added, ‘And I would too.’

He felt a pang of regret as he watched her walk away. She wavered by a broad strip of land next to the stonemason’s, where a group of archers were thumping arrows into a target, the sound he had heard earlier. Even before they hailed Catia, Lucanus knew what she would do next.

When she was a girl his own father had taught her how to use a bow, much to the annoyance of her family – it was not a suitable pastime for someone of her standing – and she’d taken to it better than anyone he knew. He smiled as he watched her grab a bow from one of the men and nock her shaft. For a moment she stood there, string drawn, arms rigid, her keen eyes judging the target. Her arrow thudded into the wood dead centre. Cheers rang out around her, and he saw she was flushed and smiling. He realized with a note of sadness that he hadn’t seen her so alive in a long while.

As he turned away, he sensed a shadow darken the door and for a moment he thought she’d come back to him. Instead, it was her younger brother Aelius.

‘Don’t take her words to heart,’ Aelius said. ‘You know there’s a good reason she’s so harsh.’

‘You were listening?’

‘I hear everything, I see everything. That’s one of the few advantages of being someone who is not seen or heard.’

Aelius was sixteen, his hair sleek and black, his jaw square. He was really Catia’s half-brother, though no mention was ever made of his mother – one of the women at the House of Wishes, Lucanus guessed – but he had been raised as a full member of the family. He always turned his face to hide the side scarred from the pox that had afflicted him when he was a child, yet it was the withered right arm that diminished him in the eyes of many. Useless, it hung loosely at his side, a defect that had been apparent the moment he was born. It was not that he was sorely crippled – he’d learned to use his left arm effectively – it was that many said he’d been cursed by the gods. The girls ignored him, the young men taunted him. However skilled he was, that judgement hung over him like a cloud. Eternally damned, he said, even if he fought a hero’s battle.

‘Do you follow your sister round all day now?’

‘I was helping her search for Marcus. It’s not as if I’m overburdened with responsibilities.’ Aelius held up a sack hanging from his shoulder. ‘And I have bought a new book for my father’s library. It’s a door through which I will escape from this world for a while.’

‘You like your books.’

‘One of the rewards of my family’s riches. My life with books is better than my life without them.’ Yet for all his words, Lucanus heard a sour note in his voice.

Aelius wandered around the hut, examining the patched ceiling where the rain came through in the storms, and the few possessions scattered here and there. ‘Well, you live like an emperor, Lucanus. A home befitting a hero of the empire.’

‘The Wilds, that’s my home. The ditch my bed. The sky my ceiling.’

Aelius chuckled to himself. ‘Oh, how your masters must love you. They give you … this.’ He swept his good arm round the space. ‘And all you give them in return is … everything. The days of your life, your good years, perhaps your neck, all to keep them safe and rich.’

‘I’m happy with my lot.’

‘And there is your curse. A life of sacrifice allows lesser men to prey upon you. You should be with Catia, you know that.’

‘The wine’s addled you.’ Lucanus could smell it on his breath. Slumping on his straw bed, he picked up the whetstone and began slow, steady strokes along the edge of his blade. He didn’t like where this conversation was going.

‘Everyone can see it. Even Amatius, I’d wager. But Amatius is a complicated man,’ Aelius continued. Lucanus could hear the sarcasm. ‘He’s filled with a raging jealousy. That bruise above her eye? Payment for the lascivious look the merchant Magiorius cast her way, as if she had summoned it herself. And yet he takes pride in showing off the most beautiful woman here around. A contradiction? Not in his mind. When she’s on his arm, it’s his worth that increases, for owning a thing of such value.’

‘Catia chose Amatius.’

‘Yes, yes. We all know our history, Wolf. A transaction. Her body for saving her family from ruin. Her choice. Even my father, for all his many flaws, would not have asked that of her. But Catia isn’t a mewling child. She’s got more fire in her heart than most men I know. More than me, that’s without doubt. But she found she had agreed to much more than was ever in that original bargain. No life to call her own. Why, she is his plaything now.’

‘Don’t say such things.’ Lucanus focused on the strokes of the whetstone.

‘Fists,’ Aelius continued, seemingly oblivious. ‘A foot in the ribs. A punch in the belly. Some nights he takes her so roughly her screams ring through the house. My father … all of us … must lie there and listen to her suffering.’

‘Still your tongue.’ Lucanus hurled the whetstone aside and stood up.

‘Would you rather not hear these truths?’ Aelius did not retreat. Instead, he stepped forward, almost challenging. He raised his head, smiling. ‘Would you prefer to pull that wolf pelt over your eyes and run back into the Wilds, where all is good?’

‘Don’t push me. I’m not a good man.’

‘Ah, but you are, Lucanus. You are. Too good. And therein lies the problem.’ Aelius turned away, slinking around the hut once more. ‘Children can always see the truth. We lose that skill, when life sours us. But Marcus thinks you’re a great man. I saw you with him earlier. He knows the real you.’

Lucanus bunched his fists, but there was nothing there deserving of his frustration. He knew everything Aelius said was true, and that he did his best to pretend it wasn’t so. ‘This is how things are. It can’t be changed.’

‘You could run Amatius through with your sword.’

‘Murder?’

‘Is it a crime to prevent a greater crime?’

‘I see no crime. Catia is Amatius’ wife. She serves him as he sees fit.’

‘Easily said, if your heart’s as cold as stone.’ Aelius’ stare was piercing.

Lucanus held it for a moment, then looked away. ‘I will not murder a man.’

‘I would, if I could.’ Aelius’ words were as light as if he’d asked for another cup of wine. He threw his cloak back to reveal his withered arm. ‘But one good arm is not enough for such an act, not with a man like Amatius. A sword in my left hand would prick him like a needle, and my head would be off my shoulders before I had another chance. There is poison, of course. But where does one find such a thing? And how to feed it to him? Fire? Doused in oil and set ablaze?’ He shrugged. ‘I’ve thought of these things, and greatly, of late. I can see only one answer. One man capable of such a thing. One great hero of the empire who could commit such an act and escape judgement.’

‘Return to your wine, Aelius, and don’t speak of these things again, lest you be held to judgement.’

‘Oh, I’ve already been judged by the gods and found wanting. Haven’t you noticed?’ Aelius swayed to the door, resting for one moment upon the jamb. ‘Think on what I’ve said, Lucanus. But don’t think too long.’

And then he was gone.

Lucanus slumped back on to the straw, feeling the weariness flood his limbs. As he lay there with his hands behind his head, his eyes fell on something swaying in the shadows above the door.

Hanging from the timber that supported the roof was an unfamiliar construction: twigs bound with grass to form a double cross with a square upon it, threaded on a leather thong. Feathers and small animal bones were fastened into the design. It was like one of the bird-frighteners the slaves hung around the fields.

Uneasily, Lucanus contemplated what hung from the bottom: a baby’s skull with a triangle in a circle scratched in black on the forehead.

For a moment, he stared at the creamy bone swinging gently in the breeze. That unease was settling deeper into him. Who had left it there? And was it a charm?

Or a curse?


CHAPTER FOUR

The House of Wishes

GOLD AND PURPLE streaked the western sky. The land was darkening fast.

Bellicus sucked in a deep, steadying breath. Behind him he could hear the Grim Wolves’ raucous laughter as they weaved a drunken dance through the vicus. He was not as deep in his cups as some of them – Comitinus stumbled into walls every few paces, laughing, and sharp-tongued Solinus and the always sunny Mato exchanged merry talk. Lucanus had been right. The wine had washed away all their worries.

Not his own, though. He couldn’t forget what he’d seen in that clearing at dawn. And the cavalry still hadn’t returned. They should have been within the gates by sunset, that was the command.

In the huts and workshops, faces floated in the drifting smoke of the hearth-fires as the Grim Wolves passed by. Vrocata, a pretty girl with hair as red as his own, flirted with the twins Map and Lossio. They managed to flirt back with her while bickering between themselves. Old Gavo hammered new tiles on to the roof of his house in the last of the light, cursing loudly with each mistimed blow of his mallet. Qunavo the drunk danced a jig. Two laughing lads chased an escaped pig. Someone was singing away in the dark, the melody soaring above the rooftops.

For a moment, all was right with the world.

Comitinus flung a bony arm around Bellicus’ shoulders – something he would never have dreamt of doing when wine was not flowing through his veins.

‘Better days lie ahead, brother,’ he slurred.

‘Not for you, if you don’t remove your arm.’

The other man did as requested, but his grin never dimmed. ‘Let me tell you my wisdom,’ he said, throwing his hands towards the heavens.

‘Ugh,’ Solinus grunted. ‘I prefer you when you’re a miserable fucker.’

‘To appreciate all that we have here, a man has to look death in the eye,’ Comitinus continued, undeterred. ‘When I was a lad, I fell into a bog and spent three days and nights up to my neck. I thought my days were done. More so when the rats came, and tried to eat my face off. But I was saved, brothers, by a hungry hawk who chased those vermin away. The lesson here—’

‘There’s always a lesson with you, you whiny bastard.’ Solinus swung a foot at his companion’s arse.

‘The lesson here—’ Comitinus began again, narrowing his eyes.

‘Even a rat thinks you’re not worth fighting for,’ Solinus said with a firm nod. ‘We learned that lesson long ago.’ Mato threw back his head and laughed. Bellicus knew that would only encourage Solinus.

‘The lesson,’ Comitinus all but shouted, ‘is that when things are darkest, there’s always hope. I’m wasted here. Wasted.’

Bellicus snorted, but as he strode on his instincts flickered towards figures approaching through the wisps of smoke. From the way they moved, shoulders low, balancing on the balls of their feet to be ready to react in an instant, he could see they were not the lowly folk of the vicus.

Mato edged beside him, his grin fading fast. ‘The gods must have decided we were having too much fun,’ he breathed. ‘That’s Motius and the Carrion Crows.’

‘What are they doing here, so far from home?’ Bellicus murmured.

As the band of arcani drew near, he could see they were dirty and bedraggled, their hair clotted with mud. Cold eyes glowed in faces blackened with soil. They had been long in the Wilds, Bellicus could see from those stares. They hadn’t had time to throw off the beast and return to the ways of men.

‘Grim Wolves,’ Motius said. His hair hung in braids knotted with beads, the left side of his face a swirl of black tattoos. At a glance he could pass for one of the barbarians. ‘Your leader is not with you?’

‘He has business in the fort. What brings you to Vercovicium?’

‘We needed to break our journey before the long trek back to Vindolanda. And to hear what news there is, when we’re fed and rested.’

‘News?’

‘When we’ll receive the coin we’ve long been promised.’ Behind him, his men began to shift. Someone spat on the ground. ‘I’d share a cup with Lucanus and talk of these things. Do they keep your purses full here in Vercovicium?’

‘Lucanus is the man who counts the coin. I’m only good with a sword.’

‘Usually the one between his legs,’ Solinus said. The Carrion Crows remained sullen.

‘We’ll share what we know,’ Bellicus said, ‘no doubt of that. But first, share your news with us. You’ve roamed far and wide beyond the wall. Have you found anything … out of kilter?’

‘The land is empty.’

‘No signs of war-bands?’

Motius shook his head. ‘The land is empty,’ he repeated. ‘We saw nothing for four days’ march north.’

‘Is that not strange?’ Bellicus pressed. ‘The barbarians are never far from the wall. Even if you can’t see them, you can hear them or smell them.’

‘They’ll be back soon enough. We’ll always be needed.’

Bellicus wanted to say that was the least of his worries, but he could see the Carrion Crows were ready to move on to the world of men. With heads low and eyes searching the shadows on every side, they loped away into the growing gloom.

‘Such a sour band,’ Mato mused. ‘Even if their purses were full, they’d still complain.’

In the shadow of the bath-house, they hurried up to a sprawling line of linked huts that seemed to be growing each time they visited it. New extensions flourished on the sides and back. Carved in the door jamb, a red-dyed budding rose shone in the flickering light of a torch.

Bellicus closed his eyes and breathed in a sweet scent of spices and lavender.

‘The House of Wishes,’ Comitinus slurred. ‘The house of wonders.’

Before Bellicus could hammer on the wood, the door swung open and he reeled back in surprise. A soft golden glow formed a halo around the red hair of the woman who faced him. Her emerald eyes matched the colour of her dress, but it was her familiar smile that warmed Bellicus’ heart.

‘You think we’re deaf?’ she said. ‘It was as if all Rome’s enemies were marching to our door.’

‘Take us in,’ Bellicus said. ‘I’ve had my fill of the world out here.’

Amarina crooked a finger to beckon the Grim Wolves inside. Bellicus had known her for four summers now, but she was still a mystery to him. As mistress of the House of Wishes, she chose only the best girls. They were well fed and always smiling, not like some of the scrawny, miserable whores he’d met along the wall. But Amarina was never available to guests. Those who regularly visited had learned not to ask.

Appearances were deceptive; he’d seen her slit a customer’s throat after the man had taken his hand to one of the beauties there. The girls themselves had disposed of the body in the swamp beyond the vicus, with rocks fastened to drag the remains down to the depths. Bellicus wondered how many corpses lay there, all the men who had wronged Amarina and her girls.

‘You’ve got rooms for all of us?’ he asked.

Amarina smiled. ‘We always have rooms for the ones who keep us safe. You’re our defenders, Bellicus. You are emperors here, each one of you.’ She shrugged. ‘Besides, it’s been quiet these past days. Few travellers on the Stanegate. Perhaps it’s the cold.’

‘And news?’ he asked. ‘You hear everything.’

‘No news worth speaking of. All is quiet.’ Her expression shifted in the torchlight, so quickly that few would have noticed. But Bellicus caught it. She was lying, he was sure of it, but he couldn’t guess why.

‘Come,’ she said, beckoning them into a large room, snug and warm from the fire blazing in the hearth.

The women were already gathered, no doubt at Amarina’s order when she heard the approaching commotion. They were a comely bunch, Bellicus had to admit: different shapes, sizes, skin colours, hair; something to please every man. Feigning shyness, they smiled and fluttered their eyelashes, as Amarina had taught them, for all men were children and easily swayed in the presence of women.

But sometimes he caught glimpses of flint in those eyes that chilled him. The younger Grim Wolves no doubt believed these women were here to be adored, but for the girls this was work, and at times grim work. Only a fool would forget that.

As his brothers made their choices, Bellicus looked across the faces, trying to hide his disappointment. When he moved to select one of the girls, Amarina took his hand and gently tugged him back.

‘Forgive me,’ she
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