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‘Barbara Erskine is one of my favourite writers. The Story Spinner is another delicious feast of love, drama, suspense, mystery, history and a ghostly magic that is Barbara’s alone. She’s simply unputdownable! I think this book is very special’ 
Santa Montefiore

‘I enjoyed The Story Spinner hugely. Intriguing, dramatic, beautifully researched, with characters that bring past and present alive, it shows Barbara Erskine on excellent form’ 
Rachel Hore

‘Barbara Erskine is the Grande Dame of the time-slip novel and this is her best yet. Gripping, constantly intriguing and brilliantly satisfying’ 
Peter James

‘There is romance, mystery, history, long-buried feuds and secrets all wrapped up in Barbara’s marvellously evocative descriptions. For lovers of top-quality historical and time-slip fiction, I highly recommend The Story Spinner’ 
Carol Drinkwater

‘A thoroughly enjoyable novel – Barbara Erskine at her best. I looked forward every day to my reading time knowing this was waiting for me – what a treat! Definitely going on my best books of the year list’ 
Elizabeth Chadwick

‘Barbara Erskine is a divine storyteller, a clever spider who spins a golden web around her readers. This is a glorious dual-narrative tale, full of wonderful characters, atmosphere and magnificently researched history. I absolutely loved The Story Spinner: one of her very best books’ 
Jane Johnson

‘What a wonderful book! Unputdownable. It has all the ingredients Barbara Erskine’s fans would expect; real history, myth and mysticism all sewn together into a gripping plot. Cadi and Elen are fantastic characters, each distinct and belonging to their respective periods, and I was particularly fond of Uncle Meryn!’ 
Deborah Swift



‘Beautifully written and vividly evoking the magic of lost worlds’ 
Alison Weir

‘Moving and magical’ 
Woman’s Own

‘Intricately researched’ 
Candis

‘A wonderfully atmospheric tale of love, ambition, and long buried secrets’ 
Yours

‘The shining star of the genre’ 
My Weekly

‘[A] magical and moving time-slip novel’ 
Woman’s Weekly

‘Ancient Welsh mythology and the decline of Roman rule in Britain are entwined in a summer romance’ 
Historical Novel Society

‘Meticulously researched and well written. The early medieval history of Wales is skillfully interwoven with the life of modern woman Cadi’ 
Yorkshire Life
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Roman Place Names




	Armorica
	Brittany



	Augusta Treverorum
	Trier



	Caesarodunum
	Tours



	Camelodunum
	Colchester



	Deva
	Chester



	Dubris
	Dover



	Eboracum
	York



	Isca Silurum
	Caerleon



	Lugdunensis
	Northern Gaul



	Lugdunum
	Lyon



	Lutetia
	Paris



	Mediolanum
	Milan (there were several places called Mediolanum including one in England)



	Poetovio
	Ptuj in Slovenia



	Rutupiae
	Richborough



	Sabrina Flumen
	The River Severn



	Segontium
	Caernarfon



	Urbs Aeterna/Roma
	The Eternal City – Rome



	Venta Silurum
	Caerwent



	Viriconium
	Wroxeter









It all started with a story.

The dream of a handsome man

The emperor of Rome, no less.

His name was Macsen

And he came to Wales to find a wife.

Or that is what they say …

Cadi Jones



Wormhole: physics A tunnel in the geometry of space-time postulated to connect different parts of the universe

Collins English Dictionary
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She had begged to learn how to see the future. It was the hardest of lessons and yet it seemed to come naturally as she held the clear glass bowl on her lap and watched the water swirl and settle in the flickering lamplight. For a while nothing happened, then she realised slowly that she was no longer in her bedchamber in the palace; she could feel the sun on her back and hear the gentle breeze rustling in the trees and she could see in the water the reflection of clouds, white and gentle, soft as swansdown. Nervously she cradled the bowl between her palms as she had been shown. For what seemed an age she could see nothing but the clouds but then, between one heartbeat and the next, she saw a sword. She caught her breath. It hung, suspended in the water, glowing in the darkness of a cave. The hilt was studded with gems, the blade shone like silver. Staring at it unblinking, she felt for one precious moment its inestimable power, its timeless magic. But almost as soon as she had seen it, it was gone, snatched away to some other time and some other place. The water rippled and cleared and now she could see instead a woman, writing. She was sitting on the grass in a peaceful meadow and she looked up and smiled. Her eyes met Elen’s for a brief second and then she too was gone, fading into the mist. ‘Where are you? Come back!’ Had Elen called out loud? She didn’t know, but for that brief instant she had felt a link with this unknown figure that was almost visceral.

The water in the bowl grew slowly murky. Now, Elen heard the tramp of armies in step, the rhythmic crunch of hobnails on the road and she smelled smoke. She gasped, stifled, sick with sudden fear. The cohorts were coming, but they were too late; somehow she knew they always would be too late. Too late to the fire. Too late to the battlefield.

As she watched she felt her hands shaking and her whole body started to tremble. She could see faces now, shouting, screaming with fear, as the water swirled, thick and scarlet with blood, and she felt herself overwhelmed with a sense of utter, irredeemable loss.

Clutching the bowl, she heard herself gasp. She scrambled to her feet. If this was the future she did not want to see it. She looked desperately for the woman sitting quietly on the grass, writing. She had been at peace. She was not afraid. But there was no sign of her. She had no part in this. She had gone. The water held nothing but anguish and horror.

Raising the bowl above her head, Elen smashed it down onto the mosaic stones of the floor at her feet in a shower of splintered shards. By the time her teacher reached her and put her arms around Elen’s shoulders, comforting and reassuring, all memory of what she had seen was gone, fading and drifting from her consciousness like a bad dream.

Sitting on the grass in the summer meadow the woman sighed and looked down at her notebook. Her pencil had fallen from her fingers as she dozed, without a word being written. It was strange. She had a distinct memory of scribbling something down, but it must have been a part of a dream.

Climbing to her feet she turned towards the gate and, ­conscious of a dark cloud drifting across the sun, she felt an apprehensive shiver. It was time to go home.




1 
[image: Flower Decorative image.]

It all started with a knock on the door.

Cadi Jones threw down her pen with an exclamation of annoyance and, pushing back her chair, she stood up. Her next-door neighbour Sally Price was standing on the doorstep ­clutching a handful of letters. She held them out. ‘I’m just coming back from work and I met Gethin at the gate. He’s later than ever today.’ Gethin was their postman.

‘Someone’s off sick, so he’s covering two rounds.’ Cadi was already turning away.

‘Sarnelen Cottage.’ Sally read the address off the top envelope out loud.

‘Yes. That’s my address. You know it is.’ Cadi stepped back, wanting to close the door, wanting to go back to her desk but acknowledging reluctantly that it wasn’t going to happen. Not yet. Sally was already in the room.

‘Do you have the deeds, Cadi?’

‘The deeds?’

‘The Land Registry deeds of your house. Sorry, it just occurred to me.’ Belatedly Sally took stock of the untidy room, the scattered papers on the table, the piles of books on the old bureau, more books and files on the floor. The desk lamp was on. ‘I’m sorry, were you in full flow?’

Of course she was. ‘What on earth do you want to know about my deeds for?’ Bewildered, Cadi walked over to the round table that stood in the centre of the room and pulled out a chair for her visitor, then sat down opposite her. It was too late to go on working now anyway. Her thought process had been interrupted, the fluent flow of words dammed.

The two women were complete contrasts in every way. Cadi was tall with wild, prematurely grey hair and vivid green eyes. Stunningly beautiful eyes, her ex-husband David always said, but the woman who went with them was far too complicated, too much of a dreamer, for him to handle. Sally on the other hand was short, whip thin, with dark straight hair, neatly bobbed, and steady brown eyes, and sensible with it. She fixed Cadi with what Cadi always thought of as her head­mistress look. One glance from her at the children in her primary school probably ensured instant silence. Cadi was silent now as Sally went on, ‘It’s this house. It might be our only hope. David did give you the deeds?’

Her divorce, ten years before, had proceeded inevitably and completely amicably, with David keeping their London flat and Cadi, the cottage. The flat was worth probably twenty times as much as the cottage, so he had thrown in a lump sum as well ‘to balance things out a bit and tide you over’. She had been living off the lump sum ever since and she hated London anyway: win-win. They were still close friends.

‘To be honest, I have no idea about the deeds.’ Cadi stood up restlessly. ‘I expect the solicitor has them. Why on earth do you want to know?’

‘I was wondering if by some wonderful chance you owned Camp Meadow.’

There was a long pause. Camp Meadow lay beyond their small terrace of houses at the end of the village, ten acres or so of flower-studded grass, bordered by a line of ancient willows and beyond them a rocky brook. It ran along the far side of the meadow and down the shallow hillside, following a tributary that bisected the village near the church, driving the ancient mill wheel from which the village took its name, Cwmfelin, before turning sharply south-west and winding for miles towards the distant Severn Estuary. Beyond the meadow rose a steep overgrown hillside, topped by an Iron Age hill fort. ‘I’m pretty sure I would know if I did. Why?’

‘Because someone has applied for planning permission to build an estate of new houses on it.’

There was a shocked silence as Cadi registered what she had said.

‘They can’t!’ Her anguished cry, when it came, was heartfelt. Too shocked to move, Cadi stood immobile staring down at her friend.

‘So you didn’t know. Thank God! Everyone in the village thinks it’s you.’

‘Of course it isn’t me. How could anyone believe that for a single second.’ Cadi threw herself back into her chair. ‘I always thought it belonged to Dai Prosser,’ she said at last. ‘It must be his, surely.’ Dai was the local farmer.

Sally shook her head. ‘Someone has asked him. He knew nothing about it either. The whole village is stunned. He says he’s got grazing rights; the sheep are his, but he’s admitted he has never paid any rent. He assumed it belonged to the Caradoc family. He says his father and his grandfather have always had the use of it and he had sort of assumed that, after your divorce from David Caradoc, it belonged to you and you were happy with the arrangement. Knowing Dai, I don’t suppose he tried too hard to find out. He wouldn’t want to pay rent if he didn’t have to, would he.’

Cadi sat still, her mind a blank. When at last she looked up, she shook her head slowly. ‘Why don’t I know about any of this, Sal?’

‘Because your head is always in the clouds.’ Sally gave her an affectionate smile. ‘And someone had to drag you down to earth to make sure it wasn’t you who sold it to the developers.’

Stone-built, with low ceilings and small windows, the end-of-terrace cottage had a single open-plan room downstairs, a kitchen one end, with a pantry and back door leading out into a passageway with a gate into the garden. The other half of the downstairs space formed a living room-cum-study, with French doors onto a pretty terrace with beyond it a long thin strip of garden, while upstairs there were two bedrooms plus a boxroom. Sarnelen had originally been a labourer’s cottage on the Caradocs’ vast estates until, as more and more of the land was sold off and farm after farm disappeared, at last only the one cottage remained. It finally became Cadi’s husband’s family holiday retreat, their only foothold left in Wales, but even so no one had seemed to miss it when he gave it to her as part of the divorce settlement. No one else was interested in it anymore. She loved it. It was home.

She rang David that evening.

‘Dear God, it never occurred to me to even wonder about the meadow.’ He sounded as shocked as she was. ‘I don’t think we owned it. Leave it with me. I’ll find out what’s going on.’

He rang her back two hours later.

‘Bad news, I’m afraid. Once upon a time the family owned practically the whole valley, as you know, but the last bit, the home farm, was sold off after the war. I’m afraid Camp Meadow was part of that deal. The only thing my grandfather kept for old time’s sake was Sarnelen Cottage. I gather the whole estate was split up after it was sold and that included the other cottages in your terrace. The largest slice of land, which included Camp Meadow, last changed hands four years ago. It was sold to someone or something called Meadow Holdings. Apparently they applied for planning permission for this development a few weeks ago.’

‘But Camp Meadow isn’t development land!’ Cadi’s cry was desolate.

He sighed. ‘I think you’ll find it is. I’ve looked it up online and they’ve submitted outline plans for forty-eight houses. You can put in an objection, Cadi. The whole village can, but in the present climate I’m afraid it’s unlikely the developer will be turned down. I’ll forward you the links so you can do it asap. I’m so sorry, darling.’

He still called her darling even though they had been apart for ten years, more than five times as long as they had been married.

With a sigh she switched off the phone and walked out into the garden. The summer night was very still. Beyond the hedge the meadow stretched out in the twilight towards the trees that lined the brook. From somewhere in the distance she heard the hoot of an owl and seconds later she saw the bird float silently across the grass.

Across the houses.

She could visualise them clearly in her mind’s eye, neat rows, there in the shadows, identical roofs tiled with identical slates, a straight road leading north where the footpath ran towards the ford. It couldn’t be allowed to happen. It just couldn’t. There was someone standing in the field, she realised, the figure with its back towards her, staring as she was towards the distant hills. The sun had set, the red glow of its parting turned to cold clear palest pink and then to yellow. The evening star hung bright and low in the north-west and in minutes would follow the sun down behind the black line of the hills. There was a flash of green light across the horizon and the colour had gone, leaving only the memory of silhouetted trees on the hillside where two thousand years ago an Iron Age tribe had built their township. A horizontal band of cloud appeared black against the sky and then everything faded into obscurity. She smiled ruefully, turning her attention back to the figure in the field. It was Sally walking her dog.

Cadi woke to the sound of rain pattering on the roof of the porch below her bedroom window. She had worked late, hunched over her desk in the pool of lamplight, aware of the silence of the village around her. Sally always went to bed early; the other two cottages in the terrace were second homes now, too small for a family these days but resolutely refused planning permission for extensions by the same authority which was presumably happy to grant it for the development of an ancient meadow.

She was almost asleep again when she heard the distant marching feet. She froze, her heart thudding with fear, then she sat up, straining her ears. She had heard it before, this strangely sinister sound and always she had thought it part of a nightmare.

Marching. Marching. Soldiers marching.

She was fully awake now and the sound of marching was in her ears, not in her dreams. Men in hobnailed boots. In step. In the street outside. Throwing back her covers she slid out of bed and, tiptoeing over to the window, drew back the curtain, staring out into the night. The road was deserted. Slowly her pulse rate steadied, her terror subsided. A shadow moved on the tarmac in the moonlight and disappeared. It was a cat. There was nothing else out there. After a moment’s hesitation, quietly, she pushed the window open. She could hear it again now, further away, the sound of marching growing eerily fainter. It was still raining. The air smelled of damp earth, wet grass. There were no street lamps, but there was enough filtered light in the street outside to see that there was no one there. The sound came from the rain, the empty echoes, the very silence of the night itself. She shivered. It was so real, so immediate it had confused her brain. Or her ears. She pulled back into the room and shut the window with a bang. Outside, the sounds stopped immediately.
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David rang again next morning. ‘I don’t know if this will help but I mentioned the development of the meadow to Donald.’ He paused for dramatic effect. Donald was David’s cousin, the ­family’s self-appointed archivist. ‘I remembered he was furious when he realised the family estate, as he called the farm, had been split up before we were born. I think he had illusions about us buying it back one day. I seemed to remember he had once told me there was something special about that field. ­Apparently, it’s got archaeology, Cadi. There was a family tradition that it was the site of a Roman villa. And he thinks there was an earlier Roman marching camp there as well. And he thinks if it was proved, that might stop them building on it. At the very least they would have to do an exploratory excavation.’

Marching.

Soldiers.

‘Cadi? Are you there? Did you hear what I said?’

‘Yes. Sorry.’ She sat down abruptly. ‘I was thinking about something—’

She heard him chuckle. ‘Keep your feet on the ground, girl. Anyway, listen. Donald reminded me. There’s a guy in the village – Arwel Davies. Something of an amateur historian. I couldn’t stand the chap. He was an arrogant shit, if I remember, but if he’s still around he might know something about it. He used to claim he knew everything there was to know about the village. If there is something there like a fort or a villa, it might stop any development in its tracks. You never know. It’s worth a try.’

Arwel. She put down the phone. Oh yes, she knew Arwel. Arwel, with whose son she’d had an intense and ultimately horrifically unhappy affair after the break-up of her marriage. Arwel, who mocked her at every opportunity for her ‘little books’, pointedly scorning people who ‘thought they were Welsh just because they had married a Welshman and read a bit of the Mabinogion’. People who claimed to be poets as though it were a real job. Poets like her.

As it happened, she was Welsh, born and bred, but of course in one thing he was right. For most people, poetry wasn’t a real job; as it wasn’t for her. She couldn’t have lived off her earnings. Were it not for David’s input after their divorce and the somewhat sporadic payments for her journalistic efforts, she would have needed a real job. Real job. That phrase made her toes curl. Being a poet was a real job, especially in Wales where the bards of old had been honoured and presumably richly rewarded in kind. The fact that she had won prizes for her work and was acclaimed in certain circles led to a few of her neighbours looking at her romantically starry-eyed, but that was it. More often than not people glanced at her askance, like Arwel. Except for Sally. Sally understood. And it wasn’t only Sally who had been enthusiastic about her latest enterprise. The reviewers too had been enchanted.

She was working with her cousin Rachel on a new poetic translation of the stories from the Mabinogion, hence Arwel’s unpleasant dig. She was rewriting the text in simple verse, and Rachel, a talented artist, was providing the illustrations. One book per ancient story. The ‘little books’ Arwel had mocked so scornfully.

Rachel Pritchard was a painter and illustrator by trade and in her lowest, most self-deprecating moments Cadi sometimes suspected it was the wonderful, magical illustrations rather than her own words that made their books so popular. Rachel also lived alone in an old cottage. Hers was on the west coast and from it she ran a thriving business selling her sketches and cards online and in local art galleries who were happy to display her larger works.

The Mabinogion was a collection of ancient stories and ­legends, medieval, but much older in origin, first written down in Middle Welsh and now translated in many versions. Cadi’s poems were a unique take on the stories, intuitive and full of charm. The first four titles had sold surprisingly well; stories of Celtic gods and goddesses, of love and war, of fairies and magic, the strange, complex stories of ancient Wales that Cadi loved so passionately. And now she and Rachel were about to embark on the fifth.

She sat down at her desk and looked at the books lying open before her. Three different versions. One in Welsh, the other two, translations into English. She idly turned the pages. The difference between fairy stories and legends was that fairy ­stories were made up; legends were, however loosely, based on history, or so she had been told – by someone, she thought with a chuckle – who obviously didn’t believe in fairies.

The first four stories she and Rachel had published had been mythical and magical, the next in the most usual sequence was based, if only loosely, on history, and at least two, if not more of the characters were based in fact. The story was called ‘The Dream of Macsen Wledig’. Macsen, meaning Magnus or Great, Wledig being the title of a ruler or perhaps even a prince.

The real-life hero of the story wasn’t Welsh, he was an ­officer in the legions, called Flavius Magnus Maximus, who became Roman emperor of the West, a man who had genuinely lived for at least a time in Wales towards the end of the fourth cen­tury AD and who, according to the story in the Mabinogion, had fallen in love with the Welsh princess he had seen in a dream and had come all the way from Rome to woo her.

When she and Rachel had first discussed their project, Cadi had been doubtful about including this story in the series at all. Perhaps because it contained so much real history, it lacked the magic of some of the others, lacked the profusion of shape-shifting animals and birds that Rachel was so good at depicting, and also because it was very short, perhaps too short for a whole book. But then she had turned back to it. After the dream described in the original, Macsen was so enchanted by the lady and so convinced she was real that he sent messengers from Rome to the four corners of the world to find her. Cadi reached for her notebook. She had been intrigued enough by the story to look it up and make notes about him.

In reality Macsen had never actually been to Rome; he was a soldier and his family probably came from Spain. He was a senior officer of the Roman legions who had fought in North Africa, among other places, and latterly he was stationed in Northern Britain to fight the Caledonian tribes. Only then did history and legend begin to overlap. At some point in his tour of duty in Britannia, he did come to Wales, and there he had found his princess. Her name was Helen or Elen.

Cadi looked up. Elen. The name resonated at the back of her mind. But then of course it was part of the name of her street, of her house. She frowned thoughtfully. It was more than that though. Something important she ought to remember. No, it had gone. If it was that important it would come to her.

She turned back to her notebook. Elen was probably the daughter of a tribal leader or king, known by the Romans as Octavius. In the language of his native country, he was Eudaf, king of the Silures, the tribe who inhabited the south-eastern corner of an area of Britain that would one day be called Wales, the local tribe who had had one of their main townships here, in a hill fort called Bryndinas, outside her windows, on the far side of Camp Meadow.

Romans. A Roman marching camp. Marching. Soldiers. She shivered. Had her new interest in the soldiers of Rome conjured the sounds she had heard in the night? And if so, why? Where were they going?

It was early evening when she reached for her phone. ‘Sal. Are you busy? Can you come over? I want to discuss something with you.’

* * *

‘Well, we knew it was called Camp Meadow because there was a Roman military camp here.’ Sally sat forward on the edge of the chair, rolling the glass of wine between her palms. They were sitting outside in the garden. ‘I would have thought the county archaeologists would have known that as well.’

‘Perhaps they do. For all we know it’s not important enough for it to stop a rich developer. If it’s even true.’ Cadi hesitated. ‘Do you believe in ghosts, Sal?’

Sally raised an eyebrow. ‘Interesting question.’

‘And the answer?’

‘I’ve never seen one. Have you?’

Cadi shook her head. ‘Not as far as I know. It’s just’ – she took a thoughtful sip from her own glass – ‘I’ve been hearing things. Don’t laugh.’

‘I wasn’t going to.’

‘At night. The sound of soldiers marching down the street outside. I’ve heard it several times. I thought it might be rain on the roof at first, or a dream, but—’ She stopped uncomfortably. ‘I wondered if you’d heard it too?’

‘No, not a thing.’ Sally grinned. ‘But you know me. I’m so shattered by bedtime I would sleep through an earthquake. Gemma would have barked, though, if she’d heard anything.’ Gemma was Sally’s dog.

‘Do you think? But what if all the extra interest in the ­meadow has stirred something up?’

‘You haven’t actually seen anything?’

‘No.’

‘When you say soldiers marching, how do you know they’re soldiers if you haven’t seen anything?’

‘They march in step. Hobnailed boots. On stone.’

‘No shouted commands? In Latin?’

Cadi smiled. ‘No, no shouted commands.’

Sally sighed. ‘I honestly don’t know what to say, but I do think we should follow up the proper history, if there is any.’ She hesitated. ‘I wouldn’t say anything to anyone else about ghostly noises. It might muddy the water.’

‘Emphasise the dottiness of the poet next door, you mean.’ Cadi smiled ruefully.

‘Not dotty. Wonderfully otherworldly. I certainly wouldn’t mention it to Arwel. You will go and see him, I presume?’ ­Sally’s response was robust.

‘Unless you would like to do it?’ Cadi said hopefully. ‘No. I’m not that much of a coward. I’ll do it. Tomorrow.’ She reached for the wine bottle and topped up both their glasses.

‘He’s jealous of the fact you’re a successful author,’ Sally went on. ‘So, ignore his sniping. I love your books and I can’t wait for the next one. Have you decided which tale it’s going to be?’

‘“The Dream of Macsen Wledig”.’

‘Aha. A chunk of Romano-Welsh history. That will be good for the box office. I shall look forward to reading it.’

So, Sally had heard of Macsen. But Sally was well read. Her primary school pupils might not be into medieval literature, but she most definitely was.

Macsen.

The name hung in the air, seeming to reverberate around the room.

‘What’s wrong? You look as though you’ve swallowed a wasp.’ Sally was still smiling.

Cadi put down her glass and rubbed her face with the flat of her hands. ‘Sorry. It’s the heat.’

The June day had been building up towards a thunderstorm and, right on cue, as she spoke they heard low rumbling in the distance.

Sally drank the last of her wine and stood up abruptly. ‘I’d better get home. I’ve got some marking to do and you know how Gemma hates thunder.’ The little dog would already be cowering behind the sofa.

When Sally had gone Cadi sat down again.

‘Macsen,’ she whispered.

It was raining again, slow heavy drops, falling on the narrow flowerbed at the front of the house under her open kitchen window. The scent was magical – petrichor – that was what it was called, a word she treasured. The smell of wet rock and earth, the smell of the liquid that flows through the veins of the gods. A word to go in a poem one day.

But until that day came, there was Macsen.

She looked round uncomfortably. The word drummed with the rhythm of the rain.

Of the marching feet.

‘No!’ She pushed back her chair and ran to the front door, pulling it open. Beyond the gate the road was empty. She flinched as lightning zigzagged across the sky in the distance.

She could still hear them marching. Marching. A troop of men, carefully in step. Left right. Left right. In the distance. Menacing. Inexorable.

There was another flash on the horizon and the sound stopped. Silence except for the rain drumming on the ground.

She slammed the door and stood with her back against it, listening. There was nothing to be afraid of. It was her imagination playing with the sound of the rain. She could hear a car now, its tyres swishing on the wet road. It approached, passed the house and the sound faded into the distance.

Cadi went over to her desk and stood looking down at her notebook. Macsen. Marching feet. Roman soldiers. She ­shivered.
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‘What can I do for you?’ Arwel’s expression when he opened his door and saw who was on his doorstep was not encouraging, but after a moment’s hesitation he stood back to let Cadi in.

His house was several doors up from the terrace where Cadi lived, in lonely splendour on the opposite side of the road, small and determinedly detached behind a wild hedge of untrimmed hawthorn. Behind it a narrow lane led up to the village’s ancient church.

The room into which he led her was full of books. It smelled stale and the window, she noticed, was firmly shut in spite of the building heat of the morning. A huge partners’ desk took up most of the floor space, apart from two deep armchairs placed on either side of the fireplace. She walked past him and perched uncomfortably on the arm of the chair furthest from the door where Arwel remained, standing in silence, his arms folded. A wiry man with thick pepper-and-salt hair, short in stature with sharp, very dark eyes and a prominent, slightly hooked nose, he reminded her of a bird of prey about to pounce. There was no reason for either of them to mention his son, Ifan. She hadn’t been in the house since she and Ifan had finally split up. This room at least hadn’t changed.

‘I wanted to ask you about the history of the village.’ She forced herself to relax. ‘Specifically, I wondered if you knew anything about there being a Roman villa in the area. In Camp Meadow.’

‘Ah.’ He walked over and seated himself on the corner of his desk. ‘So, you do know about the planning dispute.’

‘I didn’t realise until recently that there was a planning dispute. I had no idea building permission had been applied for. I think it’s terrible.’

‘Is it?’ He glared at her.

‘Well, isn’t it?’ She took a deep breath. ‘So, was there a villa there? Surely if there is archaeological evidence for something like that they won’t be able to develop the land at least until they’ve done a proper survey.’

‘There was no villa.’ He gave an exaggerated sigh. ‘Why do you think it’s called Camp Meadow?’

‘I gather there was a military camp there as well. To be ­honest, I hadn’t really thought about it before.’

‘No, of course you hadn’t.’

She forced herself to stay calm. She could feel the heat rising in her face. ‘So if there was a camp, would that be enough to qualify for some kind of rescue dig?’

‘There was a Roman camp, yes. There was a trial ditch dug before the last war. But if they did find anything it had presumably left little or no trace because they filled in the ditch. No doubt the planning people will check before they give permission for any development. I believe they do ground radar tests of some sort. But even if they deem a rescue dig worthwhile, they would in the end cover it up and go ahead with the building. Don’t worry. If you have a financial interest, you’ll still get your money.’

‘I don’t own it, Arwel,’ she replied as calmly as she could. If he thought that, it would be yet another reason for his hostility. ‘Neither does my ex-husband’s family. I gather the farm was sold soon after the war. David checked yesterday. Then apparently it changed hands again about four years ago and is now owned by a development company. I had so hoped it was the site of somewhere important.’

‘If it was the site of somewhere important we would all know about it, wouldn’t we.’ He stood up and walked towards the door. It was clearly a signal that she should leave.

‘It’s no good. He wasn’t interested.’ Cadi went straight over to Sally’s. Her neighbour had just returned from a walk with Gemma. It was Saturday so there was no school.

‘Well, everyone else is interested even if he isn’t.’ Sally led the way into her living room. ‘Dai Prosser is getting up a petition and Christopher and Mel at the mill have already lodged a formal objection.’

‘Good.’ Cadi hesitated. ‘They don’t all think I owned the field, do they? Arwel did.’

Sally shook her head. ‘Don’t worry. I’ve put them right on that one. Couldn’t Arwel think of anything we could do?’

‘He says there was a marching camp there but it wasn’t worth excavating.’

Sally thought for a few seconds. ‘It sounds as though he was in curmudgeon mode.’ Sitting down she patted her knee and her little dog jumped onto her lap. A cross between a West Highland terrier and an unknown suitor, Gemma, white, fluffy and, according to her mistress, with the super-intelligence of a Nobel prizewinner, appeared to be listening intently to the conversation.

Cadi laughed. ‘Isn’t he always? Wretched man.’

‘Never mind.’ Sally was philosophical. ‘There must be other experts about. Maybe we could find something ourselves. Do you know anyone with a metal detector?’

‘As I expect you know, a marching camp was a temporary ­military camp they set up when the legions were on their way somewhere. Probably early on, before they had built any ­proper fortresses or towns to suppress the wild Welsh.’ Chris ­Chatto had obviously been doing his homework. He was finish­ing tidying up the mill kitchen, his face red from the baking ovens. He set the timer and led the way out onto the narrow terrace that bordered the millstream. Behind them the great mill wheel was stationary. It obviously wasn’t a day for grinding flour.

He sat down on one of the wrought-iron chairs and stuck his legs out in front of him with a satisfied sigh. ‘That’s the last batch. Mel did most of the baking first thing.’ Chris and his wife Melissa ran a popular little café, shop and bakery as part of the working watermill that ground local flour several times a week. He pushed a tall glass of fruit cordial across the table towards Cadi. ‘I’ve become an expert on the Roman invasion of Britain in the last few days. God bless the internet! Arwel’s right. There probably isn’t anything left in the field but the name.’ He paused. ‘I’ve checked the planning application. It implies there has been a preliminary survey of the site and that it showed nothing of interest. They claim there is no need for further investigation. Oh, Cadi.’ He sighed. ‘I don’t know about you – and after all, you live next door to the place – but as far as I can gather no one around here, no one at all, has seen or heard anything that might amount to a survey going on. But then of course it might have consisted of nothing more than a quick walk through the field. 
Call me cynical, but I can’t help wondering if it ever ­happened at all. One hears about schemes being waved through all the time.’

‘Oh Chris, if you’re implying what I think you’re implying, that’s awful. But I certainly never saw anything that made me suspect the field was being surveyed,’ Cadi shook her head, ‘but then, I’m not watching it every second of the day. Far from it. Although, shouldn’t there be yellow planning application notices stuck on the gate or in the hedge somewhere?’ She thought for a moment. ‘So, why would the Romans have had a temporary camp here when there were places like Caerleon with all its wonderful Roman remains a few miles up the road?’

‘Either this was here first, or they were on the way somewhere else. There’s a Roman road running straight through the village – you of all people should know that, living in Sarnelen Cottage.’

Cadi nodded. Sarn Helen or Sarn Elen was not only the name of her road, it was the name of several roads in Wales, Roman roads, one in particular, from the south coast to the north, built, so legend had it, by Macsen’s wife, the Welsh princess of the Mabinogion, the princess about whom she was about to write.

Chris glanced at his watch. ‘You know how stories get around. Memories of a camp with a few wooden buildings might have escalated into a villa over the centuries. Far more glamorous. That’s how legends develop.’ He sighed. ‘Four more minutes and I’ll have to go back to the kitchen. The girls will be in to prep for lunch soon.’ He drained his glass and stood up. ‘By the way, you might hear the wheel in action later this afternoon. There’s a party of kids coming to see it. A birthday treat for one of them. This mill has Roman foundations, did you know? I think there are a lot of places round here like us. Just think, the noise of that wheel turning the millstones won’t have changed much in two thousand years. Whatever Arwel says, we may not have had a villa, but there was certainly some kind of settlement here. And I mean to find it.’

Cadi stood in the middle of the meadow staring down at the ground as if it could show her the outline of whatever building had stood there so long ago. The grass was long, lush, full of wildflowers. Presumably Dai would come in soon to mow it for hay. Normally, once the bales had gone he would bring in his sheep to graze for a few weeks, growing fat on what was left. But who knew what would happen this year? She loved this space next to her house. It was somewhere she could come to be alone, to think, to compose her poetry, to absorb the glorious peace as she sat on the grass or wandered around, following the faint tracks left by the rabbits. They had to save it, they just had to. Not just because she loved it so much, but because 
everyone in the village felt the same. Turning onto the ­narrow public footpath that threaded its way through the ­grasses across the centre of the meadow she made her way down 
towards the brook and the diverted leat that served the mill. There the midday sun glinted in the water as it rippled across the rocks to fall into a deep pool in the shade of the alders and willows. The footpath led on towards some stepping stones across the brook and from there climbed through the scrub towards the steeper hillside. There was nothing to be seen of the remains of the hill fort from here, but up there, on the flattened summit, hundreds of feet above the spot where she was standing, there was a stunning view for miles across the countryside, north towards the mountains and hills of the Bannau Brycheiniog and south towards the distant Severn estuary and the Bristol Channel, and there one could still see amongst the heather and gorse the concentric deep ditches and an outline of the ramparts that had sheltered an entire community. Who did the hill belong to, she wondered. Was that too in danger? Surely it was an ancient monument of some kind. She would need to check the notice at the foot of the path from the lane. She left the footpath and pushed on down through the long grass and nettles towards the shingle beach where Dai’s sheep always congregated to drink.

The sound of hoofbeats seemed to come out of nowhere. One minute she was listening to the quiet splashing of the water and the repetitive echoing call of a song thrush high in one of the trees, then the ground was shaking with the drumming of hooves and she heard the angry scream of a frightened horse. Spinning round with a cry of alarm, she automatically leapt out of the way, but there was nothing there. It had gone. Silence settled around her again, broken only by the gentle gurgle of the water. The thrush had flown away.

Retracing her steps, her heart thudding with fright, she stared round but the meadow was empty.

‘I don’t know where it went. It must have jumped the stream.’ Still trembling with shock, she called Dai Prosser on her mobile. From the frantic baaing noises in the background she could tell he was with his sheep. ‘I’m so sorry, I must have scared it. But to be fair it scared me. I didn’t realise there was a horse in the field. Will it be safe up there in the woods?’

‘There isn’t a horse in the field—’ Dai cut off in mid sentence  and she heard another man’s voice in the background.

‘Sorry. Are you busy?’

Dai laughed. ‘I’m always busy. Right now I’m shearing sheep, my lovely. Look, I don’t know anything about a horse. It shouldn’t be there. It hasn’t thrown its rider somewhere, has it? Was it tacked up? Best you have a quick look round. Sorry, I’ve got to go.’ She heard the sound of electric shears in the background and then the phone went dead.

She gazed round helplessly. There was no sign of anyone or anything in the gently swaying long grasses. All she could hear was the hum of bees.

Cadi told Sally what had happened that evening as they strolled together up the lane with Gemma.

‘I rang Dai in case he had let someone graze a horse in here. He said not. He wasn’t much interested, to be fair.’

‘He’s shearing.’ Sally opened the gate and they walked back into the meadow. She bent to let the little dog off the lead. ‘Do you want to walk down to the stream to make sure there’s no one wandering around concussed?’

Cadi laughed. ‘I suppose it would put my mind at rest. And if there was someone lying unconscious in the grass somewhere, wouldn’t Gemma find them?’

‘Some hope. Tracker dog she isn’t, although, she might be up for it if they were eating biscuits.’

The two women followed the path across the meadow, with Gemma in front of them, nose to the ground, indeed giving the impression of a dog on the trail of something interesting. The something turned out to be a rabbit. Sally called her back, laughing. ‘I doubt a rabbit could snort and thump and shake the ground enough to sound like a horse’s hooves, and if there was a human round here the creature would have fled long since.’

‘Rabbits do thump with their back legs,’ Cadi put in. She stopped. ‘What’s the matter with Gemma?’ The dog had frozen in her tracks, crouching low to the ground, staring ahead. They could both see the hackles bristling on the back of her neck.

‘Come on,’ Sally whispered. ‘We’d better go and see.’

They tiptoed down the path. ‘I can’t see anyone.’

‘I can hear the horse,’ Cadi murmured. ‘Listen.’

Sally shook her head. ‘There’s nothing here.’ She turned round slowly. At her feet Gemma was panting, eyes wide, ears flat against her head.

‘Let’s go back.’ Cadi could feel her skin beginning to ­prickle. ‘There’s something here; something weird, and Gemma can sense it.’ She didn’t wait for Sally, who paused to glance once more over her shoulder around the empty meadow before following Cadi back towards the lane, Gemma close at her heels.

‘Do you think there’s a big cat out here somewhere?’ Sally said as she unlatched the gate. ‘You hear about them from time to time.’

Cadi shook her head. ‘It’s a horse,’ she insisted. ‘I heard the wretched thing.’

‘A disappearing horse? A magic horse? Ceffyl Dwˆr – a water horse? A beast of ill omen.’ Sally loved the Welsh legends. She gave an involuntary shudder.

‘No. A real horse, heavy enough to make the ground shake as it galloped.’

‘But invisible.’

Cadi shook her head in mock despair. ‘If you say so. More likely I suspect it’s in a field across the brook somewhere or perhaps even further away than that and there are some kind of strange acoustics at work. Vibrations in the earth. Or—’

‘Or you imagined it.’ Sally laughed. ‘A ghost horse. Think of that.’ She glanced over her shoulder. ‘Where’s Gemma?’ She gave a whistle. ‘Where’s she gone? Whatever it was, let’s hope it drives the developers away. Gemma!’ she called again. ‘Come on. Time to go home.’

The meadow behind them was deserted. There was no answering rustle in the grass, no sharp bark in response.

‘Where is she?’ Sally was growing anxious. ‘Gemma! Come on, Gem! She was here a minute ago.’ With a quick glance at Cadi she turned back along the footpath, whistling as she went.

Twenty minutes later, after splitting up and searching the path all the way across the meadow, along the brook and up the lower slopes of the wood, they met up in the centre of the meadow again, still scanning the grass. ‘She could be anywhere. Supposing she’s gone down a rabbit hole and got stuck.’

‘We’d hear her barking, surely,’ Cadi said. ‘I don’t understand it. She followed us to the gate. She did, didn’t she? There’s no one else around. No other dogs. Do you think she’s gone all the way up to the fort?’

‘I suppose she might if she was chasing something.’ Sally was distraught.

They turned and made their way back to the shingle beach on the edge of the brook, jumped from stone to stone to the other side and began to walk up the path through the trees. After ten minutes Sally stopped. ‘It’s no good. She wouldn’t have come this far. She never goes this far away from me.’ There were tears in her eyes.

‘Look, Sal. Think about it. She’s a clever little dog. She knows where she lives. If she’s lost, she’ll find her way home. Something frightened her out there—’ Cadi stopped and swallowed. ‘If she was scared, she would run home, wouldn’t she? Perhaps she lost her bearings momentarily.’

‘But she would come to me. She would want me to pick her up and comfort her.’ The tears were falling now.

‘If she’s not at home we can ask around the village. Everyone knows her. Lots of other people walk their dogs here. If she’s trapped somewhere, one of them will find her.’

‘Do you think someone could have stolen her? She’s such a beautiful little dog.’ Sally had found a tissue and was mopping frantically at her eyes.

Cadi shook her head slowly. ‘We’d have seen if there were strangers around. Or anyone else at all.’ She knew as well as Sally the news was always full of stories about stolen dogs. Best not even think about it. ‘I’m sure she’ll come home by herself. She might already be there waiting for you.’

* * *

She heard the marching feet again that night. There was no rain this time. She was woken by the moon shining through the crack in the curtains. She listened as the sounds drew ­closer. They were louder this time, somehow more sinister. A large group of men, in step, heading towards Camp ­Meadow. She lay rigid, not daring to move. They were right outside now. She clenched her fists, terrified they might come to a halt outside her cottage, the crunch of boots inexorable, threatening. Closing her eyes, she held her breath but they marched on up the road. Only when the sounds had died away completely did she slide out of bed and tiptoe to the window. The road was empty.

As she looked out a light came on at the far end of the street. Arwel was awake too.
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‘Well, I think it would be lovely. Lots of young new faces in the village school. That’s what this place needs.’

The views on the housing development were polarising in the post office on Monday morning.

‘Don’t be daft, woman. They would be bought by people from off as Airbnbs.’

Cadi took her place in the queue with some ­trepidation, wishing she hadn’t come in. But it was already too late to retreat. ‘I thought that field belonged to your ex.’ Maggie ­Powell turned to face her. The old woman’s round cheeks were pink with indignation. ‘It must have gone for millions.’

Cadi forced herself to smile. ‘The family sold the farm decades ago, Mrs Powell. Whoever put it on the market, it wasn’t us. We didn’t know anything about it.’ She changed the subject quickly. ‘Did you know Sally’s little dog Gemma is missing? Please can everyone keep their eyes open. We went for a walk in the meadow on Saturday to see what was happening. Something frightened Gemma and she ran off. She just disappeared. We spent all yesterday looking. There was a horse in the field too but that has disappeared as well, Dai said it was nothing to do with him.’

‘There have never been horses in that meadow,’ Bet Evans joined in. ‘There is something in there that scares the daylights out of them. Remember?’ She turned to Maggie Powell. ‘When we rode our ponies as kids, we were always told to keep out of there. Horses know, you know.’

‘Know?’ Cadi was nearing the front of the queue. She reached for her purse.

‘People were killed there, in the old days.’ Maggie nodded. ‘They found bones.’

‘Bones?’ Cadi’s mouth went dry.

‘Don’t listen to her.’ Bet gave her friend a punch on the shoulder. ‘Hundreds of years old, they were.’

‘But horses know.’ Maggie wasn’t to be deflected. ‘They can sense death. Maybe that little dog felt it too and ran away.’

‘They did some excavating.’ Bet turned back to Cadi. ‘Before the war, I think it was. It wasn’t just one grave, was it? There was lots of old bones.’ She glanced around the post office. The queue had fallen silent, transfixed. ‘And wasn’t there some kind of fancy floor they found too? Then the war came along and they covered everything up. I don’t think anyone ever came back to go on with the digging…’

Her voice trailed off. Everyone in the post office was thinking the same thing. ‘I’ll speak to Chris at the mill,’ she said at last. ‘Maybe he ought to tell the police or someone, if it’s bones. And you can tell them about the little dog as well.’

Cadi sat in the garden that night watching the moon rise behind the hills. The village was silent. The lights in Sally’s cottage had gone off an hour ago. The silence had been awful since Gemma had disappeared. She hadn’t been a noisy little dog – quite the reverse – but the occasional sharp bark of excitement or Sally’s voice as she called her was part of the soundscape of Cadi’s life.

There was a line of pale light in the northern sky. With a sigh she watched it fade. If a body had been found before the war, the chances were that was when the meadow had still belonged to David’s family. Surely his cousin must know something about it. She glanced at her watch. It was too late to ring him tonight. She would call him in the morning, and in the meantime she would start thinking about the story of Elen, the daughter of Eudaf, king of the Silures, and if she was going to write a poem telling Elen’s story from her point of view rather than that of the macho Roman emperor, it was time to start making some notes about the possible real-life backstory of her heroine. Wandering inside, she sat down at her desk and picked up her pen.

Elen, princess of the Silures, had waited until it was quiet that evening before slipping into her riding trousers and sturdy boots and creeping outside, her pouch stuffed with treats. Her father and her brother were preoccupied with the forthcoming visit of the commander of the troops stationed down at Isca and paid no attention as she slipped from her couch, leaving them to talk over the final course of their meal. Only her groom, Rhys, knew how often she went to visit the young horse and how much training they had done together as they practised the moves again and again in ever more complicated manoeuvres, the girl riding bareback, pivoting the animal on his haunches with just the touch of her toes, no whip, no spurs, no raised voice. Only a whisper. And only Rhys knew that, though the girl had set her heart on this horse for her very own, the horse she called Emrys, it had been promised to her brother.

‘No!’ Her response to his gentle warning had been so angry the colt had thrown up its head, eyes rolling. ‘Never! That is not going to happen.’

He sighed. It was not his place to come between the children of the high king. When she went out alone into the dusk he pretended not to see.

The colt was waiting for her on the far side of the meadow, by the stream. She lured him to her with a crust of bread and talked to him gently as he snuffled up the reward before allowing her to scramble onto his back and, her hands wound firmly into his mane, kick him into a canter, riding circles on the grass, left, right, neatly drawn figures, round and round.

She never saw the strange reflection of bright lights across the field in front of the colt, never heard the cacophony of ­voices, the roar of the engine as the animal reared up with a scream of fright and she flew off to land with a thud almost under the animal’s hooves.

‘Are you all right?’

Elen was aware of the ring of faces looking down at her as she lay on the ground. A file of legionaries had marched up the lane from the road. They had come to an abrupt halt at the sight of her lying on the ground and three of the cavalry ­officers, ­riding at the head of the troop, had turned into the field, followed by two or three of the men, while the rest halted some distance away.

She scrambled to her feet. ‘You scared him!’ She rounded on them furiously. ‘With your noises and your lights! Don’t you know better than to terrify a horse like that? He’s only young.’ The colt had galloped off to the far corner of the meadow and had come to a halt staring at the group of men surrounding his rider. His rein was trailing and his coat was streaked with sweat.

The senior officer dismounted. ‘You ride well for a peasant chit. And for the record, it wasn’t us that spooked him. We were riding up the lane to the king’s palace. There was some kind of bright light in the field. A reflection off a polished surface.’

She felt his gaze run up and down her body, taking in her hair that had come loose from its tight plait, and her furious, mud-stained face. She grew hot with shame,  self-consciously aware for the first time that she was wearing a short sturdy overtunic and loose checked trousers of the kind worn by her father’s poorer tribesmen, and instead of sandals her feet were clad in sturdy boots.

‘Don’t let anyone else see you riding that horse,’ the officer went on sternly. ‘My guess is that animal was sired by one of the legion’s Arabs. It will be worth something if you haven’t maimed it.’

‘He belongs to my father,’ she retorted. ‘I have every right to ride him.’

‘A likely story! Shall I catch it, sir?’ One of the officer’s men stood forward.

‘No, leave it. It will be safe enough.’ He turned back to Elen. ‘Hop it, you! Back to the village with you.’ He nodded towards the hill beyond the brook. On top, the thatched roofs of the tribal settlement were just visible behind the stone and brushwood ramparts. ‘And be glad I won’t report you to your king’s household.’

Elen felt another surge of incredulous fury sweep over her. How dare he talk to her like that? Her anger was swiftly replaced by relief. He thought she was a villager – and what else would he think with her roughly spun trousers, her coating of dust and her tangled hair? ‘Thank you, lord,’ she said meekly, and she hid her smile behind a downcast gaze.

He grinned. He wasn’t fooled. The girl had as much ­spirit as the horse. He watched as she turned and walked away. She was limping, too proud to admit how much the fall had shaken her. As she moved away towards the gate, the yearling raised its head and whickered at her. It trotted towards her and ­nuzzled her shoulder. With its silky black coat and the give-away dished face of a legionary Arab stallion that had been allowed to run in the hills with the sturdy native ponies, it did indeed have the makings of a fine horse. He grinned to himself again. The wild Silurian girl too had a touch of the exotic about her with her tangled curls and flashing eyes.

Octavius, high king of Britain and lord of the Silures, studied his visitor with care. The two men were alone. The ­commander of the Roman armies in the province of Britannia was a ­seasoned soldier, victorious after defeating the Pictish inroads into North Britain and before that, campaigns in North Africa and ­Germania and Gaul. Rumour had it he was the son of the ­Hispanic pro-consul, a close relative of the Emperor Theodosius himself. Though he was head of the legions of Britannia, it was no secret that he wanted more.

Flavius Magnus gave his host a frank look. ‘I want to be honest with you. The connection would suit us both. Britannia is threatened from all sides and my expected support from the emperor is so far less than helpful. I have defeated the Picts and Caledonians in the North. I expect more raids from Hibernia and we are endlessly threatened by the Saxons. If your son, heir to you as high king, with royal blood in his veins, were my son too and brought the support of the tribes of the west with him—’

Octavius scratched his chin. ‘And my guess is, it is the king of Cornwall who put this idea in your head,’ he commented thoughtfully.

‘We discussed it, certainly.’ Flavius Magnus did not miss a beat. ‘You are the most powerful of the kings in Britain and as such you were elected high king as a client of Rome. It would make sense for both of us. My fortress at Isca is in your ­territory—’

‘Your fortress.’ The thoughtful repetition of the pronoun came with only the slightest emphasis on the first word. ‘So, tell me about your daughter.’

‘She is my only girl. Flavia Maxima is beautiful. Biddable.’

‘And her mother?’

‘Her mother is dead. Of a fever. Sadly,’ he added almost as an afterthought. ‘And I have two sons by her. Victor and ­Constantine.’

Octavius raised an eyebrow. ‘So, my son has little to gain from such a marriage, though you yourself gain immeasurably from being son-in-law to the high king.’

His visitor stiffened. ‘I am a relative of the Emperor ­Theodosius.’

Octavius was not impressed. ‘I will consider your offer and consult with my
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