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Prologue

Consider the sunlight as it glints on the edge of the blade. The sword is silent and sharp, and steady: the point hovers one short thrust from your face. Its wielder stares at you, but with the sun behind him and his face in shadow he has no identity. You hear his breathing and your own and the sound of the river in which you lie. You do not know who the man is, or where he came from. He has you here, and in a moment he will kill you.

Paul lay in the forest stream on his back, naked, his head and shoulders raised on his elbows above the churning water, and waited for the man who stood before him, rough trousers soaked to the knees and sword held at arm’s length, to finish it. The stones of the streambed dug painfully into Paul’s bare flesh. His teeth chattered and his limbs shook from fear and from the freezing water, which had already sucked all heat from his body.

Do not beg, Paul told himself beneath the thumping of his heart. Death is nothing to you now. Consider the justice of your end, and accept it. All the workings of the godless world have brought you here. You began your life naked and screaming: you can at least end it with what little of your dignity remains.

Paul did not beg, but nor did he stop shaking, and though he tried to close his eyes he could not move his stare from the gleam of the blade. He awaited its next move, a jab to his throat, and oblivion awaited him.

In the final moment he thought with sadness of his sister. Despite everything, he wished he had said goodbye.

The blade did not move. Paul heard a dull thud, and he saw the man’s chest jolt strangely. The man staggered, still holding his sword, and almost fell. He veered left, sloshed clumsily through the water like a drunkard, came to the bank, began to crawl onto the turf, and there collapsed.

The man lay on his front with the sword at his side. Embedded deep in his back was the shaft of an arrow, its goose-feather flights shining white in the sun.

Paul stayed where he was, quiet amidst the waters, and stared into the darkness of the trees beyond the riverbank, but he saw no movement, and heard nothing beyond the rushing of the stream and the nearby song of a blackbird. The arrow might have flown from Heaven itself. When he decided to rise, it took painful effort to force movement and life into his frozen limbs. Slowly, stiffly, he climbed to his feet. His chest was heaving, blood pulsating in his neck. Instinctively he felt to check that his seal ring was still on his finger. It was.

He steadied his mouth enough to fling out two short words: ‘Who’s there?’

A single figure emerged from the trees. He looked about the same age as Paul, sixteen or so; he wore peasant’s clothing, a travelling cloak and satchel, a cloth cap and quiver of arrows, and in his right hand he carried a hunting bow. His face was long, his mouth broad. He was smiling to himself, and did not look at Paul as he came down to the bank.

‘Thank you, friend,’ Paul said, wishing that his voice was stronger. His body was still shivering as though it wanted to shake itself apart. Shortly before, his would-be murderer had come across him bathing in this forest stream, and had taken his clothes from the bank and flung them downstream before advancing upon him. Its water was shallow, but the current was thick and strong, swollen by the spring rains, and it had carried Paul’s tunic, cloak and undergarments some distance to a willow overhanging the bank, where they had become snagged.

The young peasant had reached the body. He nudged it with his toe. Satisfied that the man was dead, he twisted the arrow from his back and looked at Paul for the first time. He seemed amused by his nakedness, and when he noticed the golden ring on Paul’s finger, and then the clothes caught downstream in the willow – the deep, dark red of Paul’s cloak, the tunic with its fine gold-threaded border, the costly linen underwear – slowly his smile became an open grin, and then a chuckle, and suddenly he was laughing so hard that he bent over and shut his eyes.

Moments ago Paul had thought himself prepared to meet death calmly. Now he felt ridiculous, standing naked in the river before the mockery of a peasant. The fact that he owed the peasant his life only deepened his humiliation. Angrily he tried to ignore the laughter and began to wade with the current towards his clothes. He took two steps before his foot slipped on a mossy stone and he stumbled face-first into the stream. He scrambled to his feet, shook the water from his ears, took another step and slipped again. As he once more rose he looked over his shoulder and saw that the peasant was now lying on his side, still laughing, as though he were reclining at a feast and Paul were a clown prancing for his amusement. Paul swore, forgot all pretence of dignity, and clambered messily on all fours to the willow, from which he violently snatched his clothes, wrestling his trousers free with such force that he tore them where they had caught on a bough.

Paul staggered to the bank and heaved himself onto the grass, exhausted. He took only a moment to catch his breath before he spotted a thick branch lying in the undergrowth. It looked damp and rotten, but he did not have the patience to look for another, and so he snatched it up, brandished it at his side and advanced on the peasant, who was still laughing like a madman. Even as Paul raised the branch and brought it down in fury, the peasant did not stop; he shielded himself with his arm and with the first strike the branch broke in two.

The rest of the branch was useless. Paul flung it into the stream. He would have kicked the peasant in the ribs, or thrust a heel in his eyes, but instinct prevented him; it was demeaning to beat inferiors by hand – with whips and canes, yes, but never with one’s own fists or feet. And he was still naked, his clothes lying in a sodden heap on the bank. The peasant could wait.

Paul returned to his clothes and untangled his trousers. He had managed to rip them near the top and they would be useless until stitched. His woollen tunic and cloak, heavy and cold with water, would never dry before sunset. What would he do until then, with the chill of evening already seeping into the forest air?

Something dark landed on the ground beside him. It was a pair of boots.

‘Put them on, lord.’

Paul turned to see that the peasant was now on his feet, tugging the trousers from the legs of the corpse. When he had removed them, he tossed them over.

Paul looked at the trousers distastefully. They were coarse, poorly stitched, and were no doubt uncomfortable. He bent down to pick them up. They still carried the warmth of their last owner. ‘I won’t wear the clothes of a dead man,’ he said.

The young peasant laughed again. ‘We’re all dead men, lord.’

By the time Paul had dressed, the peasant had dragged the body into the undergrowth and left it for the wolves. He returned to the stream to collect his satchel, quiver and bow. Paul noticed that the dead man’s sword now hung from his belt. It was illegal for peasants to carry such weapons; a sword marked a man as an outlaw, and he could be executed in the public forum merely for possessing one. But Paul was now far from the cities with their law courts and judges. He thought better of mentioning it.

‘I was going to make camp some way downstream,’ the peasant said. He bowed to a sarcastic depth. ‘If my lord desires food and warmth, I would be honoured by his company.’

Paul nodded, containing his irritation, gathered his damp clothes and followed the peasant, a member of the local Cornovian tribe to judge from his speech, along a forest track. The dead man’s tunic and cloak fitted him poorly, but they were at least dry. And he was alive; were it not for this boy, his naked corpse would now be food for wolves. For the first time it struck Paul how easily the peasant could have killed him, too, had he wanted to, with a swift second arrow that would have won him a golden ring. Few men lived in these woods, and Paul had been utterly defenceless. Instead, the peasant had saved his life. As they continued, although the itchiness of the rough tunic kept Paul’s mood from calming, he began to feel some grudging gratitude towards his saviour. ‘Do you have a name, peasant?’

‘Victor.’

Paul waited for the peasant to ask his name in turn. When he did not, Paul asked, ‘Are you a hunter?’

The Cornovian snorted. ‘The hunted.’

He did not elaborate, and neither spoke again until shortly before dusk, when they made camp in a clearing not far above the river. Paul had been journeying through these forests for several days and knew how to build a fire, but now it seemed proper to let the peasant do it while he stood to one side. Only when the fire was blazing, by which time the clear sky was turning a deep blue and stars were beginning to appear, did Paul come to sit beside it. He watched the peasant pull a hare from his satchel and set about cutting the hide from the back legs with a hunting knife.

‘My name is Gaius Cironius Agnus Paulus,’ said Paul.

Victor gave a brief nod, intent on skinning the animal. Treading on the hare’s back feet to keep them in place, he smoothly tugged the hide up to the neck, turning it inside out. The naked muscles shimmered purple in the firelight. He cut through the neck with his knife and tossed skin and head aside. ‘Honoured,’ he said.

‘My father,’ Paul said patiently, ‘is senator Gaius Cironius Agnus of the Dobunni.’

At these words the peasant glanced up. ‘Now, I think I’ve heard of the Dobunni.’

Paul realised that he was being mocked. Of course a Cornovian would have heard of the Dobunni, the neighbouring tribe to the south. He must also have heard of the Cironii, one of the wealthiest and most powerful families in Britannia, descended from an ancient line of tribal kings whose princely blood flowed through Paul’s own veins. Paul watched the peasant closely, and saw a faint smile curl his lips. He was teasing Paul, wanting to humble him into explaining his own noble pedigree. The very thought was infuriating. Paul had never before met someone who did not already know who he was, let alone someone who pretended not to know.

‘You’re a long way from home, Gaius Cironius Agnus Paulus,’ said Victor. ‘You lost?’

It was an impudent question that deserved no answer. The best demeanour for now, Paul decided, was a dignified silence. This peasant would realise his mistake when they were out of the woods, when they had returned to the civilised world …

He stopped that thought. You cannot return, you fool. Have you forgotten that already?

Today’s narrow escape from death had shaken him, and he had settled back into his old habits. But now the memory of his crime once more crept to the front of his mind like a raven. He felt its wings darken his thoughts. It cloaked his pride in the blackest of shadows. Why are you in these woods? it asked of him. His heart began to thump. A sickening weakness spread through his limbs. You have poisoned the blood of the Cironii. You have no right to claim their name as your own. You are nothing but a wandering wretch without honour.

You should have died in the stream.

He should have died – for the crime he had committed, by natural law he should have died. Fate had been ready to take vengeance through the steel of the bandit. Paul had not pleaded for his life, nor appealed against his sentence. He had been ready to die. And yet he still lived.

At this thought the darkness receded; not entirely, but enough for a brief glimpse of light, maybe even hope. Why had he been spared?

The peasant pushed a spit into the hare’s neck, and forced it the length of the body. ‘These things are hardly worth the effort, skinny little bastards,’ he said with a chuckle. With one hand he held it over the fire. With the other he removed his cap to reveal a bald head. He had been freshly and messily shaved, his scalp left patterned with razor cuts.

Such cuts could only mean one thing. Paul was not the only fugitive in these woods. He cleared his throat. ‘You’re a deserter,’ he said.

‘No.’ Victor showed Paul his right wrist, which did not bear the tattoo of military service. ‘I was drafted from my lord’s estate a couple of days ago, that’s when they shaved me. But this morning I ran for it before they made me take the oath. Not a soldier, not a deserter.’

‘But you’re running from both your lord and the army.’

‘I never swore an oath to my lord, either. I’m not a slave, but I was born on his land, and he treated me like one. He was ready enough to hand me over to the army. Why should I give him my loyalty? I owe him nothing, and the army nothing. I have no family. I’m as much a Roman citizen as anyone.’

That was true in part. Since the days of Emperor Caracalla every freeborn man within the empire was technically a citizen of Rome. But that also meant being subject to Roman laws, among them loyalty to one’s lord. ‘You’re an outlaw.’

Victor shrugged. His smile never seemed to leave his face.

He did not look like an outlaw to Paul. Despite his skill with the bow, despite the coolness with which he had killed the man earlier, there was a gentleness to Victor’s eyes that did not seem suited to that sort of life. When they had made camp, Victor had unbuckled the illegal sword, had casually left it lying on the grass near the edge of the clearing, and had evidently forgotten about it since. He had made no threats or demands for a reward, seemed to have no intention of holding Paul to ransom. If he was an outlaw, he was not a very good one.

Paul thought about this, about how the peasant seemed to have fallen into a role for which he was despairingly ill-suited, and then thought about himself, and for the first time imagined how he must have first appeared to Victor: a young noble, stark naked, standing shivering in the middle of a forest stream with his black hair matted to his head and his fancy clothes snagged in a willow tree. And now here they sat, the pair of them, cooking a miserable scrap of meat in the depths of the barren woods, one with a shorn head and the other in the clothes of a dead man. It was all so absurd.

For the first time in many days, Paul began to laugh.

‘Wake up.’

Paul was roused by a hand shaking his shoulder. He opened his eyes to see the peasant leaning over him. ‘What is it?’

Victor spoke urgently. ‘We need to go. Quick.’

Paul sat up. Dawn had just broken with a yellow glare in an open sky, and the forest was alive with birdcalls. He was beside the dead remnants of the campfire, across which he and the peasant had talked until well into the night. Though Paul had not told Victor his reason for running from home, never before had he been so familiar with someone of such low rank. He had found it strangely agreeable. ‘What’s wrong?’

Victor was already on his feet with his satchel and bow. ‘The fucking army. Can you hear the dogs?’

Paul rose, grabbing the cloak he had worn as a blanket. He listened carefully. Through the trees he could hear a pack of yapping hounds. His chest tightened in sudden panic. He had once seen an army press gang chase a fugitive across his father’s estate. They had scattered flocks, torn through fences and terrorised the tenant farmers, caring nothing for who their lord was, until they finally ran down their prey.

‘I thought I’d lost them yesterday, but they must’ve picked up our scent downwind. Just my luck. Come on!’

Victor set off at a run into the trees, down towards the river. Paul was about to follow him when he noticed the sword still lying on the edge of the clearing. ‘Wait – the sword!’

‘Leave it!’ called Victor. ‘I don’t want to be caught with it. Now come on, run!’

They stumbled through the undergrowth down to the water, and then sloshed across the stream to the opposite bank. Paul followed, with no idea where Victor was hoping to escape to. The barks were becoming louder, and now Paul could also hear the cries of men behind them, the voices of a press gang closing on its quarry. He and Victor could run as hard as devils, but they would never outrun dogs in the forest, and would quickly be caught by mounted men in the open.

The trees ended and they found themselves in a rough pasture of grass and scrub. Mist hugged the flat, boggy ground, which stretched into the distance, interrupted only by a few thick clumps of coppiced wood. Victor pointed towards the nearest large copse. ‘There, run! With luck the dogs lost us at the river.’

They sprinted across the open ground to the copse. The trees were coppiced hazel, and the pair pushed between the thick, mature spines, half crawling their way deep inside. At the gloomy heart of the copse they crouched and remained still. Paul could no longer hear the dogs, or the voices of men. ‘Maybe we lost them,’ he said.

‘Shh.’ Victor’s eyes were squinted in concentration as he cocked his ear to listen. ‘They might’ve seen us.’

They waited, motionless. There was no sound except the birdsong and the rustling of animals in the undergrowth, and their own strained breathing.

After a while Victor, coming to a sudden realisation, looked at Paul with wide eyes and said, ‘You can tell them to leave me alone.’

‘What?’

‘I saved your life, didn’t I? You can tell them to let me go. You’re noble. You can tell them!’

Paul shook his head. ‘That’s not my place. You have your own lord. I can’t just—’

‘I saved your fucking life!’ Victor lunged forwards, grabbing Paul’s throat and forcing him onto his back. ‘Fucking tell them!’ he spat as they grappled on the ground. He let go with one hand for an instant, but only to snatch the hunting knife from his belt, which he quickly brought up against Paul’s jugular.

At the touch of the sharp iron blade on his skin, Paul stopped struggling. It was hard to speak with one hand still crushing his throat, but he stared intently at Victor and forced words out. ‘Yesterday you save my life and share your fire, this morning you cut my throat?’

Somehow Paul knew that Victor would not cut his throat in cold blood. He was right. Victor did not release him at once, but his brow slowly relaxed, the frantic flaring of his nostrils eased, and the long line of his mouth and his thick lips turned from anger to desperation; then he removed his hand and the blade.

Paul sat up, coughing air back into his throat. Victor was sitting in a ball, his arms wrapped around his knees, his head low and face hidden.

A voice came from outside the copse. ‘Peasants! Come out or we’ll burn you out!’

Their pursuers must have seen them enter the trees. If he and Victor stayed in the copse, Paul did not doubt that the press gang would set fire to it.

‘Come out, you rats!’

Paul tried desperately to clear his thoughts. By imperial law, all vagrants could be forced into the military or into slavery. If he went out and pretended to be a commoner, he would share Victor’s fate. On the other hand, if the army learned of his true identity they would send him back to his father, and he would have to answer for his crime. Perhaps he would not be condemned. Perhaps if he returned and pleaded publicly for forgiveness, his father would be obliged to offer it. He could live out his days in disgrace, but also in comfort and safety.

The voice came again from outside: ‘This is your last chance!’

It was no good. His gut recoiled even at the thought of going home. It was not just shame: he was sick with fear. He could already see the fury in his father’s eyes, the contempt in the face of his mother, the stark coldness of the criminal tribunal in the basilica of Corinium. There would never be forgiveness. If fate took vengeance on him, he would not defy it; but he did not have the courage to walk home and face judgement. Not yet.

He crawled over to Victor and shook his shoulder. Victor raised his terrified eyes. ‘I owe you my life, that’s true,’ Paul said. ‘And I promise I’ll repay you. But I can’t let them know who I am, not yet. So I ask you for one more favour – don’t tell them anything. Let me be drafted with you, don’t tell them, and I swear that when I’m ready to go home, when I decide to leave the army and they have to let me go, I’ll take you with me.’

Victor looked doubtful. ‘How long?’

‘I don’t know. Weeks, months.’

‘Swear it on the gods.’

‘I don’t believe in the gods. I swear it on the life of my mother.’

Victor thought it over for a few moments. ‘All right.’

‘Good.’ He twisted his head in the direction of the outside voice, and shouted in his best rustic accent: ‘We’re coming out!’

The pair clambered through the branches until they emerged into the meadow. Five mounted men awaited them, wearing caps and long brown cloaks. Press gangs preferred to remain as inconspicuous as possible. Paul would have mistaken them for civilians were it not for the bronze trappings of their harnesses and their broad, army-issued leather belts. A few yards away three dogs were chewing happily on bones, watched over by their unmounted handler, who also wore a hooded civilian cloak. There was no mistaking, however, the demeanour of their leader: despite a non-regulation beard his face bore the hard lines of a veteran biarchus, a squad commander. It was he who had demanded their surrender and threatened to burn them out, and now he looked at Paul and Victor with all the satisfaction of a victorious huntsman. ‘We lost one, and we find two!’ he said, to the amusement of his men. He extended a birch rod towards Paul. ‘Name yourself, peasant.’

‘Paul of the Dobunni.’

‘Who’s your lord? What’re you doing in Cornovian country?’

Paul said nothing. He had spent long enough in the company of workers on the family estates to imitate the Dobunnic dialect of the British tongue, but he knew that a peasant voice was not enough. He hung his head low, sagged his shoulders, and forced himself to feign the humble bearing of a commoner faced by an angry superior.

‘That ring,’ said the biarchus. ‘Where’d you get it?’

Paul’s heart jolted in his chest. He had forgotten to take off his gold ring, which bore the senatorial seal of the Cironii. Now he slipped it off his finger. Still looking down at the ground, he said, ‘I found it.’

‘You stole it.’

‘No.’

‘Give it to me.’

The biarchus took the ring, holding it up to the light and scrutinising it carefully. Before he could speak there was an approaching rumble of horses’ hooves. All present turned and saw a group of about a dozen horsemen come into view from behind the copse. In contrast to the dull, waxed cloaks of the biarchus and his men, these newcomers shimmered like jewels; the sunlight glittered on their red-plumed helmets, on the bands and scales of their body armour and on the sheets of iron that hung over the horses’ flanks. The press gang’s light-footed mounts shifted nervously at their approach. Paul had seen such horsemen before: they were cataphracts, ironclads, the heavy cavalry of the field army.

The junior officer leading the cataphracts raised his arm, signalling his men to stop some way distant, while he continued at a heavy trot towards the press gang. He rode into their midst and came to a stop in front of the biarchus. On his massive warhorse he dwarfed the riders around him; its great hooves stamped and scuffed the soft turf; it threw its head back in a gesture of dominance, clouds of steam bursting through the iron grills that covered its snout.

Paul looked up at the officer, at the young, harsh expression framed by the cheekpieces of his helmet, and quickly turned away. A name had come to him at once: Flavius Agrius Rufus.

Rufus was the son of a rival family. Four years ago he and Paul had been schoolboys in Londinium. Paul remembered little about him except that they had once found themselves on opposing sides of a student brawl: Gauls versus Britons. There were a great many Gauls in the government offices of Londinium, including Rufus’s father, who sent their boys to local schools, and scraps between their sons and the sons of British families had been common. This one had been particularly bad, Paul remembered. It had left him with a bleeding ear, and the main city market in ruins. At some point in the fight he had given Rufus, two years older than himself, a nosebleed. Soon afterwards Rufus had left Londinium, and Paul had not seen or heard of him since. Now he prayed that he was not recognised.

Rufus addressed the biarchus in his Gallic-inflected Latin, seeming not to have noticed Paul. He asked the biarchus to identify himself, and explain his presence on imperial land. The biarchus replied haltingly, uncomfortable with the Latin tongue, the language of officers and administrators. He told Rufus that he was chasing down two draft-dodgers.

Paul stared at his own feet, trying his best to hide his face.

There was a pause, then he heard Rufus say: ‘Carry on.’

Rufus turned and rode back to his men. To Paul’s relief they fell into formation, and Rufus led them across the pasture out of sight.

‘Posers,’ muttered the biarchus. His men laughed. ‘You’re a thief,’ he continued, looking at Paul, ‘and a runaway. You should lose your hand, but the gods are smiling on you today. Like your friend here, you can make good your past mistakes by serving his Divine Excellency Julian Augustus.’ He swept his right hand outwards in mocking imitation of an orator. ‘The enemies of Rome lurk in the shadows, my brothers, waiting to strike against us. The Picts regather their strength beyond the Wall. The Irish and the Saxons prowl our shores like wolves. We need brave men, noble warriors, to guard Britannia, to tend the watch-fires so our children may sleep soundly in their beds. What do you say, peasants? Will you answer the emperor’s call?’

Paul glanced at the biarchus, then at the other horsemen. On every face he saw a sadistic smile that was a promise of what lay in store for him and Victor, and for that he hated each of them. But he would bear it. He had bought himself some time, and bound himself by oath to return home, even though he did not know how he would ever find the courage to do so.

Until he did, he would steel himself for the judgement of fate.


FOUR YEARS LATER

One Year Before the
Great Barbarian Conspiracy

 

[image: img missing]


I

Our yearning anticipates landfall,

throws hope as an anchor towards the shore.

St Augustine of Hippo

She was free.

Eachna clambered over the bramble hedge of the farmstead, tumbled into the ditch beyond and clawed her way up the opposite slope. She paused for a heartbeat to glance back at the compound. Her master was still down on his knees in the dirt, both hands clutching his bleeding face. The dogs were running wildly around him, savage and frantic, almost drowning out his roar. Other shouts began to arise from across the enclosure, from the vegetable field, from the spinning huts.

Eachna saw this all in a moment that seemed to hang outside time. She felt it burn itself into her memory like the image of a flickering fire snatched in a blink, and it stayed before her eyes even as she turned and ran across the scrubland towards the forest.

She was free.

She fled down curling valleys smothered by forest and laced with mumbling rivers. She scrambled over rocks; she squeezed between the trunks of trees, the image of her master and his fury always behind her, beneath arches thrown overhead by their limbs as they grappled and wrestled, into a darkness of scuffles and howls that she did not believe would ever end. She sniffed the air and through the fractured crown of the forest, whose blooming oak branches hung heavy and dark over her head, she watched the sky for traces of smoke.

She could not hear anyone following her, but that meant nothing. Her master was small, wiry, and could slip through the forest like a ghost, and even though her rock had struck home and surely left him half blind he had spent enough nights roaming the forest to hardly need his eyes. Several times she saw a shape in the shadows that took his form – those high shoulders, the head held low like a boar’s – but it was only his spirit, if it was him at all.

Let him stumble upon me, she thought. I will tear out his throat with my teeth.

For days she continued, not knowing how far or how long she had travelled or what lay ahead. One night she dreamed that he crashed through the branches upon her and began tearing at her eyes. She awoke with a jump to find the fingers of a tree scratching her face. She panicked and struck at the skeletal hand, gripped the branch, twisted and tore it from the trunk and with a scream hurled the broken limb into the undergrowth. The trees had grown around her overnight and tried to smother her in her sleep. This time they had failed, but they were becoming more treacherous the deeper she sank into the woods, the further she went from the taming prayers and offerings of men.

She needed to escape the trees, which imprisoned her now as the barbed hedge of the farmstead had imprisoned her for four years. She forced her way upwards, climbing towards the breeze and the promising sky of early summer. By late afternoon, weary with the pain of hunger and fatigue, she had reached the crest of a hill with an open view. Looking to the west, she could see a long, narrow lake. Beyond the lake rose more forested hills, but to the south the hills sank towards the coast and the fine blue line of the sea.

She had not seen the sea since the day the pirates had taken her across it, the day her master had bought her and dragged her into the mountains with her wrists bound to the dirt-stiff tail of a mule. Beyond that sea was her home. She remembered, many years before, walking from the shore with an apron full of mussels, gleaming black with foam; sipping warm broth while wrapped in a sheepskin rug; the dog that whined as it slept by the hearth – what was its name?

She smothered the memories as she always did. For all she knew, this was a different sea, facing the other end of the world. She told herself that the place she had known as a child, from which she had been wrenched and thrown across the ocean, was as distant and dreamlike now as the Otherworld.

When the pirates had taken her she had been on the brink of womanhood. She had had her first bleeding in captivity, alone, unwatched and uncared for. She had not been washed in the holy stream by her mother and grandmother as was required; she had not had the prayers and offerings that brought every child through the second birth into adulthood. She was left a child’s soul in a woman’s body, an aberration, an obscenity.

She had not been strong enough to resist her master the first time he heaved himself onto her, though she had tried, and in the pain and desecration of that moment she had lost something that could never be replaced. Even if, by some magic of the gods, she were to be carried on the clouds to her family, she would inspire only shame and revulsion. Her father would no more offer her to a neighbour in marriage than he would offer his guest a lump of meat that had been dropped in the midden and chewed on by the dogs.

She looked down at her bare feet, filth and dried blood plastered on white skin, at her numb soles, deeply cut and scratched, callused lumps of unfeeling flesh carrying her to an empty death. One day soon her body would stumble from hunger, too weak to go on, and she would die in the belly of these woods, known only to the wild animals who would pick apart her corpse, and the spirits who would watch her passing without concern.

Sorrow and bitterness tugged a burning feeling up her throat. The great open sky looked down on her with scorn. She felt its weight press her back into the arms of the forest, into the snagging, spiny embrace where she belonged.

Her knees buckled. She closed her eyes so tightly that the blackness behind her eyelids was soon flooded with pain. She began to run down the hill. She fell almost immediately, rolled over trunks and leaves, climbed to her feet and continued, her eyes still closed. She did not want to see the world and its sights. She threw herself blindly into the forest and kept running. She let its punishments flood over her, a struck shin, the sole of her foot stabbed on a splintered log, her hand shredded on rocks, and a final fall into an ocean of barbs and nettles. She writhed and cried, absorbed by pain until she could feel nothing else, until her entire body was alive with fire.

She turned on her stomach, buried her face in her arms and wept, and did not move from the place until night had fallen and she passed finally into an oblivious sleep.

Eachna woke with the smell of cooked fish tickling her nostrils. The sun was newly risen, and she heard voices nearby. She was no longer surrounded by brambles. Twisting where she lay, she looked across a small grassy clearing to where a group of four men was cooking a breakfast of roasted salmon. They were kneeling around a small fire, each holding his arms before him, palms upward, chanting in a language she had not heard before. Her instinct was to scurry back into the bushes, but she realised that someone had lain a woollen blanket over her. Of course they already knew she was here.

The men finished chanting and sat down, and one of them saw her. Like the others, he was wearing a long tunic, tied with a thick cord at the waist. He held out a piece of fish. ‘Hungry?’ he said. When she did not reply, he continued, ‘We tried to rouse you, but you were sleeping like the dead.’ By now the other men were looking at her. ‘What’s your name?’ another asked.

The dialect was strange to Eachna, but she understood them. ‘Eachna,’ she said.

‘Ah,’ said the third man. ‘Irish, yes? Who are your people?’

‘Delbhna.’

Now the fourth man spoke, tasting her name on a foreign tongue: ‘Ak-na?’ He did not look like the others. His skin was dark, his hair and eyes jet black. He was a little older than his companions, perhaps forty, and where their heads and faces were thick with hair he was almost bald and wore only a thin beard. They seemed to respect him as their leader, for at his voice they had fallen silent. Then he looked at Eachna and said to her directly: ‘You are a slave.’

The suddenness of his words frightened Eachna, and she could not muster a reply.

‘Don’t fear us,’ he said. ‘We don’t want to hurt you.’ He held out another piece of fish, and Eachna’s stomach yawned. Saliva moistened her dry mouth. Cautiously she rose, keeping the blanket wrapped tightly around herself to cover her left arm, which ended in a stump at the wrist, and edged forwards. She took the fish from his outstretched hand, returned to a safe distance, crouched and stuffed the fish into her mouth.

‘Where are you travelling to?’ asked one of the other men.

Eachna waved vaguely to the south. This was a nameless country to her.

‘To the coast, perhaps?’

She nodded.

‘We’re going to Luguvalium,’ he said. ‘Perhaps we can travel together. A girl shouldn’t be alone in the hills.’

‘Shouldn’t be alone,’ agreed another. ‘We thought you were dead when we saw you.’

‘No,’ said Eachna. ‘I need to go quickly.’

‘Well, our feet move lightly enough over this ground. The people around here know us. We won’t be troubled, and we can escort you home.’

‘No.’

‘It’s better to travel with company, little sister. Where is your home? Among Herne’s people?’

‘I need to move on,’ said Eachna, chewing the last of the fish. She licked her fingers and stood, letting the blanket fall away.

‘We’re travelling to the coast, and east by boat to Luguvalium,’ said the man closest to her, rising. ‘We could carry you as far as you need, if you’re going that way.’ Eachna shook her head. As she started to walk away the man grabbed her arm. ‘Where’s your master, girl?’ he snarled. ‘Where have you come from?’ He tugged her closer, so their bodies were touching. Eachna struggled, but she did not have a shred of strength against his. ‘Tell us, or we’ll punish you for him!’

The dark man, who had been watching the exchange in silence, now jumped to his feet. ‘Nol’ illae obstare!’ he shouted, and his companion released Eachna’s arm. ‘In nomine Dei—’ continued the foreigner, and went on to berate the other in a tongue Eachna had never before heard. His broad, round face was flushed as though about to burst. Eachna did not wait, but slipped away, following the stream to lower ground, into the forest.

She had not gone far when a voice came after her. ‘Girl! Wait!’ It was the dark man, panting as he raced to catch up with her. ‘If you go on alone, you will die!’

Eachna paid him no heed. He overtook her and tried to block her path, his short legs moving clumsily through the bracken. ‘We shall protect you,’ he said. ‘My companion – he has much to learn. He is sorry for his act. Please stop; I want to speak with you for a moment, that is all.’

She halted, seeing that he would pester her for a good while yet before giving in. ‘I need to keep moving,’ she said. ‘I can’t stay with people. I have to return home to my father—’

‘You’re afraid,’ he said, seeing through her lies as though she had not spoken them. ‘You do not know why you are here. You don’t know this country, or where you should go. Your name was Eachna, yes? My name is Ludo.’ He paused, giving her the chance to reply. When she did not, he went on, ‘I feel I know, Eachna, why you are here. Of course you do not have faith in me. But if you come with us – I can save you.’

Eachna pushed past him. He could save her? She had escaped by herself; she had survived so far by herself; she needed nobody, least of all a foreigner. The only foreigners she had ever known had been robbers and slavers, greedy and cruel to their fingertips: the arrogant men who used to take their food for tribute when she was a child, the pirates who had stolen her, the farmer who had dragged her into the hills.

‘If you continue, you shall die,’ Ludo said, relentless. ‘The lands south of here are full of people. Perhaps you’ll last a few more days as a walking corpse. If you even live out the summer, you’ll freeze in the winter, and if you don’t starve first, you’ll be slain like a wild dog by anyone who sees you. There’s little pity to be found in this country.’

Those words brought her to a stop. She turned to face him. ‘Pity is for sick children and cripples.’

‘You are a cripple,’ said Ludo, nodding at her handless left arm. ‘And you seem to me to be just a child. But I don’t mean the pity you think of – there is a greater sort, which brings neither shame nor dishonour.’ He stepped closer. ‘Do not take my pity, then, since you don’t understand it. But take my food, and my companionship. Come with us to the city of Luguvalium. I can promise you freedom. By the holy waters of baptism you can be reborn. Our Lord Christ can wash away the cruelty and ignorance of this world, and show you the light that is offered to every tribe in every land. He will embrace each of us, Eachna, if only we listen to his call.’

Ludo held out his hand. Eachna looked at it. She glanced down the stream, and in the tangled depths of the trees saw cold and nameless death awaiting her, a shadowy place where she would wander in eternal grief, never able to reach the Otherworld. This man’s accent was strange, but his voice, gentle as it was, carried the tone of one accustomed to being obeyed. Eachna had never before heard anyone talk like this. He had promised rebirth through water, and this spoke to her; and in the stranger’s lined face, beseeching, tireless, kind, she saw, if only for a moment, an answer to the unreasoned wretchedness of the world.

The moment passed, but Ludo’s hand remained.

Eachna travelled on with Ludo and his companions, the men carrying their own light shoulder sacks, walking south to the coast along forest paths before breaking out beneath an overcast sky. In a gesture she did not quite understand, Ludo had given Eachna his own cloak and shoes, seeming content to go barefoot. She was glad for the rare comfort. The party did not talk to her, but for much of the time sang songs in that same alien tongue that Ludo had used earlier in anger. This time it lilted and danced lightly in the air, sounding so different from the mournful ballads of British and the guttural grate of Pictish. Eachna listened carefully, trying to pick through the inflections and stresses, and thought she heard some mentions of Ludo’s Lord Christ, but she understood nothing more.

By dusk the party had reached a fishing village at the mouth of an estuary. The four men, Ludo in particular, seemed to be well known and liked here, for they were warmly welcomed by the locals. Ludo introduced Eachna as a lost northern girl whom they were taking to Luguvalium, and she too was suddenly surrounded by a gaggle of smiling women, almost tearful with joy, who raised their voices and hands into the air in praise of Christ. Eachna, exhausted and weak, straining to see clearly in the fading light, felt as though she had slipped into a dream, lost among so many faces that shifted through the red glow of torches, chattering, singing.

The next day brought a sky of broken clouds and a fine wind to the east. After breakfast, Ludo and his group boarded a light fishing vessel with a local man to act as pilot, and set sail along the coast. Eachna sat at the prow of the little boat as it rolled through the water. She watched the masses of seagulls circling overhead, filling the air with a harsh chorus. Warm limbs and a full stomach, those most unfamiliar sensations, brought a smile of elation and defiance to her lips, and she decided that she would not be afraid of the fair-haired goddess Clíona, queen of the Land of Promise, the protector who had turned betrayer and let her fall into slavery. Clíona’s realm broke upon the shores of distant Ériu, not here. Even as the boat churned its way to the east, Eachna felt the grip of the goddess weakening.

‘I am from a place called Massilia,’ came a voice, shouting to be heard above the wind and waves, the creaking of the boat and the flapping of its sail. Ludo sat himself at the prow next to her. ‘The ocean is blue there,’ he said. ‘And clear, like the sky. I never thought the ocean could be so grey.’ He pointed at the sky, and the sea. ‘Grey above, grey below. Cold, wind, mist.’ He shook his head and shivered. ‘And is your country different from this?’

Eachna did not know the names of the gods who lived in what men called the empire of Rome, apart from the lord called Christ, who she assumed was Ludo’s father-god. Without knowing them, it was difficult to understand the moods and turns of the weather. Hers was a country where the voices of other gods rushed across the sky. ‘Some days,’ she said, ‘the Dagda comes from the south, bringing walls of rain from the endless ocean. The next day Morrígu, his raven-queen, will come from the north, pushing mountains of cloud before her. She is kindest in the summer. They bring glorious rainbows.’

‘We are both foreigners here. A strange country is a difficult skin to wear. And when one is alone … it can be a great trial.’ He smiled, showing his fine, even teeth. ‘But when one has faith, and hope, no trial is too great. Do you not agree, Eachna?’

‘Yes,’ she said, though this was a new idea to her. She wondered about this man’s kin, and why he claimed to be alone. Perhaps he was an exile.

‘I am a messenger,’ he said. ‘The Lord sent me here, across mountains and oceans, to the very edge of the empire, with a gift for all men of every nation, every clan. It is not a gift of gold or power or things of this world, for the Lord is not a lord of this world. It is the gift of eternal life, unending joy. He will offer this, and asks for nothing in return but your faith.’

‘Your lord,’ said Eachna cautiously, ‘he is a child of the goddess Danu?’

‘No, no!’ Ludo shook his head. ‘The gods you know are not gods at all, but demons. They lie and trick you into offering them sacrifices without worth. Eachna, they have fooled your people into believing in their power.’

Eachna looked away in puzzled silence. How could Dagda father-god, who ruled the seasons on the strings of his harp, have no power? Without Lugh, how could the breasts of girls, the bellies of mothers-to-be, the ripening fields of summer, swell to bring forth new life? How did the sun shine, if not from the radiance of his face?

‘Those houses where we stayed last night,’ Ludo continued. ‘The people there, most of them, they have opened their eyes and ears and embraced the message of Christ. They have entered the cleansing waters of baptism. They have been reborn. Now they see the old gods for what they are: cruel demons who demand the blood of blameless victims, who delight in ignorance and darkness. The way of Christ is the way of love and light. Those people see the truth, and now the light is within them. Did you not feel it last night, when they took us in? Our Lord, when he walked this world, commanded us to feed the hungry, to give drink to the thirsty, to clothe the naked, to care for the sick. Each of those things they did, Eachna, because they feel the fire of Christ burning within them – and no demon, no demon can stand against that!’

The sea spray had by now soaked them both. Ludo’s dark face glistened with water, but he no longer seemed to feel the cold. Eachna thought of the previous night, the kindness of the villagers, the food and comfort they had given a nameless, lowly slave without question or payment, and felt only bemusement. She did not understand why they had acted in such a way any more than she had understood the cruelty of her old master.

‘I believe, Eachna,’ said Ludo, and clasped her hand, ‘that you have been sent here by the Lord, just as I have. I have wondered all my life at the mystery of his call. Now, at last, I see the truth. The Lord is the maker of the Otherworld and of this world, and of the sea, and of everything in them. It is written that he defends the cause of the oppressed and feeds the hungry. He frees the captive, lifts up those who are bowed down. He loves those who have good in their heart. He watches over the foreigner and protects the fatherless. You were called to that glade, Eachna, just as we were, though none of us knew why. The Lord is calling you home. He is bringing you on a path to end your travels. And he has called me here to be your guide. You will see – you will see.’

He left her alone, moving down the craft to his fellows. Eachna looked over to the coastline as it slipped past, taking with it huts, corrals, fishermen, silent forests and dullish banks of sand. She was moved by a glimpse of truth, but it was uncertain, flickering like sunlight on the crest of a wave.

Only yesterday she had been lost and alone in the woods, broken, ready for death, violated and corrupt. Now she found herself in the care of a stranger who was promising a new kind of rebirth through the water of a different god. For a strange moment she wondered whether she was in a dream, or had passed through to the Otherworld. But with a steep rise and fall of the prow, her stomach lurched and a salty slap of seawater hit her face; and everything seemed solid, more solid and real than she had ever known.

She could never go back to her family: she knew that. Her old life was lost to her. With this man and his curious god, in the place called Luguvalium, perhaps she could find a new one.


II

The idea of fighting is agreeable to those who are strangers to it.

Vegetius, Concerning Military Matters

They knew something was wrong as soon as they came to the village. Bear was the first to pick up on it, and his hesitation was enough to alert Paul and the others. Bear was the biarchus, the leader of their eight-man squad, and a veteran of twenty years with more experience than the rest of them combined. He had fought in the last war six years earlier, when the Master of Soldiers Lupicinus himself, commander-in-chief of the imperial field army, had marched north and crushed the Picts. There was not a valley or farmstead within a day’s march of the Wall that Bear did not know. So when he paused on the track overlooking the village and watched it suspiciously, his squad paused with him and waited for him to speak.

Paul had never been to this valley before, but he saw nothing unusual. There was a stone-built enclosure wall containing a dozen thatched round huts, a grid of animal paddocks and fields that ran in narrow strips towards the river. The peasants had already fled into their huts, as peasants always did when soldiers approached. The only figure to remain in the open was a tall, thick-bearded man, likely the chief, who was looking at the Romans and smiling to them in welcome.

‘Biarchus, why have we stopped?’ It was the tax assessor, sitting on his pony. He was the only mounted member of the party. Since leaving the Wall that morning he had remained in the middle of the squad, four soldiers walking in front, four behind. Being the sort of man who tried to mask fear with babble, he had hardly stopped talking. Paul was sick of listening to his voice.

‘We should move on,’ said Bear.

The tax assessor waved his leather satchel. ‘No – no! We’re here now, and I’m not coming back a second time. Why have we stopped? I can see the chief there!’

Paul glanced at Victor, who shook his head with disdain. All taxmen hated coming north of the Wall, but tax assessors most of all; the collectors of tax always had the benefit of a fully armoured century behind them, whereas mere assessors were given just a single light squad. They were hated in turn, too, both by the peasants who suffered their demands and by the soldiers who had to protect them.

‘I know that chief,’ said Bear. ‘I’ve been bringing your type here for years. Never once have I seen him smile at a taxman. It doesn’t feel right.’

‘It doesn’t feel right?’ laughed the tax assessor. He was a dark-skinned, wiry man, nervous. Most taxmen were nervous when brought beyond the Wall. It was clear that the only thing that frightened him more than being here now was the thought of coming back later. ‘Biarchus, I am your superior. Take me down there, or I’ll be making a full report to your tribune!’

Bear ignored him. He barked commands for the squad to turn about. Moving to the front, he led the squad at a quick pace away from the village, back along the track to the south. The taxman kept his place in the formation, complaining bitterly.

Paul had no sympathy. Naturally the official would be punished for failing to complete the tax assessment of his allotted district, but Bear’s instinct could not be ignored. Their biarchus was no coward, that much was certain: if he sensed danger, it was real. Paul was starting to feel it too, and he became increasingly uneasy as they marched down the open valley away from the village. He felt exposed here, half a day’s march from the safety of the Wall, with neither mail shirt nor helmet. His cloth cap and tunic would be of little use if they were attacked. He and Victor had spent the last few days grumbling to one another that the garrison tribune, despite Bear’s request, had refused to authorise a double-strength combat escort in place of the regular light patrol. Everyone knew that the tribes were restless, that there were rumblings of rebellion among the Selgovae and even the Votadini, and that the Pictish King Keocher was banding the northern peoples together into a new confederation. Weeks ago there had been a rumour that Keocher’s son Talorg, a youth of fifteen, had cut out the eyes of two Selgovan chieftains who had refused to join his father. It was a bad time to be escorting a Roman taxman north of the Wall.

Paul’s nervousness only deepened as they followed the track to the bottom of the valley, where the babbling river entered a wood. If they were to be ambushed anywhere, it would be in those trees.

Before they reached the wood Bear called them to a halt. ‘Sling your shields,’ he ordered. His squad hesitated; the order was to put their shields on their backs instead of carrying them. It was the opposite of what should be done in hostile territory. ‘Are you deaf? Do it!’

The squad jumped to obey. There was a quick bustle as spears were stuck in the ground and shields were strapped over shoulders, and in moments the squad was ready to move again.

‘Now keep tight,’ Bear said. ‘And be ready.’

They followed the biarchus down to the riverbank and entered the dark shade of the wood. The track was narrow here. On their left side was the river, on their right a steep, almost vertical rise of trees, moss and broken rock. Straight ahead, between river and rise, continued the path, with barely enough room for the taxman and his pony. The opposite bank of the river rose in a much gentler slope, the trees giving way after a few yards to rough pasture.

The moment the attack came, Bear was ready for it.

It began with a fierce cry from the steep slope above. Instantly Bear was yelling for them to get across the river and make for the pasture. This time nobody hesitated to obey, not even the taxman, who twisted his startled mount and plunged it into the water. Paul jumped in after him, Victor and the rest of the squad close behind; the water was cold, but not deep, and using their spears for support they swiftly waded through the strong current to the opposite bank. As Paul gripped onto an exposed root to pull himself out of the water, he felt the sharp crack of a sling stone against the shield on his back. More stones ricocheted off tree trunks, hit the water, thudded into the ground. The trees behind them were alive with savages.

Paul, terrified, fumbled as he tried to haul himself out. Victor was beside him and their comrades were already running up the meadow. Bear, who was still in the water, put a hand on Paul’s buttock and with a hefty shove sent him scrambling onto the riverbank; Paul turned around, offered Bear his hand and pulled him out, and together they sprinted to join the rest of the squad.

‘Shields free, form up!’ Bear was already shouting. ‘Single line, combat spacing! Right foot forward! Faster, come on! Keep those shields up, guard your heads!’ They fell into line three feet apart, hoisted their oval shields, readied spears and formed the shield wall.

Fifty yards away, the trees were quiet. There were no more voices, no more sling stones. They might have been attacked by the forest itself. On either side and behind them were the lower slopes of the valley, nothing but grass, rock and scrub.

The taxman had dismounted and was cowering behind them, both hands clutching the reins of his frantic pony. ‘Biarchus, how many are they?’

‘Only a handful,’ said Bear. ‘Now we’ll see if they really want to fight.’

There was no movement from the trees, but Paul, in the middle of the line with Victor to his left, felt the eyes watching them. In the six years since the last war there had been little trouble on the frontier, little chance for new soldiers to put their training to the test. It would be Paul’s first taste of real combat. After a while he started to feel the weight of the shield and the dryness of his throat. His thumping heart slowly began to calm. His eye was caught by the curl of a falcon’s flight against the grey sky.

At that moment the enemy erupted from the wood. They were fewer than Paul had thought, no more than a dozen. They had begun their charge too early. Bear unsheathed his sword and barked his commands. ‘Make ready! Take the charge on your shields, boys! For the emperor!’

The attackers looked like mountain folk from the north, dressed in thick boots and coats of animal hide, their powerful thighs naked, their hair greased white and beards braided; Paul noticed little else before he braced himself for the charge. A gleaming axe came sweeping from above. He ducked behind his shield, absorbed the blow of the axe and the force of the man’s weight, then pushed him back and in one smooth motion jabbed his spear forwards; the mountain man, eyes ferocious, dodged the spear and grabbed the rim of Paul’s shield, pulling it aside and raising his axe for a second swing towards Paul’s exposed head.

For an instant Paul realised that there was nothing he could do. The man was too close, and there was no time.

Suddenly the man froze, his mouth hung wide open, and his arm stopped in mid-swing. The axe fell from his fingers. He folded to the ground as Victor tugged the spear from his side.

‘Thank you, brother,’ gasped Paul.

The barbarians had broken off the attack and were fleeing back towards the trees. A couple were hobbling, apparently wounded, but the only kill was Victor’s. The soldiers jeered, calling them women and cowards.

They held the shield wall until the barbarians had vanished from view. Bear knelt beside the corpse as the squad gathered round. ‘Pict,’ he said, turning the man’s face to show the faint spirals tattooed on his clean-shaven neck. ‘A killer, too. Well done, soldier. This was the only real fighter of the lot. Just a bunch of young lads looking for adventure. Reckless.’

‘But Picts, this far south?’ said Victor. He was still in the flush of his first combat kill, pleased by the rare praise from their biarchus.

Bear rose, looking north up the valley. ‘Like I said, reckless, but a sign of what’s coming.’ He pointed at the body. ‘This is a lesson. Know what the enemy is going to do and you can beat him. If they were going to attack us anywhere, it was going to be down by the river, from the high ground, where we wouldn’t see them. I ordered you to sling your shields so we could cross the river quick and safe. If you’re ever ambushed, the first thing you do is try to get out. In any ambush you can guarantee that the enemy has the best position. If you can’t escape outright, get to the high ground and make a stand.’

The taxman, who had already mounted his pony, cleared his throat. ‘I give you my thanks, biarchus, and I’ll be sure to mention this astonishing act of courage in my report to the Minister of Finance.’ His voice was exuberant, his hand waving frantically. He was on the edge of hysteria. ‘Perhaps even the Count of the Sacred Largesses will hear of it! But maybe we should leave before the savages return?’

‘You’re right. We should get back to the Wall. Form up to march, shields free.’ While the squad shuffled into formation
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