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    To Tony Castle, my neighbour in Great Wakering, a Catholic priest and one of the holiest men I have known.

      

    



  	
        
            
            "Where faith is weak and shadows fall, the steadfast heart must stand as light."
Brut, Layamon
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Rebellion
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He was a striking figure – a young prince clothed in gleaming Roman parade armour, but his tall frame and fiery auburn hair marked him as a true Briton. A rich red cloak, clasped at his shoulder by a golden fibula, billowed behind him like a battle standard. A narrow circlet of gold gleamed upon his brow. He had the dignified calm of a scholar trained in the old arts of logic and rhetoric, yet beneath it burned the restless fire of a man of action. This was no politician weaving half-truths and evasions, this was a prince speaking from the heart.

He faced the unruly crowd packed tightly in the shadow of the basilica’s crumbling columns, and addressed it with conviction: “You have had enough, I know!” his voice rang out, clear over the hushed forum. “You have had enough of too many migrants coming across the sea, speaking strange tongues, praying to unknown gods, and refusing to adapt to our culture!”

A murmur of agreement rippled through the crowd.

“But I have a dream of a better future; a dream that will stir the heart of every Briton: I will build up the church, I will enforce law and order, and make sure that your womenfolk are safe. I will bring down the price of bread, I will reduce taxes, I will even repair the roads!”

“How will you deal with the migrants?” called a cynic in the crowd.

Vortimer, like many other unwise politicians, made up a policy on the spot: “I will stop the boats!”

“How?”

“I will rebuild the Classis Britannia to drive them back.”

“What about those who are already here?”

He made up another policy in the blink of an eye: “I will place a bounty on every foreign mercenary – one siliqua for each head brought before me.”

A murmur of approval ran through the crowd. But Vortimer raised a hand, and said, in a milder voice: “But do not harm the old king. He is still my father. I swear to remove him from power, yes – but I will send him into exile, into the remote valleys of Cambria. Nor should you harm ordinary, peace-loving folk, be they Pict or Scot, or Angle or Saxon – it is the men of blood we want to be rid of!”

“That’s Vortimer speaking,” a voice in the crowd whispered. The name spread like a benison.

“Who?”

“The king’s son.”

“King? – I thought he had been ousted.”

“He has, and this one’s taking over.”

“About time too! We’ve had enough!”

“Vortimer! Vortimer! Vortimer for king!” cheered the people, ready as always to believe anybody in a velvet cloak who made grand promises.
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VORTIGERN, BESOTTED with his concubines, was oblivious to the storm brewing around him. His alliance with Hengest and the Angles and Saxons had brought temporary peace and strength, but at the cost of his people’s trust. His marriage to Rowena, Hengest’s daughter, was seen as a betrayal, a symbol of his preference for foreigners over his own people. It made no difference that she had run away, for it seemed that she had been replaced by another Angle hore. What troubled them was that his long-suffering Christian wife, Severa, was still in exile. They were even more troubled by high taxes, which, it seemed, were spent on hand-outs to the incomers, and high-living in the palaces, and not on defence of the realm. The British legion, a remnant of three former Roman legions, was little more than a rabble of underpaid, underfed levies, the watchtowers that once guarded the coasts were unmanned, and the once mighty Classis Britannia, the Roman fleet that had kept raiders and invaders at bay, was rotting at anchor in the harbours of the neglected forts of the Saxon Shore, while boatload after boatload of foreigners poured into the country.

Whispers had turned to open defiance. The nobles and clergy had convened in secret, their voices united in a single purpose: Vortigern must be deposed. They had turned to his son, Vortimer, a man of courage and conviction, untainted by his father’s mistakes, and he, recognising the peril his people faced, accepted the mantle of leadership.
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IT WAS NOT A CLEAN handover. Vortigern, still clinging to power, refused to yield the throne. When Vortimer and his allies marched on Caercolun, the king barricaded himself in the palace with his Pictish guards. For three days, the Britons surrounded the hall, and on the fourth, they broke through the gates, wielding swords and spears. Vortigern was dragged from his seat and thrown down before his son, beard singed and face streaked with soot.

“You are no longer king!” Vortimer told him, “but you are my father, so you will not be harmed. Instead, you will be exiled.”

The old man spat but said nothing. He was taken under escort westward, back to his ancestral stronghold in remote Guothorniam, in the wild hills of Cambria, a prisoner in all but name, and there, in the misty uplands, far from court and conflict, Vortigern brooded on past mistakes while management of the realm passed to his son.
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AFTER THAT DIFFICULT matter had been settled, the Council of sub-kings and lords met with Vortimer to decide what should be done next, and they were a lot more difficult to convince than the people.

“We have heard your promises,” said Garengan, sub-king of Ceint before Vortigern had handed it to Hengest, “but can you act on them? Fine words are not enough. Where is the money, and where are the men to fight the invaders and take back my land?”

The bishops, too, voiced their doubts. “What man,” asked Bishop Belin, “can free us from the grip of heathen Saxons and Pelagian heretics both? This is no simple task. And what of rebuilding the fleet, and this bounty you promised? Where will the money come from?”

Vortimer answered with calm assurance. “There will be a tax. A siliqua from every wealthy man. The poor will pay in kind – livestock, grain, timber, whatever they can spare. It will be enough.”

“But you promised you would reduce taxes,” Ulfius, sub-king of Gododdin, reminded him.

“And I will keep that promise,” said Vortimer blandly, “when peace is re-established. But the country is in a state of emergency, so I’m sure the people will understand that taxes have to be raised – temporarily.”

But the mood of the meeting remained uneasy. One bishop – Bishop Brice – shook his head and spoke with passion on behalf of his flock.

“This country has already been stripped bare,” he said bitterly. “Vortigern’s misrule and Angle and Saxon raids have left little behind. The poor are so poor now they have to choose between fuel or food. You can’t take what’s not there!”

He paused, then offered an alternative: “Send a delegation to Gallia to beg for help. They have no legions to spare, but if we magnify the threat of Pelagian heresy, perhaps they will listen. Pope Hilarius will support us. He may even persuade what remains of the Empire to act.”

The lords conferred and nodded. “Agreed,” they said, unanimous for once.

Vortimer turned to Bishop Brice. “Then you shall go. You shall lead this mission.”

Brice hesitated. He disliked travel, declared that his old bones weren’t up to it, and suggested sending Bishop Belin instead.

But Vortimer shook his head. “You argued the case well, just now, and you can do the same in Gallia.”

The new king had spoken. And all Brice could do was obey.

“So be it,” he said, and, with a heavy heart, left to make preparations for a journey to Gallia to plead on bended knee for the salvation of Britannia.
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