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				I

				It was a beautiful August dawn, the best sort of summer weather. The only thing that spoilt it was the body. 

				I didn’t notice him at first. I unbolted the front door and strolled out across the forecourt, and up the short track to the main road, enjoying the fresh morning air. The market day traffic was coming down the hill, heading into town. I watched three farmers leading donkeys loaded with baskets of vegetables, then a creaking ox-cart piled with sacks, and two barefoot girls carrying a cage of chickens and driving some goats. The goats scattered as one of our neighbours trotted past in a smart Roman two-wheeled gig, calling out “’Morning, Aurelia,” and I gave him a wave. A gang of native field-slaves shambled into view, driven uphill by a couple of mounted Roman overseers with whips. One of the natives turned and spat in my direction when the overseers weren’t looking. The low sunlight coloured everything gold, even the scruffy slaves. 

				I could spend all day watching the world go by. Except of course I couldn’t, because I had work to do. There’s more to being an innkeeper than standing around collecting the customers’ money, and getting free samples from the wine-shippers, although those are two of the pleasanter parts of the job. So I turned back to the house, surveying the wide paved area where our customers would park their animals and vehicles later. It was empty now except for the giant oak tree in the middle, and under that, in a pool of deep shadow, was the body.

				I’m sorry, I know this isn’t the proper way to start an official report to the Governor of the province of Britannia. But I’ve never done one before. Some people might say I shouldn’t be doing one now, it’s not woman’s work. But my brother has asked me to write down the details of this whole business, so I’ll do my best, and you’ll just have to tidy it up before it gets to His Excellency’s desk.

				I should start with the date, I suppose. Right then. It was the tenth year of the reign of Domitian Caesar, on the fourth day of August, the day before the Nones. I know the date for certain, because on the first day of each month we get a delivery of wine from our wholesaler, and this was wine-day plus three. Selling wine to thirsty customers is part of what I do for a living, so that sort of thing sticks in my mind. I’m Aurelia Marcella, the innkeeper of the Oak Tree Mansio, which is about fifteen miles from Eburacum, and just up the road from the small town that we Romans call Oak Bridges. I run the best guest-house and posting-station on the road from the River Humber to the garrison at Eburacum. Well I would say that, wouldn’t I?

				At first I thought the man was dead, he lay so still. I saw a tall figure huddled up in a travelling cloak, with a huge lump on the back of his head and his fair hair matted with blood. He was a Roman, by the look of him; yes, definitely Roman, and well-dressed, and apparently stone dead right outside my front door. Just what I needed to start the day, and me with a hangover that wouldn’t have disgraced the whole ninth legion.

				Then I looked more closely, and realised he was still breathing. Just. So perhaps he might be a drunk left over from last night’s party. We’d had quite a wild time—well, wild for a remote corner of northern Britannia. Two young military tribunes were staying with us, on a spot of hunting leave from their legion at Eburacum. They’d had a successful couple of days, and were celebrating by buying wine for themselves and beer for the locals as if they’d had a win at the races. 

				But I didn’t recognise the good sheepskin travelling cloak, nor the light riding-boots sticking out beneath it; and when I gently turned his head to see what he looked like, I didn’t know his face. There was blood all over it, from a cut on his cheek, and his whole face was a mass of bruises. I bent over and felt beneath the hair, touching his neck. He was still warm, but not very. 

				“You need to be inside, my friend,” I said. “And I need some muscle to help me get you there.”

				I listened for the usual morning noises: horses trampling in the stable yard, chickens protesting as someone searched the hen-house for eggs, and, yes, good, the sound of hammering and whistling coming from the workshop near the stables.

				“Taurus!” I yelled. Taurus is my handyman. “Come here, will you? Quick!”

				Taurus came ambling round the corner. He’s a big man and never seems to hurry, but he can move quickly when he wants to.

				“’Morning, Mistress Aurelia. Something wrong? Oh, Saturn’s balls! Is he dead?” 

				“Not quite. Give me a hand to get him inside, will you?”

				He stood staring down at the body for a few heartbeats, then he said, “Somebody didn’t like him very much.”

				“No, really?” Well, Taurus isn’t the brightest of my slaves, and there’s no law against stating the obvious. “Let’s move him indoors. You pick him up gently, I’ll steady his head.”

				He bent and lifted the limp body carefully in his arms, making it look easy, and I held the head steady, feeling the sticky blood on my fingers. We carried him through the front door into the bar-room, which was empty this early in the day, and still full of last night’s wine-smells.

				“He must’ve been there all night. There’s been a mist, and a heavy dew as well. Not good for a wounded man to be out in the open.” Taurus laid the stranger down with great care on one of the benches near the window. I opened the shutters, letting in the light and a draught of cold air.

				I tried to remember when the party finished last night. “He wasn’t here when the last of the customers went home. I locked up about midnight, I think….I don’t recognise him, do you?”

				He shook his shaggy head. “No. Nice cloak. Good boots, too. They look like army issue. Rather messed up though.”

				They certainly were; the uppers were scuffed and muddy. The front of his cloak was slimy too, and his hands were filthy. I opened the cloak out near the hem, and sure enough, his fawn wool leggings were covered in mud and grass. He’d been doing some crawling, whoever he was.

				I bent closer for a look. He was around thirty, with fair wavy hair and light eyebrows, and a mouth that looked as if it could have a nice smile. I unfastened his belt and loosened his cloak. His blue wool tunic was well-made and warm, and fastened by another, thinner belt, which had a fancy bronze buckle with a dolphin on it. Carefully I felt him over and moved his arms and legs. Nothing seemed to be broken, but he was cold and pale, and lay like the dead. He’d certainly had a hard knock on the head.

				I debated searching him for some sort of identification, but decided to leave it for now, or he would get even colder. First things first.

				“Fetch Albia, will you, Taurus. Tell the kitchen girls to bring blankets and put some water on to heat. Then get a brazier in here to warm the place a bit. He’s chilled to the bone. We’ll clean him up, and see if we can wake him.”

				He ambled off, and almost at once Albia bustled out through the kitchen door.

				Albia is my half-sister, and also my housekeeper at the mansio; I call her my chief of staff, and I freely admit I couldn’t run the place without her. People don’t believe we are sisters, because we each take after our respective mothers. I know that behind our backs we’re known as “the pretty one” and “the tough one.” Albia’s certainly pretty, small, dark, and slim, with bright brown eyes; she’s always cheerful and busy, and she isn’t nearly as fragile as she appears. Neither is she as stupid as some men think. I don’t know why there’s a general assumption that women who are pretty and happy are also dim. Men don’t make that assumption about me, but I can’t work out whether I should be pleased or not. I’m tall and big-boned, with fair hair that waves on its own whether I want it to or not, and green eyes like my mother’s. And I don’t even look fragile. 

				Anyway Albia’s a great person to have around in a crisis. We’ve been through a few of those since we came to the Oak Tree. I didn’t know then that we were at the beginning of another.

				“’Morning, Relia, what’s…Holy Diana, who’s this?” She knelt down beside the man. “He looks a bit the worse for wear! Where did you find him? I thought we’d chucked them all out.”

				“We did. I found him outside. I don’t know how he got into such a mess, but as Taurus just said, somebody didn’t like him very much.”

				“I’ve seen him before, I think.” She frowned thoughtfully, pushing the hair out of her eyes as she bent closer to look into his face. Albia has a marvellous memory for faces. “I just can’t place him, but I’m sure…oh well, it’ll come.” She stood up. “Robbed, I suppose, and beaten up, and managed to crawl here in the dark. It comes to something when a man can’t travel the roads at night….ah, wait though.” She stopped. She’d just caught sight of the ring he was wearing on his left hand, a gold one with a large emerald in it.

				“No self-respecting robber would have left that behind,” I agreed. “So either the robbers were interrupted, or it wasn’t a robbery at all.”

				We heard footsteps in the hallway just then, and Junius, one of the young officers from last night’s party, poked his head in through the hall door. He looked as fresh as the morning dew, which gave me a twinge of envy. 

				“’Morning, Albia….Aurelia. Any chance of a bite of breakfast? I could murder some bread and cheese and a cup of wine.” He stopped, seeing the new arrival on the bench. “I say, who’s this? Someone didn’t make it home last night?”

				“We think he’s been attacked,” Albia said. “He’s got a bump on the head the size of an egg.”

				“Really? So that was it.”

				“That was what?” we both asked.

				“There was a noise, a couple of hours after we turned in I think. I’d got up to find my water-flask. Bit of a thirst.” He grinned. “I’ve still got a mouth like a sand-pit, actually! Anyhow there was this odd sort of scuffling, dragging sound, and I looked out from my window, but it was pitch dark and I couldn’t see anything. I sent my servant across to the stables, to make sure nobody was trying to pinch our horses.” He looked at us in turn. “You didn’t hear anything?”

				Albia shook her head, and I said, “No, I slept like the dead. Your man would have gone out of the door from the guest wing to get to the stable block, not the main front door from the bar-room. So if the noise was this poor fellow being beaten up, or dragging himself here, he wouldn’t have found the body. Anyway, as you say, it was pretty dark.”

				“Oh, I told him to take a torch and patrol round all the buildings, naturally. He reported back that everything was fine.”

				“Well, he would,” Albia chipped in. I gave her a warning look to shut her up. The officers’ two servants had had a real skinful last night, and if either of them had stirred himself to patrol efficiently all round our sprawling complex of buildings in the dark, then I’m the Queen of Brigantia. But customers are always right, especially military ones.

				Junius just laughed. “Quite right! My man should have seen him. Lazy slob! I’ll cut down his wine ration, that’ll teach him.”

				He came over and looked down at the motionless figure. He touched his shoulder and shook him gently, but the man didn’t react at all. “Dead to the world, isn’t he? I wonder if he’s been robbed.” I shook my head and pointed to the big emerald.

				Junius pulled back the travelling-cloak further than I’d done. “It looks as though his money-belt is still there as well, under his tunic. Wait a bit though, what’s this? What do you suppose….” He pointed to a small bone disc, attached by a crude bronze pin to the front of the blue tunic. Just an ordinary looking object, some kind of official medallion or pass perhaps, the sort couriers often wear. But when Junius unpinned it and began to read it, he caught his breath, and when he turned the disc over, he swore.

				“What is it?” I held out my hand and took the little disc.

				On one side was a rough drawing of a skull, with the words “Shadow of Death” written below it. On the other were a few crudely scratched Latin words:

				ALL ROMANS WILL BE KILLED

				GET OUT OR DIE

				We stared at it blankly. It might have been in Carthaginian for all the sense it made. It sounds strange now, but at first it didn’t seem frightening, just weird. Of course if I’d known what it meant, if I’d had any idea of the trouble it would bring us.… 

				But how could I? How could any of us?

				While Albia and I cleaned the stranger up as best we could, a couple of the maids came in with mops and pails, soon followed by most of the kitchen slaves, who naturally found speculating about an unconscious mystery man more fun than washing beakers or chopping vegetables. None of them recognized him, and nobody, it seemed, had heard any unusual noises in the night. Not surprising, as the slaves’ quarters are set well back from the road, and anyway slaves tend to become deaf to outside noises at night, that being the nearest they can get to privacy. 

				“He’s quite handsome,” one of the girls remarked.

				“The perfect Adonis,” another scoffed. “If you like them with cuts and bruises. And look at that beautiful black eye!” 

				Actually, he was quite good-looking: fair hair, a broad forehead, eyes wide-set, prominent chin, and good skin, what you could see of it. 

				“Still,” I commented, “as our grandmother used to say, you can’t judge a scroll by looking at its case.” 

				“Our grandmother,” Albia smiled, tucking blankets round the still figure, “never read anything in her life except wine-shippers’ lists. If she’d felt the need of a corny proverb, she’d have said, you can’t judge the vintage by looking at the amphora.”

				I shooed the slaves back to work, and Albia went off to get Junius some breakfast. I’d seen them flirting last night, so I wasn’t surprised when she said she’d serve him herself. He was attractive in his boyish way—early twenties, sandy curly hair, and nice grey eyes. And Albia never can resist a uniform. 

				I sat on a stool beside the unconscious man for a little while longer, listening to his shallow breathing, and holding the bone disc in my hand. I kept re-reading its sinister message.

				ALL ROMANS WILL BE KILLED

				GET OUT OR DIE

				A threat to Romans, but why? I mean, why now?

				All right, newly conquered barbarians take a while to accept Roman rule. Everybody knows that, at least everybody living in a frontier province, though the scholars sitting in Italia writing their grand histories overlook it sometimes. Fifty years ago when our legions began to conquer Britannia, only a few natives showed up with welcome banquets and carpets of rose petals. Most of them fought hard. There were battles and massacres enough, young men killed, old ones dispossessed, women and children sold as slaves. All quite justifiable, of course, but not calculated to make Rome popular. This area of northern Britannia was on the edge of the old kingdom of Brigantia, and cost our troops some bitter fighting, besides dividing the tribal aristocracy into pro- and anti-Roman factions. A generation ago, it’s true, but well within living memory, and conquered people’s memories are tenacious and detailed. 

				But Roman civilians have been settling Britannia for thirty years and more. Ex-soldiers—traders—farmers….Our own family’s been in the province nearly twelve years. And the natives have gained so much from our being here. That’s what we Romans are good at, bringing civilisation to barbarian lands. We make them part of the modern world, the Roman world, giving them towns and decent roads and trade and education. And as they become civilised they become our equals. 

				Isn’t that what they want? Of course it is. It must be.

				But…. “Get out or die….”

				Taurus came in with the brazier. He saw the expression on my face, and asked, “What is it, Mistress Aurelia?” 

				I held out the little bone disc with its grisly skull drawing, and read him the message.

				He thought for a while, then shook his head slowly. “It can’t be meant for us. It says ‘get out.’ But we belong here. We’ve got nowhere to go to. This is where our home is. Not Rome. I’ve never even been to Rome.”

				“Neither have I.” I regret that sometimes. Stuck in the wilds here, it feels as if I’ll never get there now. Our family home was in Pompeii, and after we lost that, we left Italia. Britannia was the coming province, the place for Romans to make their fortunes, or so my father believed. Father had left the army by then, a successful centurion with a good reputation and a nice little nest-egg. First we lived in an army settlement, and then—no, you don’t want the whole long story. The important point is that he got the concession to set up the mansio here seven years ago, and Albia and I gradually took over the running of it. It’s in our brother Lucius’ name of course, but we all knew he’d never settle down to being an innkeeper, and though I say it myself, Albia and I have made a pretty good job of it. All the same, I shouldn’t like to think I’d never see Italia again.

				“I was still a girl when we came to Britannia,” I said. “And you were only a lad yourself, Taurus.”

				“Yes.” He gave his slow grin. “Your dad bought me for a page-boy. Only I kept spilling things.” 

				I smiled, remembering a couple of disastrous dinner parties where expensive wine ended up splashed over even more expensive gowns. “You’re an outdoor man, no doubt about it. Which is more useful when your home’s in a frontier province.”

				“So we do belong here, then. And this warning must be for new people coming over from Rome now. Don’t you think so?” His dark eyes looked anxiously for reassurance.

				“Yes, it must.” But I felt a shiver of cold doubt inside me. The message said “All Romans,” and we’re Romans. Me, Albia, Taurus, and the half-dozen others we brought with us from Italia…a handful of Romans, surrounded by countless thousands of native Britons: peasants, craftsmen, traders, and of course our locally bought slaves. We think we’re at home, established and permanent. We’ve made Britannia part of the Empire. But this Shadow of Death, whoever he is, sees things differently and wants us out. 

				It came to me then, with frightening clarity: supposing other native Britons want us out? Supposing they all do? 

			

		

	
		
			
				II

				I shook myself out of my gloomy pondering and went into the private dining-room where Albia had served bread and cheese and olives, and some reasonable Rhodian to go with it. Junius’ friend Marius had surfaced by now, and so had our other three guests, two military contractors and a silver mine expert. The smell of the new bread reminded me I hadn’t eaten yet, so I cut a crusty hunk of it, and had a drink—water, not wine, in deference to my hangover, which had started to recede. I began to feel better as I listened to the young tribunes cheerfully planning their day’s hunting. 

				 I began planning my own day. I must go outside and check on the stables. The stable-lads were short-handed, but they should cope. All the same, it did no harm to make sure they weren’t cutting corners. We’re an official mutatio, a posting-station where travellers on government business change horses or mules, and our operation has to be clean and efficient. There was the farm work, too; I liked to keep an eye on our farm foreman, who was competent enough, but inclined to be lazy. Then there was a delivery of olive oil due from one of the wholesalers, and his men needed supervising because they seemed to be under permanent instruction to rip us off. And this afternoon, I was expecting a visit from one of the larger fish in our small provincial pond, the Chief of the Oak Bridges Town Council, no less. He was doing his own bit of supervising, presumably, because we were supplying him with wine for an important dinner. And of course I must make time to see my beautiful black horses, my own special bit of farming enterprise.

				But before all that, we’d better move our unconscious visitor to one of the guest-rooms. The first customers would be arriving soon, and it’s rather demoralising, if you drop in for a reviving drink, to find yourself sitting next to what looks like a semi-corpse. 

				I don’t suppose you, or anyone reading this report of mine, will ever have visited the Oak Tree, and you’re probably picturing something poky and flea-ridden in an unfashionable street of a small provincial town. Well you’re wrong. Our town, Oak Bridges, is small and provincial, certainly. I’d call it a village myself, except that the more civilized natives hereabouts have got it officially recognized as a proper town, complete with its own council, and I try not to upset them. Who they had to bribe for that, and what with, you probably know better than I do. Anyway the mansio is a mile or so out of the town, on the main road at the bottom of the Long Hill, which is a stiff climb up to the rolling wold country to the east. Our place is quite big, a farm as well as a mansio. Our main job is to look after officials on the Empire’s business, but private guests stay with us from time to time, and we keep open house in the bar-room, where passing travellers, including quite a few natives, drop in for a beaker and a bite to eat. 

				The bar-room and kitchen and the private dining-room for important guests are in the main block at the front, and there are two wings of rooms sticking out behind, forming three sides of a courtyard. The fourth side is a bathhouse suite, with separate rooms for men and women. Oh yes, we may be in the wilds, but at least we’re clean. 

				The left-hand wing is our private one, mine and Albia’s, with windows looking onto a secluded area of garden. The other is for guests. At present there were several spare rooms, so there’d be no problem finding a warm bed for our wounded traveller. 

				All right, you’ll probably cut all that description out on the grounds that the Governor doesn’t need a guided tour of the mansio. What I’m trying to make clear is that most of the rooms are connected by corridors and there are several doors to the outside as well. So guests, or anyone, can come and go to the various parts of the house unobserved. Bear that in mind before you start blaming me for not keeping a proper eye on the stranger’s room. 

				Taurus and one of the houseboys carefully carried the man into the cheapest guest room, the one with dull brown walls and without a glazed window. After all, I didn’t know who, if anyone, would ever pick up the bill for his stay. As I tucked his blankets round him and Albia opened the shutters, he gave a groan, then a cough, another groan, and opened his eyes. He said, “Burrus! Burrus, are you there?”

				Then his gaze seemed to focus properly. He looked at me for a couple of heartbeats, long enough for me to register that his eyes were a very dark blue, almost purple, and that their expression was more surprised than anxious. 

				“Where am I? Where’s Burrus? And who in Hades are you?”

				And good morning to you too, sunshine, I thought, but reflected that he was probably feeling pretty foul. 

				“I’m Aurelia. We’re not in Hades though, I’m glad to say.”

				“Aurelia!” he exclaimed, and lifted his head, which was about all the movement he could manage. “Not….I mean….Aurelia who?”

				“Aurelia Marcella. Innkeeper at the Oak Tree Mansio.”

				“But that’s wonderful!” He gazed at me with a sudden dazzling smile, then his eyes closed and his head lolled back. He was unconscious again.

				“Gods!” I said. “That’s weird.” 

				Albia giggled. “If this was a Greek love story, I’d say the sight of you has just driven him mad with love.”

				“Be careful,” I warned. “It could end up as a Greek tragedy, where the long-suffering heroine beats her sister within an inch of her life for talking rubbish.”

				One of the maids hurried in just then, to say there was a messenger in the bar-room, and could I please come through. 

				“I’m busy,” I said. “Can’t you deal with him? Check his travel pass, get him whatever meal he’s entitled to, make a note in the day book….Holy Diana, we only have about fifty couriers a day through here, you should know the drill by now.” 

				“Yes, but he says he’s got a letter for you, Mistress. From the Master, could it be?”

				“Ah, that’s different. I’ll come.”

				Albia said, “We’d better not leave this poor man alone here, Relia. I’ll send one of the slaves to sit with him. Baca can do it, she can bring her sewing basket. I’ll tell her to fetch one of us if he wakes up.”

				“Good idea.” Baca, aged eight, was a bit young for bar work, but a useful hand with a needle. I headed for the bar-room. 

				The messenger was a regular, a big tattooed German trooper who quite often changed horses at the Oak Tree on his way through with dispatches to or from the legionary base at Eburacum. He was carrying his usual bulky satchel, and in his hand was a slim papyrus scroll, tied with a cord and sealed with wax. He handed it to me with a mock salute. “I picked it up at Eburacum,” he told me, “but they said it was from down south somewhere.” He sat down to tuck into a breakfast of beer, bread, and sausage. 

				Sure enough, it was from my brother, written in his usual untidy scrawl, and dated the middle of July. 

				Lucius Aurelius Marcellus to Aurelia Marcella, greetings.

				I’m still in the far west at Isca, Sis, spending my hard-earned pay on women and wine. But I hope to be home in time for our birthday, so make sure there’s plenty of good Gaulish red in stock. Meanwhile, one of our cousins is on his way to you. He and his friend have business in Brigantia for Uncle Titus, so I told him to look you up, and I know you’ll make them welcome. Do ask him for the story about Aunt Julia wanting an elephant for her birthday. It’s quite a laugh.

				My love to you and Albia. Be good, or is that too much to hope? Write to me when you can, and send it to Eburacum as usual. They know where to find me. 

				Keep well, and take care. There’s trouble brewing in Brigantia. 

				“Good news?” The trooper had been unashamedly watching me while he ate. “Don’t tell me—it’s from the Emperor, asking you to dine at the palace in a golden gown.”

				“No, that came yesterday. This one’s from my brother, and it’s very good news. He expects to be home for our birthday.” 

				“You have the same birthday? That’s unusual.”

				“Not really. We’re twins.” 

				He put on an air of astonishment. “And there was I thinking you were Lucius’ kid sister! Can I come to the party? When’s the great day?”

				“The Kalends of September. Or should I say, the Kalends of Germanicus? Now that our dear Emperor has started messing about with the names of the months, it’s hard to keep up.”

				He laughed. “Yes, our pay clerks keep grousing about that. Just say the first day of next month, that’ll do me. And if your party’s good enough, none of us will be in a state to care what day it is!” He finished his beer. “Well, duty calls and I must head for the coast. See you next trip.”

				“Right. By the way, take care on the road. A man was attacked near here last night.”

				“Another one?” He stopped in mid-stride. “I heard there was a traveller murdered on the Eburacum road last night, the other side of Oak Bridges somewhere. Nasty business, apparently.” 

				“Murdered? What happened?”

				“Poor feller had his head cut off.”

				I felt my breath catch. “How horrible!”

				“I’ll say! He’d been stabbed, and then his head was cut off, and taken away. Like the Britons used to do in the old days, collecting heads as trophies to hang up outside their huts. And some weird note left on the body, telling him to go home or he’d die. He could hardly go home once they’d killed him, could he?” He grinned. “Still, that’s barbarians for you! You can teach them to write Latin, but not even the gods can make them think straight.”

				“Who was he, do you know?”

				He shook his head. “Haven’t a clue. A Roman civilian, that’s all I heard. I always thought this was a pretty safe area, round here.” 

				“It is. Well, it always has been.” 

				He touched a little boar’s head amulet on a cord round his neck. “There’s some unrest further north, so I hear. Maybe it’s spreading. Or maybe it’s just a local gang of outlaws. Who looks after law and order in these parts? Do you come under the military at Eburacum?”

				“No, the Town Council of Oak Bridges. There’s an old aedile who’s supposed to handle it. He’s about a hundred, and needs both hands to lift his dagger.” 

				“Take care yourself, then. I don’t want to miss your birthday party just because some poxy native has cut your head off!” He shouldered his satchel and strode out to the stable yard. 

				Albia came in, and I told her about the murdered traveller. She shuddered. “Ugh! Sometimes I think we’ll never get these barbarians properly civilised. What’s in the letter?”

				She read it and nodded. “That’s cheerful news, anyway. And another cousin, too. I hope he’s sexier than the dried-up old stick who stayed last winter.”

				Cousin meant one of Lucius’ colleagues on the Governor’s staff. Uncle Titus is in fact Lucius’ name for his boss; my brother works on what are euphemistically called “special duties,” which means doing any sort of secret dirty work that the Governor wants done. Well you know that, of course; and you know about his recent mission in the west, tracking down a native trader who was running illegal arms in from Gaul. 

				Whoever this cousin was, perhaps a spy or a political informer, Lucius knew we’d give him any help we could, and not ask questions. 

				I touched my belt-purse where the little bone disc was stowed away. “I hope he arrives soon,” I said to Albia. “Besides helping him, we might be glad of some help ourselves, if there’s really trouble coming. Hey, it’s just occurred to me, you don’t suppose we’ve already got him tucked up in bed in the small guest-room?”

				She giggled. “I wondered how long it’d take you to work that one out.”

				“You know who he is? You’ve remembered where you’ve seen him before?”

				“Yes. His name’s Quintus Antonius Delfinus. And Relia, it’s quite a coincidence….”

				But she didn’t get any further because little Baca ran in, still clutching the tunic she was mending. 

				“Please Mistress, the man in the bed’s awake and he’s very poorly. He woke up in a fright and tried to get out of bed but it made him giddy, so now he’s just lying there swearing and cursing and asking for someone called Burrus.”

				“We’ll come, Baca. You run along to the kitchen and ask Cook to make up a drink of warm wine and honey and poppy-seed to give him.”

				Well before we reached the sickroom, we could hear Quintus Antonius calling out.

				“Burrus! Burrus, are you there? Burrus, where have you got to? Burrus!”

				The change in him was alarming. He was flushed and feverish, shivering fit to rattle his teeth, and his purple eyes were glazed-looking. As soon as he saw us, he said, “Where’s Burrus? My servant, where is he?” He tossed impatiently on his bed, throwing his arms out wide and tipping the blankets onto the floor.

				I moved to the bedside and bent to pick them up. Be reassuring, Aurelia, that’s the thing. “I’m afraid Burrus isn’t here just now. Why don’t you get some rest till he comes, and you really must try to keep these blankets on.”

				He reached out and grabbed my wrist with a grip so strong it hurt. “What have you done with him?” he almost yelled. “Why isn’t he here? He was with me yesterday.”

				“I wish I could help, really. But you were found on your own.” With my free hand I tried to prize his fingers loose from my wrist; he resisted for a couple of heartbeats, then suddenly went as limp as a lettuce leaf and lay still.

				“I feel awful,” he said mournfully. “I need him to patch me up. I’ve got to make it to the Oak Tree Mansio by dark.”

				“You’ve already made it,” I answered. “You’re at the Oak Tree now.”

				He stared at me. “This is the Oak Tree? Here?”

				“Yes. This is the Oak Tree Mansio, and I’m Aurelia Marcella. I run the place.” 

				Not a flicker of recognition this time, but his eyes flashed with excitement. “Then I could make Eburacum today. It’s only fifteen miles or so. But I do need Burrus, he’s used to mending my cuts and bruises. Are you quite sure he isn’t here? Ow!” He tried to sit up, but couldn’t, and lay back, scowling.

				“There’s no sign of him yet, I’m afraid. You were found on your own.” Gods, am I going to spend all morning repeating myself? No, gently, Aurelia, he’s still recovering from that knock on the head. “I expect he’ll be here soon. For the time being you’ll have to make do with me and Albia.” I bent and tucked in the blankets, and this time he didn’t try to stop me. 

				“Jupiter’s balls, my head!” He felt gingerly round it with his hand, exploring the large bump. “My hands hurt too. And I ache all over. I think somebody’s tried to kick my ribs in. Was I in a fight?”

				“It looks like it, but we don’t know for sure. You just turned up outside our door this morning. Can’t you remember what happened?” 

				“It’s all mixed up. There was some sort of ambush, I think…several natives, and a man with no head, just a skull….but it’s all confused.” He screwed up his eyes with the effort of recalling it, then started to shake his head, and winced with the pain. “It’s no good. When I try to remember, it hurts my head.”

				“Just take it easy for a while. If you rest a bit you’ll get your strength back.”

				“I can’t wait long. It’s beginning.” He had a worried frown now, and his voice was almost a growl. “What we’ve been afraid of. The attacks, and the Shadow of Death….and now they know I’m here.” 

				“Shadow of Death?” I repeated, remembering with a jolt the words beneath the crude skull drawing. “The Shadow of Death attacked you?”

				“I don’t know,” he muttered. “It’s just a blur, like a dream.…Merda, I can’t think straight. It feels as if there’s a chariot race going on in my skull.”

				“We’ve got a cure for that, at least,” Albia said. “Some warm wine?”

				“Wonderful! Yes, please.” He smiled. It made him look younger, and much more attractive. “I suppose I’m not going to get anywhere for an hour or two. Maybe I will rest for a while. Look, I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s just, I feel so helpless, not being able to….You see, it’s started. There was this weird man with a mask. If he was the Shadow of Death….”

				When Baca brought the wine, we propped him up on some pillows, and he drank half a mug, and smiled again. Some progress at least. “This is good. My head still hurts, but now I don’t seem to care so much.” 

				We smiled back at the feeble joke, and he drank some more, and then yawned loudly. The wine and poppy-seed were beginning to work. “Has my horse turned up?”

				“Not so far,” I said. “What’s it like?”

				“Chestnut, with two white socks. And all my stuff in the saddlebags….” Suddenly he tensed, and his hand jerked up and went to the spot where his money-belt must be, hidden under the blue tunic. “Look here….my pouch. You haven’t touched it?”

				“No, of course not.” 

				“Good. There’s something important in it. My notes. Important notes.” 

				“Notes? What notes?” Well, a girl can’t help being curious. 

				“For….for my book.” 

				“Ah. Yes, right.” A book? Of course! And I’m the Queen of Brigantia! 

				“Can you put the pouch in your strong box, please? And keep it secret, nobody to know.”

				“Yes, I’ll take care of it.”

				“The only thing is,” Albia pointed out, “short of undressing you, we’re going to have a job to get that money-belt off you.”

				He grinned, and there was a flash of mischief in his eyes. “You think I’ll object to being undressed by two pretty women?”

				“He’s recovering already,” Albia said, and between us we got him out of the money-belt. Though we tried to move him gently, the pain of it froze the grin on his face. 

				He finished the wine. “You’re very kind. I’ll sleep a bit until Burrus turns up. My head feels sort of fuzzy. As if it’s got wool in it. I remember on my uncle’s farm, when I was a boy…they sheared the sheep, and there were piles of white fleeces. I used to lie on them and look up at the sky. It was so blue, and the clouds looked like the mounds of white wool….Sheep on the hills and all the wool in the sky….”

				His eyes closed, and he was asleep.

				“Sleep well, Cousin Quintus,” I said softly. 

			

		

	
		
			
				III

				As we came back into the bar-room, Junius appeared, elegantly dressed for riding. “I say, we’re on our way now. Back before dark, all right?” He gave Albia an enthusiastic good-bye kiss, and me a broad wink. 

				“Good hunting,” I said. “And take care in the woods. It seems our mystery visitor wasn’t the only one to be attacked last night.” I told him what the German trooper had said. 

				Junius frowned. “Sounds as if we all need to be on guard. So take care yourselves, won’t you? You’re vulnerable here, with everything open to your customers.”

				Thanks, Junius! Very comforting, and you’re the second soldier today who’s remarked on it. 

				He went out to join Marius and their two men, and we followed outside to wave them off.

				“I’m afraid he’s right about our being vulnerable,” I said, as we paused near the oak tree. “It’s hard to see what we can do about it though.”

				But Albia was gazing at Junius as he rode away. I must say he was worth gazing at, sitting tall on his good horse, with the sun sparking off the silver trim on his belt and boots.

				“Mmm,” she commented, “rather good-looking, isn’t he?” 

				“Marius? All right I suppose, but I get the impression he prefers boys.”

				“Marius! You’re joking! No, Junius Pulcher. Quite a suitable name, Pulcher, beautiful….”

				Here we go, I thought, she’s in love again. Well, it could be worse, he’ll be back with his legion in Eburacum in a few days.

				“And he rides like a dream,” she went on. “Did you see how he just vaulted onto his horse, didn’t bother with the mounting-block?” 

				“I saw. But when you’ve seen one show-off, you’ve seen them all.” 

				“There’s something about a soldier,” she said dreamily.

				“Oh definitely. They’re either away on campaign all the time, or if they’re on leave, they’re roaming the countryside pretending to hunt, with a girl in every village.”

				She giggled. “And even more so if they’re on special duties like Cousin Quintus.”

				The forecourt was filling up. There were already a dozen or so mules and ponies hitched to the railings, and a dilapidated ox-cart was parked in the shade of the big oak. It had a couple of sacks in it, which occasionally wriggled and made piglet noises. A young lad in a crumpled tan tunic was busy watering its oxen from a pail, and chatting to another youngster in rough brown homespun hemp, one of the native boys who occasionally helped out with odd jobs. I remember thinking how alike they were physically, both small, wiry and red-haired, and yet their clothes marked them out unquestionably, one as a Briton, the other as a Roman. Clothes are what identify people, I thought. Look at me, in my workaday yellow linen tunic and sensible sandals, anyone would know I’m Roman; yet if I put on a shapeless hooded cloak and clumsy shoes like the local women, I could pass for native myself. Or could I? Is it more than clothes, maybe something about the way people move, how they carry themselves? 

				Albia interrupted my musing. “It’s perfect weather. Just right for giving everyone a real thirst.” 

				“How are things in the kitchen? Did you manage to liven up that cow’s meat stew?”

				“Yes, Cook added some extra herbs and it’s quite tasty now. I don’t think cow’s meat will ever be anyone’s idea of a delicacy, but the natives seem to like it. And there’s plenty of good fresh bread.” 

				“Fine. That deer the tribunes brought in yesterday will go down nicely tonight.” We went on discussing the catering as we turned to go back inside.

				“Mistress Aurelia? Could I ask you something, please?” It was the lad in the tan tunic. He spoke good Latin with only a slight Brigantian accent. 

				“Make it quick then. Your boss will be inside there, wanting his beer and his food.”

				“He’s not my boss. I just watered his oxen ’cos he forgot. Poor beasts get thirsty this weather. I bet them piggies in the sacks could do with a drink too, but if I let ’em out….”

				“No, don’t even think about it. What is it you want?” 

				“I hear you’re short of a stable-lad.”

				So he was after a job. “Yes, I am a lad short.”

				He looked at me earnestly. “They said one of your horse-boys has run away.” 

				“That’s right.”

				“Why?”

				“Cheeky young pup,” Albia remarked, and went on into the bar. Hiring and firing are my department. 

				But it was a fair question. Presumably he was wondering whether the lad had run off because we beat him, or gave him mouldy bread for his rations. 

				“To be honest,” I said, “I don’t know why. He seemed happy enough, but a few days ago he just disappeared without a word. It happens sometimes. Now I haven’t got all day to chat. You’re a horse-boy, are you?”

				“Aye.” 

				“Well, horse-boys are common enough in these parts, lads that I know already. I’ve never seen you before. Why should I hire you?”

				He smiled. “Because I’m good.”

				I couldn’t help smiling back. “And modest, obviously. All right, convince me.”

				“I can handle horses. Mules, too, and oxen. I can drive, and mend tack, and I’ve done a bit of horse-doctoring. And I don’t mind hard work. You’ll wonder how you managed without me!”

				I looked at the youngster properly. He was small and compact, with bright red hair and light green eyes. He had a rather angular face, with a stubborn chin, and ears that stuck out. His tunic had once been a good one, but was faded now, and one sleeve had a tear in it.

				“What’s your name?” I asked.

				“Gaius Varius Victor. But everyone calls me Titch.”

				“A Roman name! Are you a real Roman then, Gaius Varius Victor?”

				He smiled proudly. “I’m Roman, born in Britannia. In the camp at Eburacum.” 

				“How old are you?”

				“Fourteen.”

				“Fourteen? Don’t make me laugh!” 

				“It’s true, honest. I’ve always been small. Like me mother was. She used to say size isn’t everything.” 

				“Did she now? Who’s your father? What does he do?”

				The smile got even prouder. “My dad’s a veteran, a cavalry trooper. He was attached to the Ninth Hispana at Eburacum. He’s done his time and come out, and settled down just outside the town. My ma was there, and they got married when he came out, but she died in the spring. My dad was real cut up about it, and he’s talking about re-enlisting, in an auxiliary squadron this time, where there’s more chance of promotion. So he may be posted away, even abroad, and he says I have to go out and fend for meself till I’m old enough to join up. I’m going into the cavalry, too.”

				“Have you any proof of who you are?” 

				He fished in his belt-pouch and brought out a battered-looking roll of parchment. It was from his father’s former commanding officer, certifying that Gaius Varius Victor was the son of Gaius Varius Secundus, cavalryman, who had served his time in the Ninth Hispana; the boy was born in the eighth year of the Emperor Vespasian’s reign, he was a citizen, and of good character. So far so good. 

				“You worked with horses at Eburacum?” 

				“Yes, all the time.” 

				“Well let’s see then. Come with me.” I led him round the side of the house, through the stable yard to where the horse-paddocks sloped down to the river. In the nearest one several of our own black horses were grazing, making the most of the lush summer meadow. 

				“See the black mare there?” I pointed her out and called “Merula!” and she raised her head briefly in answer to her name. 

				The boy nodded. “Blackbird, is it? A beauty, she is. Real good looker. And her foal’s only a few days old.” 

				“That’s right. Now can you bring the foal over here?” It would test his boast about being good with animals. The mare wasn’t keen on strangers near her new baby, and would know if the lad was afraid; if he had the true horse-boy’s touch, she’d accept him.

				He considered it seriously. “She looks a bit fiery. Will she play me up?” 

				“What, an experienced horse-boy like you? She’s not the most placid of mares, and she’s wary of strangers near her just now. But if you work here, you’ll be handling different horses every day. You’ll need to be good with animals you’ve never met before. In the cavalry lines you presumably got to know your mounts, working with them regularly.”

				“Aye. Still, best not to get too attached to them, if they’re going into battle.”

				I recognised the echoes of a drill instructor’s lecture to new recruits. “Right. Off you go then.” 

				He climbed lightly over the rail fence and walked towards the mare. Several of the other horses looked up from their grazing as he passed, but didn’t seem bothered enough to stop eating, which was a good sign. He paused near the foal, which pricked its ears and came towards him, curious and unafraid. The black mare laid her ears back and advanced on the boy, warning him to keep his distance. He moved in closer to her and I heard him talking quietly, and then he held out a piece of bread on the flat of his hand. She sniffed at it, not touching it, but her ears came forward and she let the lad come to her and rub her neck. She sniffed him all over, and didn’t move when he went over to the foal and stroked him gently.

				He came back to the mare, grasped a handful of black mane and, without fuss, led her over to where I stood by the fence. The foal walked quietly after her. Both animals came to me to be petted.

				“Easy,” Titch grinned, giving the mare a pat. 

				“I didn’t tell you to bring the mare,” I objected.

				“You didn’t say not to. And I’d be a fool to try and separate them, when she doesn’t know me.”

				Yes, he had the touch all right.

				Hippon, my stable-master, had come up quietly to watch beside me. “The lad’s a natural,” he murmured in my ear. “He’s been hanging around here since first light. Been sleeping rough, by the look of him. I tipped him the wink that there might be a job for him.”

				Hippon is a cautious man, especially where the precious horses are concerned. If he thought the boy would do, that was good enough for me. 

				“Well then,” I said, “we’ll give you a try.” 

				Titch leapt right over the fence in one exuberant bound. “Oh, thanks, Mistress! I won’t let you down, I promise.”

				“Make sure you don’t,” I warned, “because as I say, you’re on trial. Hippon here is your boss, and you do what he says and don’t give him any lip. You bunk over the stables with the other boys; you get your keep and the same wages as the other boys. And remember, horse-boys are the bottom of the heap, so do as you’re told, and don’t go getting into mischief. Understand?”

				“Yes, Mistress,” he answered demurely. But I had the feeling even then that I might as well have told the wind to stop blowing, or the river to flow uphill.

			

		

	
		
			
				IV

				Albia was in the bar-room, checking that we’d enough clean jugs and beakers, but her mind wasn’t on the crockery. “You know,” she remarked, “I hope that man in the guest-room really is the new cousin. He’s pretty fanciable.” 

				“Oh? I can’t say I noticed.” I was looking at a nasty lamp-black stain, high up on the whitewashed wall. 

				“Oh, of course not, Miss Couldn’t-Care-Less.” She frowned at a chipped mug and put it to one side. “So you didn’t notice his nice eyes?” 

				“No,” I answered, but too quickly. She knows me well, my sister. 

				“Unusual shade of dark green, I thought,” she persisted.

				“Dark blue,” I corrected, and she laughed when I blushed. 

				The bar-room was filling up fast, so I escaped more teasing by chatting to the customers and making sure they were all happy, while the maids fetched jugs of wine or beer and brought plates of stew in from the kitchen. I like to supervise the bar myself when I can. Not that I need to, with Albia there, but it’s such a wonderful place to pick up the latest news. Couriers ride in from Eburacum or Derventio, locals bring the gossip from the surrounding woods and farms, the occasional long-distance traveller arrives from Lindum or Londinium, or even across the sea in Gaul. We get them all, and their news as well. Today, we were giving out as much news as we were getting, thanks to our mystery traveller.

				But eventually there was a lull, and I signalled to Carina, one of the senior maids, to take charge, so Albia and I could go into my study to talk privately. 

				“Well then,” I encouraged, as we sat down on the reading-couch. “Come on, you’re dying to tell me about the new cousin. Quintus Antonius Delfinus, you said?”

				“Are you sure you’re interested?”

				“Definitely. Passionately…just get on with it, can’t you, before I die of curiosity!” 

				“Well, if you insist. He’s from Italia. Campania somewhere, I think. I met him when I was down in Lindum, last summer, you remember? For Claudia’s wedding.”

				“I remember all right.” She’d gone for ten days and stayed a month. But I’d already done my share of moaning on that score.

				“Claudia’s sister introduced me to him at a dinner party. I remember because she fancied him, but he was flirting with a flashy Greek girl in red ear-rings and didn’t give her a second look.” She sniffed. “Didn’t give me a second look either, come to that! Anyhow, he said he was a surveyor, inspecting bridges. But really…” she dropped her voice to a conspiratorial whisper, “…he’s a spy, on secret work for the Emperor.”

				“Half of the Empire’s doing secret work for the Emperor.…”

				“…Spying on the other half.” She joined in the punch-line. “I know. But this one’s different. He’s not just a palace hanger-on. He gets sent into the provinces to hunt out traitors. He works alone, not with the usual military investigators, or the Governor’s agents. Claudia’s sister was sure of it.”

				“And you really think he’s the cousin Lucius mentions in his letter?”

				“Of course. Which is why someone tried to kill him.”

				“Yes, it could be. But—look, you know what Claudia’s sister is like. She’s got a pretty lively imagination, and she’d much rather have been turned down by a mysterious secret agent than a boring bridge surveyor any day.” The same went for Albia, of course. 

				Then I realised I hadn’t got round to locking away his precious money-belt. “Maybe we can settle it,” I suggested, and fished the money-belt out of my own belt-pouch. 

				She raised an eyebrow. “Aurelia Marcella! You’re not thinking what I think you’re thinking?”

				“I’m thinking,” I said, “that it must be our duty to find out as much as we can about this new cousin.” 

				“Oh it must. And there’s no escaping one’s duty, is there?” 

				It was just a standard purse sewn into a narrow belt, worn and discoloured now, but made from good soft leather with a pattern of stars on it. “He certainly seemed very anxious about it,” Albia observed, as we spread the contents carefully on my desk. “Notes for a book, I ask you!”

				There was a wax note-tablet, blank, a stylus, a folded square of papyrus, and a small slim case, like a flattened cylinder. This was made of some very dark wood inlaid with ivory. I picked it up and examined it. It was light in weight, and didn’t rattle when I shook it. 

				“Well open it,” Albia encouraged, and I pulled off the case’s top. Inside I found not one but two travel permits, beautifully written, and each bearing the imperial seal. They were identical except that one was in the name of Quintus Antonius Delfinus, and the other was for Quintus Valerius Longinus. 

				“Told you so!” Albia was triumphant. “Only a spy would be using two different names. And these are very high-powered passes he’s carrying.” So they were: the bearer could use any and every facility of the public service, requisition the best horses, eat the best food, sleep in the best accommodation, and generally be treated like a consul at every mansio and mutatio in the Empire. They even included a command that all Roman citizens should give him “any necessary help in the course of his work.” It looked as if Claudia’s sister had been right. 

				“I must admit I’m impressed, Albia. We don’t see many passes like that—in fact I don’t think I’ve ever seen one with this much clout, let alone two of them! Should we move him into a grander room, do you think?”

				“He’ll probably requisition the whole place when he wakes up, and us with it. Or you, anyway. Come on, let’s see the paper. Maybe that’ll tell us more.”

				I unfolded the square of papyrus, expecting at the very least a citation from Caesar. But there were only a few lines on it, and they made no sense at all. 

				L’s list 
PGATT
SSFCV
CVBFS

				“What a let-down,” Albia grumbled. “Just a jumble of letters. I presume it’s a code of some sort?” She brightened up. “Pass me a note-tablet. Let’s try and work it out.”

				“It’s none of our business….” 

				“It’s a bit late to worry about that now….” 

				“…And besides, we’ve got a mansio to run.”

				But she wasn’t giving up. “L’s list. Now who’s L, when he’s at home? It could be Lucius. Our Lucius, do you think? After all, if Cousin Quintus was on his way here….”

				“There are thousands of men called Lucius. Or it might be Lollius? Lepidus? Or how about Lugotorix?”

				“Ah, Lugotorix! Now why didn’t I think of Lugotorix, that world-famous compiler of coded lists! All right, I know we’re never going to puzzle it out. Pity though. Maybe he’ll drop some hints when he wakes up again.” 

				“And if he does,” I warned, “we haven’t seen any of this, remember.”

				I put everything back in the money-belt, and locked the lot in the strong-box, safely hidden under its loose floor-board. Then we went back to the bar-room. 

				I moved among the customers again, saying a few words here and there. They were nearly all people I knew, a mixture of Roman settlers and native farmers. Most of them had heard about our wounded traveller, and several also knew of the murder on the Eburacum road. But despite the grim topics of gossip, the atmosphere was cheerful. Everyone enjoys a good market, whether they’re buying or selling. Beer and wine sales were going nicely, and the cow’s meat stew was appreciated.

				At a corner table I spotted an unusual group of five young natives, dressed as old-style Brigantian warriors. We get plenty of native customers, but they’re either peasants in serviceable dull homespun, or if they’re a shade richer, they dress like Romans in tunics and travelling cloaks. These were different, so impeccably turned out that they seemed to be making some kind of deliberate statement. They wore their fair hair whitened with lime, and had plenty of blue skin paint on their faces and arms; and they were dressed as fighting men, in leather kilts, greaves, big boots, studded sword-belts and leather jerkins reinforced with bronze across the chest. Their colourful checked cloaks were piled up in a corner with their helmets. They weren’t foolish enough to be carrying weapons, but all the same they were unmistakably trained fighters, exuding an aura of excitement, a strung-up feeling of waiting for something to happen. They were drinking mead, too, which can get men into a warlike mood quicker than wine or beer. 

				Their leader sported several bits of gold jewellery, a couple of bracelets on his right arm and a heavy gold collar round his neck. The others had smaller ornaments, mostly silver or bronze. The only jarring note in their appearance was that the leader was clean-shaven, so he must be from a family that had some pretensions to Roman status, with parents who wouldn’t tolerate any barbarian beards. He looked vaguely familiar. In fact, as I walked over to their table I realised they were all familiar, all young men from local families, including Segovax, the son of our native neighbour. And the leader was none other than Vitalis, the son of our chief town councillor, Publius Silvanius Clarus. I hadn’t seen Vitalis around for a while; now I remembered, he had been away somewhere in the west of Brigantia, staying with relatives in the hills. His father was one of the modern type of native, born in Britannia but now proud to be a Roman citizen, and living a thoroughly civilised life. His new villa wouldn’t have looked out of place in Italia, neither would the clothes he wore, and his Latin was more grammar-perfect than mine. I wondered if he knew what company his only son was keeping. 

				Vitalis didn’t acknowledge me, so I just addressed the group as a whole. “’Morning, gentlemen. Can I get you something to eat? We’ve a delicious beef hotpot
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The Conductor  Sarah Quigley

Habits of the House  Fay Weldon

3 Great Historical Novels is available here.
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3 Great Romanovs


Catherine the Great  Robert K. Massie

Nicolas and Alexandra  Robert K. Massie

Peter the Great  Robert K. Massie

3 Great Romanovs is available here.




About Head of Zeus
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We hope you enjoyed this book.

We are Head of Zeus, a brand new publishing house dedicated to new authors, great storytelling, and fabulous ideas.

To find your next read  and some tempting special offers  why not visit our website?
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