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ABOUT THE BOOK

D 80. Gaius Valerius Verrens is back where he belongs, at the head of a legion. But this is no ordinary legion – tainted by four decades of ill fortune and poor leadership, this is the ‘unlucky’ Ninth. A unit regarded as expendable by the governor of Britannia, Gnaeus Julius Agricola.

Yet all that can be swept aside by a single moment of glory. The long-heralded invasion of the north is under way and Valerius leads his troops to a devastating victory against the Brigantes, infuriating Agricola in the process.

And then, even greater honours beckon with the death of Emperor Vespasian and the succession of Valerius’s friend, Titus. But the new emperor faces his own challenges, not least from his brother, Domitian – whose insatiable lust for power is matched only by his deep hatred of Valerius.

Valerius knows he must forget the rewards offered by Rome and concentrate on the matter at hand: defeating the recalcitrant tribes who lie in the path of the Ninth. If only the life of a soldier were so simple. For watching his every move is the most formidable and cunning enemy he will ever face: Calgacus, war chief of the Northern alliance …
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Cast of Characters

Gaius Valerius Verrens: Legate of the Ninth legion Hispana and a Hero of Rome

Titus Flavius Vespasian: Emperor of Rome

Titus Flavius Vespasian (Titus): The Emperor’s elder son and his heir

Titus Flavius Domitianus (Domitian): The Emperor’s younger son and Valerius’s deadly enemy

Domitia (later Augusta): Domitian’s wife and Valerius’s former lover

Gnaeus Julius Agricola: Governor of Britannia

Domitia Decidiana: Agricola’s wife

Tabitha: Valerius’s wife and a princess of Emesa, mother of Lucius and Olivia

Gaius Rufus: Roman scout, midget, survivor of the Temple of Claudius

Quintus Naso: Praefectus castrorum of the Ninth, Valerius’s second in command

Cornelius Felix: Commander of Valerius’s escort, rank of decurion

Shabolz: Member of Valerius’s escort, former Pannonian auxiliary

Hilario: Member of Valerius’s escort

Rufius Florus: Member of Valerius’s escort and Lucius’s personal bodyguard

Ceris: Tabitha’s maid/companion, a native Briton, Florus’s lover

Cathal (known to the Romans as Calgacus): King of the Selgovae

Olwyn: Cathal’s wife, mother of Dugald and Berta

Gwlym: A blind druid, fugitive from Mona, sometimes adviser to Cathal

Emrys: Cathal’s sword brother and leader of his bodyguard

Colm: Cathal’s bodyguard

Ranal: Cathal’s bodyguard

The Argento Rìgh: King of the Venicones

Donacha: Venicones lord

Oenghus: Venicones druid

Crinan: King of the Caledonians

Rurid: Caledonian war chief

Bruda: A petty Caledonian chief

Vodenos: Leader of the Brigante contingent that fights beside Cathal

Metilius Aprilis: Agricola’s aide and Valerius’s enemy

Herenius Polio: Legate, Second legion Adiutrix

Tiberius Julius Ursus: Legate, Twentieth legion Valeria Victrix

Aulus Atticus: Prefect of the Ala Petriana, a cavalry wing of Gaulish auxiliaries



The enemy suddenly changed their plan, and with their whole force attacked by night the Ninth Legion, as being the weakest, and cutting down the sentries they broke into the camp.

Cornelius Tacitus, Life of Julius Agricola




I

Rome, AD 79

Titus Flavius Vespasian smiled at his friend across the glittering gold surface of the table, the flickering oil lamps creating shadows and planes on the other man’s face that made him appear much older than his forty-five years.

‘It was kind of you to invite me.’ Aulus Caecina Alienus’s voice echoed in the great chamber of the dining room. ‘It is many years since I dined on the Palatine.’

‘Of course,’ Titus agreed blandly. ‘Vitellius favoured the Domus Aurea, did he not? He found the palaces on the hill draughty and uncomfortable, I remember.’ He took the sting from the words with a laugh. Caecina didn’t like to be reminded of his service to the short-lived Emperor Vitellius and the rumours of plots, conspiracies and downright betrayal it involved. And not just rumours.

When the tide shifted and Vespasian’s generals marched on Rome from the east, Caecina might have turned the campaign irrevocably in Vitellius’s favour, but inexplicably – or perhaps not – offered to turn himself and his legions over to the Flavians. A misjudgement, it turned out. He’d misread the mood of his centurions, who promptly threw him in a cell to await execution. Only Vespasian’s swift triumph saved him from the axe. Somehow, he’d also persuaded the new emperor to spare his life when his fellow generals were losing theirs. What was it they said of him? Yes, that was it. Aulus Caecina Alienus could sell a wooden leg to a four-legged dog. Titus laughed again and Caecina gazed at him with something like reverence.

A rogue, but an amusing one, charming with an endless supply of stories and anecdotes. Men instinctively liked him and women were attracted to him for reasons they could never explain. Once regarded as the most handsome man in Rome, his fine-boned features were puffy with excess and the dark eyes red-rimmed from the wine of the previous evening.

‘What gossip do you have for me, Aulus?’ Titus demanded as the gustatio of eggs and intricately carved vegetable dishes was placed on the table by a stream of slaves. Hidden away, but somewhere nearby, another slave played a pleasing melody on a lyre.

‘You must hear all the interesting news,’ Caecina said with a sly sideways look. ‘Being the Praetorian prefect with access to all those ears at all those doors.’ He grinned and took a long pull from the gold cup in front of him. An Opimian, by the gods; old Titus was doing him proud tonight. His voice dropped into a stage whisper. ‘But I hear Julius, manager of the Greens, is to be brought up before the authorities for race fixing.’

‘Never,’ Titus gasped, knowing it wasn’t true.

The courses came and went, with Caecina becoming increasingly voluble and Titus saying less and less. Eventually Caecina ran out of words and they sat together as the silence lengthened. Something had changed. Silence. Yes, that was it. Silence. The music had ended.

‘Tell me about Marcellus, Aulus.’ Caecina was puzzled for a moment. When the true import of the words struck he froze and stared at Titus as a mouse is transfixed by a snake. ‘What gossip do you have about him?’ Titus continued relentlessly. ‘I heard a whisper that Diogenes and Heras were back, flapping their tongues.’

Caecina somehow forced a smile. ‘I hear Flavinius …’

‘I don’t want to know about Flavinius, Aulus.’ The voice contained a hint of iron that hadn’t been apparent earlier. ‘It’s Marcellus I want to hear about. Marcellus and all your other friends. The ones who meet behind those closed doors when they think I am not listening.’

Caecina stared down at the table.

‘Lost your tongue, Aulus?’ Titus shook his head with genuine sorrow. ‘I was so good to you all. Paid off Marcellus’s gambling debts when Sabinus wanted to hire the Society to break his legs. Looked the other way the first time he brought those crooked lie-mongers to the city and I had to have them whipped from the Porta Salaria. And you, Aulus? How many husbands have I had warned off when they were waiting in some dark alley with their cudgels? How much do you still owe me from the loan for the house on the Esquiline?’

‘Please, Titus, I’ll pay. Just give me a chance.’

It was as if he hadn’t spoken.

‘But how can I forgive this? You have plotted against my father, the man who saved your life and treated you as a son. Colluded with the worst elements in the Senate and the military. No, don’t deny it.’

How could he not have heard them? Rough hands took Caecina by the shoulders and forced him down so his face slammed on the table. He struggled, but there were too many of them and they were too strong. ‘Please, Titus.’ The words were incomprehensible because his broken lips were forced against the sheeted gold.

‘I know what you’ve been saying to them, you and Marcellus and the others. My father is too old, or too sick, no longer up to the challenges of being Emperor. He must step down, or … well, we know what the alternative is, don’t we, Aulus?’ Caecina was weeping now. The metallic taste of blood from his nose and his smashed lips filled his mouth. ‘And Titus?’ the Emperor’s son continued. ‘Titus forfeited his right to be Emperor when he consorted with the Eastern bitch. That’s what you called Berenice, wasn’t it, Aulus, you of all people, who stalked her like a dog in heat? The Eastern bitch. Titus has none of his father’s talents and all of his father’s weaknesses. He’s too trusting. Not ruthless enough …’

Caecina waited for more. Hoped for more. Prayed for the opportunity to talk himself out of this. He could, if only … He screamed as a hand wrapped itself in the thick dark hair he was so proud of and hauled his head back, exposing his neck. ‘No, plea—’ An almost innocuous sting across his throat and his vision turned black as a terrible prolonged gurgle punctuated the vain plea for a mercy that had never been on offer.

Above them, two men watched from a darkened balcony that stretched the length of the room.

‘Let your brother’s bearing be a lesson for you,’ Titus Flavius Vespasianus Caesar Augustus told his younger son. ‘If we are to survive as a family and our name is to endure as a dynasty we must act with strength, but compassion.’

Titus Flavius Domitianus, known as Domitian, looked from his father, bowed and rheumy-eyed with age, his hands shaking with some ague, to the man still sitting at the table as the dark stain spread wider and wider across the beaten gold. He understood this was not the only lesson he was supposed to learn from this exhibition. Caecina’s murder was, in a way, a gift to him. Oh, Caecina was guilty enough, but put to the hot irons and the gouging hooks, he would have implicated not just Marcellus, but Priscus and the others. They in turn would have led the inquisitors to Mucianus, long dead, but still dangerous, because his circle contained others who would scream a name that could not be allowed to fall from any man’s lips. His eyes never left his brother. ‘You have my word on it.’

As he walked away, Vespasian’s frail body was racked by a hacking cough that seemed to go on for ever. The Emperor put a cloth to his mouth. It came away bloody and he shook his head in confusion.

Domitian watched him go. Not long now, old man. Not long. At the end he might find some compassion for his father, but not for the others who stood in his way. Titus had overshadowed him since he was a boy. After Vespasian’s accession to the purple the situation had become worse. Instead of basking in the reflected glory of the Emperor, Domitian had been kept in the shadows and forced to live on scraps. No Praetorian prefect’s power for the younger son, just a few humiliating part-time consulships. Worse was the fact that, even after all these years, every time he looked into his wife’s eyes he saw the face of another man reflected there. So there would be no compassion for Titus Flavius Vespasian when the time came, as it surely must, or for Gaius Valerius Verrens, who had tried to steal Domitia Longina Corbulo from him, only utter ruthlessness.


II

Southern Brigantia

Gaius Valerius Verrens, legate of the Ninth legion Hispana, walked across the grassy hillside as the fog began to clear. His bodyguard had tried to persuade him to stay away, but he insisted on inspecting the ground his men had just fought over. One of the legion’s auxiliary flanking cohorts had caught a band of Brigante spearmen in the open as they waited in ambush. Bodies littered the ground in that curious, boneless attitude of the dead, limbs twisted into impossible positions and dull, sightless eyes staring at the sky. In places where they’d fought to the last the corpses were so thick on the ground Valerius was forced to take a wide loop to avoid stepping on them. Crimson blood trails showed where men had staggered or crawled from the field in an attempt to save themselves. This was what happened when lightly armed, undisciplined barbarians met hardened Roman soldiers in open combat.

‘How many casualties, Barbarus?’ He directed the question at the decurion who’d commanded the auxiliaries, a swarthy bearded veteran wearing the distinctive green cloak of the Asturian cohort.

‘Just the three, lord, and a few scratches. But we killed forty or fifty of theirs.’ He saw Valerius’s look and shrugged. ‘We tried to follow your orders about bringing in prisoners, but they just didn’t want to surrender.’

Valerius called for his horse. The Ninth and its auxiliary cohorts and cavalry wings made up the eastern column of the twin-pronged northern campaign. Two more legions, the Twentieth and the Second Augusta, mirrored this advance up the western flank of the mountains which made up the spine of the island. Valerius had initially marched on the Brigante capital at Isurium, but the Ninth found the settlement empty of King Guiderius and his warriors. Rather than negotiating a treaty of surrender and taking hostages, Valerius was met by a group of stony-faced elders who claimed they could not act without their king’s authority. When asked where he could be found, they would only say he was in the north.

His left hand instinctively strayed to check the binding on the cowhide socket that held the oak replica of his lost right one firmly in place on the wrist. Why was he chasing shadows in a stinking Brigante bog with enemies on every side when he could have been back in Italia tending his vines in the sun? The question provoked a wry smile.

The truth was there was more than one kind of enemy. The one who had driven him from Rome had proved much more dangerous than the tattooed savages lying dead on the grass. Not just to Valerius, but to his family. A man with Valerius’s experience had the weapons to deal with most threats, but not an enemy with this kind of power. For the enemy was the Emperor Vespasian’s son Domitian. Fortunately, Valerius also had powerful friends, including Vespasian’s elder son Titus, who held the rank of consul and commander of the Praetorian Guard. Titus had arranged for Valerius to be appointed legatus iuridicus, the second most powerful official in Britannia and legal adviser to the governor Julius Agricola.

Yet within weeks of arriving on the island Agricola had manoeuvred Valerius into accepting command of the Ninth Hispana, one of four legions stationed in the province. He’d led his new legion in a bloody, brutal campaign in which Agricola had all but exterminated the Ordovice tribe and destroyed for ever the power of the druids on the sacred isle of Mona. Agricola, with Vespasian’s support, already had plans for the final subjugation of the mountainous north of Britannia. Instead, he’d experienced a year of delays and frustration as his forces recovered from their savage mauling at the hands of Mona’s fanatical defenders.

Valerius had used the respite to hone the Ninth into a weapon that mirrored the qualities of its new commander: disciplined, aggressive, flexible and deadly. He’d also taken the opportunity to bring his family north to the legion’s new base at Eboracum. He’d spent every possible moment with Tabitha, Lucius and his infant daughter Olivia, a dark-maned joy who, at six months, already had her mother’s flashing temperament and was named for Valerius’s sister. He felt a pang of regret as he recalled the moment he’d seen them off in the carriage to Londinium after the legion’s celebration of Augustalia.

A trumpet blared and his chest swelled with pride as his legion marched into view on the valley floor below. He took up position on a hillock beside the track to watch them pass.

A legion on the march was an astonishing sight, even for one who’d seen it so many times, squirming across the ground like a giant centipede that only discipline, relentless industry and the brutal training of many years maintained as a single entity. In Valerius’s mind the centipede’s feelers were the scouts and cavalry patrols who ranged ahead and on the flanks of the long, snaking column, and the engineers who would forge ahead to decide the site of the next camp. Two cohorts of auxiliary infantry made up the head of the beast. In their midst marched Valerius’s headquarters section and his personal guard, the aquilifer’s party, bearing the glittering eagle standard, and the imaginifer who carried the Emperor’s image. The body consisted of close to five thousand legionaries, the unit’s core of heavy infantry, divided into ten cohorts. A cohort was the legion’s tactical heart, large enough to make a difference in any battle situation, but flexible enough to be used in part or in whole. The arithmetic of a cohort was simple. Eight men made up a contubernium, who shared a tent on campaign or a barrack block in the fort. Ten contubernia made up a century and six centuries a cohort. Only the elite First cohort defied this rule, consisting of five double-strength centuries: eight hundred men. In Valerius’s experience it was unusual for a legion to march so close to a full complement of soldiers, but Agricola had agreed he could use replacements from the Second Augusta at Isca to fill the gaps in his ranks. A full cohort of that legion had taken over garrison duties at Eboracum under the command of Valerius’s nominal deputy, a senior military tribune for whom he had little use, but with too many friends in high places to be replaced.

The centipede’s tail consisted of the long column of baggage wagons and mules carrying everything eight thousand soldiers needed to survive – and to fight: flour, dried meat, olive oil and wine for the legionaries and auxiliaries; sacks of fodder for hundreds of horses and oxen; cooking pots and bread ovens; thousands of spare pila, the weighted javelins that would break a charge of bare-chested barbarians in an instant; ballistae and scorpio catapults, the dreaded ‘shield-splitters’ designed to cause havoc and dismay; pre-prepared timber for bridges; and forges and anvils for the armourers. Behind them came the rearguard, another two cohorts of auxiliaries. If Valerius cared to watch his legion pass by from nose to tail he would be here for more than an hour.

‘Riders approaching.’ Cornelius Felix, the commander of his escort, broke his revery. There was little urgency in the decurion’s tone. No enemy horseman could have penetrated the cavalry screen undetected.

‘It’s Arafa.’ Shabolz, the former Pannonian auxiliary, had the best eyes of any of them. Valerius had inherited the troops of his guard from his short time as legatus iuridicus. Eight cavalrymen from each of Britannia’s four legions, hand-picked for all the wrong reasons. A motley band of misfits, they’d started out ready to spill each other’s guts, but the balefire of battle had tested and moulded them. Valerius was happy to call them comrades, and in some cases friends. Shabolz was the best of them, a stocky Pannonian with a face carved from granite and a sidelock hanging from beneath his helmet that no dress regulation would compel him to remove. Originally there had been five Pannonians, but only three survived Agricola’s invasion of Mona.

Valerius smiled. Arafa meant ‘giant’, but the man who answered to the name was Gaius Rufus, a Roman who lived as a Celt and, if he wasn’t making the story up, the result of a union between one of the Emperor Caligula’s slaves and the midget dancer responsible for his tiny stature.

From a distance the diminutive figure looked ridiculous perched on a full-sized Roman cavalry mount, but Rufus occupied the four-pronged saddle with all the ease and comfort of an emperor sitting on his throne. He was the legion’s chief scout and a man who could range extraordinary distances into enemy territory. Valerius had sent him on a mission two days earlier. He could tell the moment he met Rufus’s eyes it had been a success.

‘I have him, lord,’ the little man grinned.

‘Where?’ Valerius demanded.

‘Patience, favoured of the gods.’ Rufus’s gimlet eyes glinted. ‘King Guiderius has two problems. The first is that his army, like his tribe, is a patchwork of loyalties. They’re also hungry. The last harvest was a poor one and the next is half a year away. For a strong king that wouldn’t matter, but Guiderius is only king because none of the other candidates who want independence from Rome could raise the support to get rid of him. He knows he can only afford to attack you if everything favours him, or his army will melt away like the last snow of springtime. King Guiderius is not a confident man. He has heard about the fate of the Ordovices. That’s why he’s sought sanctuary in the north.’

‘Thank you for the history lesson, but I still need to know where.’

Rufus dropped from his horse and used his foot to clear a space in the dirt. He drew his knife and bent over the patch of earth. Valerius dismounted to crouch beside him. ‘We’re here, and these are the mountains.’ Rufus scraped a wavy line up the centre of the patch. He drew another line up the east side of the mountains and stabbed the point of his knife into the earth. ‘Here. The original Brigante seat of kings, the northern stronghold of Queen Cartimandua, and the tribe’s traditional sanctuary.’

‘How far is it?’

‘For the legion? A long day on the road, but a prudent man would take two.’

Valerius studied the improvised map. ‘Agricola must know about this.’

Agricola summoned the commanders of his legions as soon as Valerius arrived saddle-sore and weary at the temporary camp of the Twentieth. Valerius experienced a twinge of unease as he entered the governor’s pavilion. His relationship with the proconsul of Britannia was more complex than he cared to admit. Even Tabitha wasn’t aware of the full extent of his concerns. Agricola had originally greeted his new legatus iuridicus with a wariness that belied their previous service together; polite enough, but cold, offhand and just the right side of bad manners. The way he’d manoeuvred Valerius into command of the Ninth reeked of intrigue and conspiracy, and the passing of Valerius’s predecessor something worse. Of course, the lack of welcome could be excused by the strain of his responsibilities. Britannia was a notoriously difficult province from which to prise a profit.

Agricola and two other men occupied the tent. The governor rose to welcome Valerius, followed by his companions. An amused smile flickered on thin lips, but didn’t quite reach the steady grey eyes that always seemed to contain an element of question. A lawyer’s eyes that saw everything, but took nothing at face value. Stockily built and of middle height, the governor wore his greying hair cropped short in a vain attempt to disguise its sparseness, and his brow still bore the impression where his helmet had sat not so long before.

‘Verrens.’ Valerius acknowledged the greeting of a dark, saturnine man in his early fifties with hair of a jet black that had nothing to do with nature. Tiberius Julius Ursus, legate of the Twentieth legion. If the rumours were correct his dealings with Agricola were even more strained than Valerius’s. Ursus reached out a hand before withdrawing it in a nervous flutter as he remembered Valerius’s wooden fist.

‘Valerius.’ The youngest of the three, plump and relaxed, with the face of a well-fed cherub, recognized the newcomer’s presence with an inclination of the head and a smile that came as a surprise. Herenius Polio was a man with a bloodline that stretched back as far as Romulus. He commanded the Second Adiutrix and had previously treated Valerius with the detached condescension he maintained with all new men, even Agricola. Valerius returned the smile, but wondered what had brought about the sudden change.

Between them, Ursus, Polio and Valerius commanded three of Britannia’s four legions, which, with their associated auxiliary units, combined the power of close to thirty thousand of the most disciplined and well-armed soldiers the world had ever seen. As long as Agricola had their support, he wielded a weapon so potent he was capable of marching on Rome with a fair degree of success.

Naturally, Vespasian and the Palatium, the great bureaucracy which ran the Empire’s affairs, ensured that none of his commanders could fully trust the others. Ursus was Vespasian’s man, hand and heart, and had served under the Emperor as a sixteen-year-old tribune with the Second Augusta as far back as the invasion. Valerius was known to be a client of Titus, heir to the purple, a newly appointed patrician whose influence, none the less, could only grow. Polio held his rank thanks to a combination of aristocratic alliances and his father’s friends in the Senate, but he commanded a legion formed and constituted by the Emperor from the marines of the Ravenna fleet and known for their fierce loyalty to him.

‘The scout, Gais Rufus,’ Agricola’s aide announced.

‘Send him in.’

Gaius Rufus appeared a few moments later, entering the tent with a bow-legged cavalryman’s swagger that might have looked incongruous on the small man, but that he managed to carry off like a Parthian Invincible. His eyes were red-rimmed and sunk deep with exhaustion, but they contained a twinkle that hinted he found his situation ripe for self-mockery.

‘Bring the scout wine,’ Agricola called to a hovering servant. Rufus accepted the silver cup and drained the contents in a single swallow. He sighed contentedly and wiped the back of his hand across his lips with a nod of thanks.

‘Well?’ The governor’s voice was tight with anticipation.

‘They call it Brynmochdar, lord, the Badger Hill,’ Rufus said. ‘It is a place associated with Guiderius’s mother, Cartimandua, the Brigantes’ greatest queen. I arrived in darkness and took refuge on a rise to the south I knew would provide a fine view of the fort when the sun rose. As I waited, I could hear the sound of shouting in the distance and see what looked like a thousand fireflies on the hill opposite.’ He drew a long breath. ‘They are there, lord.’

‘How many?’ Agricola demanded.

‘Enough to be turning what I remember as a modest defensive position into one of the largest fortresses I have ever seen.’

‘Impossible,’ Ursus scoffed.

‘Have you seen Maidun, lord?’ The scout turned to him. ‘The stronghold of the Durotriges where they made their last stand against our very own Caesar and the Second Augusta. Forgive me, of course you have, for you marched with him. Well, Brynmochdar is larger still, though the hill is not so steep, the walls so tall, nor the ditches deep.’

‘How much work have they done?’ Valerius had also seen Maidun and he’d wondered that even a Roman legion could take it.

‘From what I could see, lord, they’re concentrating their efforts on lengthening the line of ditches to enclose the hill. At the moment it’s just a few feet deep with a low mound behind.’

‘So we need to act quickly.’ Valerius turned to Agricola.

‘Yes,’ the governor agreed. ‘Before they have a chance to deepen the ditches and build a palisade.’ Valerius saw a calculating look cross his face and felt a touch of unease. ‘You should return to your legion, legate, and march north immediately. I will give you a vexillatio of two cohorts of the Twentieth to strengthen your force.’ Ursus protested, but Agricola waved him aside. ‘And I will personally join you at the Hill of Badgers for the siege.’

Valerius’s heart sank as Rufus shot him a wry smile. His instinct had been right. Agricola couldn’t resist the lure of glory. His beloved Twentieth would have the battle honour Brynmochdar sewn upon their pennants and any victory would be the victory of Gnaeus Julius Agricola.

‘There is something else, lord,’ Rufus interrupted. ‘I captured a stray who thought to shirk the work at the camp, and put him to the question. He said King Guiderius’s force is as numerous as grains of sand upon a beach and he would like nothing better than for us to attack him. The king has also acquired new allies.’

‘New allies?’ Valerius exchanged a glance with Agricola. Which of the tribes of southern Britannia would be foolish enough to ally themselves with a rebel who had no chance of success?

‘He has been joined at Brynmochdar by a prince of the northern Celts, a champion of his tribe, along with a hundred of his greatest warriors. My Brigante said he is a giant, tall as a rowan and broad as a four-wheel cart. The sword he carries is as long as a chariot’s centre pole and he can split an armoured man in two with a single blow.’

‘Valerius.’ Agricola was out of his seat and his fingers closed on Valerius’s left arm, his eyes glittering. ‘You must take him for me. Take him alive. This swordsman will be our gift to the Emperor.’ Beyond the governor’s shoulder Valerius saw Polio raise a sardonic eyebrow at the word our. ‘He will be paraded through Rome for the eternal glory of Britannia’s legions and suffer the fate of Vercingetorix the Gaul in the depths of the carcer. Alive, Valerius. I want him alive.’

Valerius nodded, not trusting himself to speak, remembering the man who had delivered Vercingetorix to Rome. Gaius Julius Caesar had proclaimed himself dictator and founded an empire. Just how high did Agricola’s ambitions soar?


III

The two kings stood at the centre of what appeared to be a giant ants’ nest. On every side men, women and children burrowed to dig or deepen ditches, gathered wood for palisades and quarried stone to build revetments where the ditches threatened to collapse, or to create paths through the bogs. Every tree of any size had been felled to be part of the defences and thorn bushes torn up to make the ditches more difficult to cross. Other tribesfolk carried sacks of salted meat, oatmeal and dried apples while still more drove individual cows, small herds of hardy brown sheep and squealing families of pigs into enclosures in the centre of the giant compound, where they mingled, moaning and jostling and making the air shimmer with the warmth from their reeking manure.

Anything that could be used as a weapon had been gathered from the surrounding area. The people had worked through the night and all the previous day in an attempt to complete the defences and provisioning of the fort in time. Yet Cathal noted they were fewer now than yesterday. Warriors preferred to fight and drink rather than dig, but still more feared what would happen to their families when the Romans came. An entire tribe had disappeared during the night with all its supplies.

It would have been difficult to find a greater contrast between two men. Guiderius, short and slight, with light brown hair that tumbled to his shoulders, had sad, wide-set blue eyes, a wispy beard and soft, almost feminine downturned lips. He wore a tunic and trews of finespun emerald cloth, with a chain of gold links at his waist and a heavy gold torc at his neck. In contrast, Cathal would have stood head and shoulders above most men and he loomed over Guiderius like a mountain crag. A chest like an ale barrel forced his tunic of rough, undyed wool apart at the neck and plaid trews encased his long legs to calves as massive as another man’s thighs. Wild, raven hair chopped short at the brow and sides hung long at his back, and the narrow dark eyes took in and evaluated everything. A nose like a Celtic battle axe jutted above long moustaches that hung to his chin, and he had a rearing horse tattooed in blue on each cheek. What truly marked him, apart from his scale, was the sword he wore strapped to his back.

Taller than the man standing at his side, it had a two-handed grip bound in soft leather and fixed with spun gold and a blade as wide as a man’s hand. Only Cathal could wield it. He called the sword Ghost Bane, because if a man looked closely enough the spirits of the eight strips of iron that created it were visible in the polished blade. The gold arm rings on his biceps were mere incidentals that proclaimed his authority in the unlikely event that any denied it.

Cathal ruled the Selgovae, the Hunters of the Forest, and he claimed tribute from every tribe between Great Cheviot and the lands of the Damnonii, even at times from his despised neighbours, the Votadini. He had come here with a hundred of his champions because his father had fought beside Guiderius’s father and to see if what he’d heard about the Romans was true.

The men’s vantage point was a fort within a fort, in fact the original fortification that had crowned Brynmochdar in the days of Guiderius’s father’s father’s father, long before his mother Cartimandua had expanded it into a refuge during her struggle with Venutius. Guiderius had deepened the original ditches and created a stout wooden palisade with a fighting platform. This would be the position from which he conducted the defence and, if the need arose, the refuge where he would make his final stand. In Cathal’s view the Brigantes should have concentrated on improving the existing defences and building huts for those who would instead suffer from lack of shelter. Guiderius insisted he must create a greater enclosure, large enough to house the warrior hosts of the Carvetii and the Parisii. They would come at his call, he insisted blithely, and he would have fifty thousand warriors to meet the Roman attack.

Cathal’s eyes told him the Brigantes were several thousands fewer. Many were women and children and more were warriors whose heart was not in the fight. A king should not criticize a king, but still, he must try.

‘You will not reconsider continuing north, lord king?’

‘After all this effort?’ Guiderius threw out an arm to encompass the workers in the ditch to his front. ‘How many do you think would follow me?’

‘Whatever their numbers they would be your best and your bravest,’ Cathal said. ‘Together we would destroy the Romans in the hills and valleys of my homeland.’

‘Would you truly advise me to leave here?’

‘I would take my people to the very ends of the earth before I would allow them to wear Roman chains.’

‘I know you think I am a fool, Cathal.’ Guiderius looked up into the fierce eyes. ‘No, do not deny it. I understand why a man like you would believe that. I am not so blind that I cannot see how few of my warriors meet my eyes when I tell them we can win. That is why I had to come here. The elders have been spreading tales that the Romans are invincible in open combat. If I give them a wall to fight behind and their families to fight for they will be the equal of any legionary. The Romans can throw themselves against our spears from now until Samhain and they will gain nothing. I will bleed them until they offer terms.’

‘The only terms they will offer your people are slavery and servitude,’ Cathal said brutally. ‘Your own words, Guiderius, of less than a week ago. You know them better than I. What price will they exact for this Roman blood you shed?’

Guiderius’s eyes remained fixed on the distant hills, but his silence told Cathal he knew the answer well enough: his head.

Eventually, the Brigante ruler said: ‘This is my land and these are my people and I will not abandon them, whatever the price. My mother shamed our nation when she sold Caratacus to Rome for a few more years of isolation, but of course they came back for more. Client state, they called us, a barrier between their civilization,’ his lips twisted into a bitter smile, ‘and the yet more barbarous tribes to the north. By my actions here I will repay my mother’s debt and restore Brigante pride.’

Cathal turned to study their surroundings. Brynmochdar was a low hogback mound amidst a rolling landscape and not in itself a natural defensive position. He guessed it had originally been chosen as a gathering place, or perhaps a trading post, but its link to his mother blinded Guiderius to any flaws it might have as a fortress.

Guiderius’s new rampart and ditch followed, as well as it could, the contours of the hill and would provide a formidable enough barrier if he were allowed to complete it. From what Cathal could see the ditch was too shallow and the earth mound behind it had crumbled in places, but there were not enough people to repair the damage. The stock pens stood on a flat area to the west of the original fort. Women and elders had begun to slaughter animals to provide meat for the thousands of workers’ evening meal. The plaintive lowing of the condemned beasts shut out the thump of spade and mattock, and the combined stink of animal dung, blood and offal assailed his nostrils. For the moment supplies were plentiful, but Cathal could see that a breakthrough at a single weak spot could change that in an instant. One of the few genuine advantages was the number of streams that ran through the fort, although the Romans could nullify that by damming or contaminating the water further upstream. He remembered winter nights around the fire when his father Dugald had talked of his time with Venutius. The old man spoke of walls of shields and warriors fighting not man to man, as the Selgovae and the Brigantes did, but as a single combined unit. It troubled Cathal that he couldn’t divine what advantage this gave them, but Dugald had been sure. Certainly, Venutius suffered a great defeat and the Romans placed his head on a pole and paraded it around the Brigante settlements. No doubt his skull was someone’s drinking bowl now. He prayed that would not be Guiderius’s fate, because, despite the other’s weaknesses as a man and a leader, he liked the little Brigante, but he feared it was a vain hope. ‘At least shorten your perimeter. Your walls are too long and your ditches too shallow to be defended by the warriors you have.’

‘When the Carvetii come …’

‘I cannot stay and fight beside you.’

‘I know,’ Guiderius acknowledged. ‘You must look to your own people now.’

‘But I will do what I can.’

‘Of course.’

‘We will try to disrupt their supply lines. Make them think they are assailed from the rear.’ He left unspoken the fact that his primary reason for remaining in the area was not to support Guiderius, but to study the Roman method of war. He intended to test his warriors against theirs, if he could manoeuvre a position that gave him a fair prospect of success.

‘I have one request.’ Guiderius sounded uncharacteristically hesitant.

‘You may ask anything of me.’

‘Take Gwlym with you.’

‘The blind druid?’ Cathal immediately regretted his offer. He remembered the malevolent, sneering features and red-rimmed, pus-filled eye sockets.

‘He disturbs the men with his talk of Boudicca and Mona. They say he carries death with him.’

‘We will be riding hard. It will be dangerous. Perhaps …’

But Guiderius would not be diverted. ‘I will supply him with a good horse and a steady man to make sure he stays in the saddle. Do not make me plead, Cathal.’

‘Of course.’ The words choked in Cathal’s throat. The king shamed him. For all his faults Guiderius was a good man and a good friend. If he could hold the Romans here and hurt them it might give Cathal’s Selgovae another two seasons to prepare.

A shout went up from the south wall and Cathal looked up to see a flare of orange on a faraway hill. As he watched it quickly spawned a towering pillar of smoke.

‘They are coming,’ Guiderius said quietly. ‘You should go.’

Cathal turned and clasped his friend’s hand. ‘Fare well, lord king. I wish you the joy of victory.’

‘We will meet again, Cathal of the Selgovae.’

Cathal nodded.

But would it be in this world or the next?


IV

Valerius looked out from the hillside where Gaius Rufus had made his earlier estimate of the enemy strength and found himself in agreement with his scout. Brynmochdar was the largest hill fort he’d encountered in Britannia. It was an immense place. The walls encompassed more land than those of some great cities, probably three or four times longer than the ramparts of the original colonia. In the hazy dawn light it appeared dangerously formidable, but a closer look with a soldier’s eye revealed a slightly different picture.

To his front warriors lined the wooden palisade several deep, long hair fluttering in the light breeze and spear points glinting, but away to the flanks he noticed that the numbers thinned out and some sections weren’t manned at all. Anticipation welled up inside him as he studied the defences themselves. The palisade and shallow single ditches might have had Salve written over them for all the obstacle they posed to a legionary cohort. Beyond them lay a broad open space where thousands of people milled to find a vantage point to view the attackers. A mistake, because that human barrier would make it difficult for King Guiderius to move reinforcements within his perimeter. Cattle pens and rough supply huts thrown up in recent days further hindered internal movement. In the distance, close to the centre of the complex, he could see the raised mound of what looked like a more solid fortification. The inner stronghold called for some attention, but he’d worry about that when the time came.

Valerius had ridden to the fort with the advance party of two auxiliary cavalry wings. On the flat ground between the two rises a thousand troopers were laid out in their squadrons like a giant mosaic, struggling to keep their mounts still amidst the swarms of buzzing flies. The bulk of the Ninth was still on the march from the temporary camp a few miles to the south.

‘Cornelius?’ He called to the commander of his personal guard. ‘Take two squadrons of Gauls and ride a quick circuit of the place. Make the defenders think you pose a threat despite your numbers. The odd rush at the walls when you consider it safe, but don’t risk anyone. There’s no point in losing men just to confirm what you see with your own eyes.’

‘Legate.’ Felix snapped a quick salute and rode off, shouting for Nilus, his trumpeter. A short series of calls rang out and two units of thirty men detached from the mass of cavalry and followed Felix east along the front of the low scarp defending Brynmochdar. Not a steep scarp, by any means, especially not at the great double gate where the raw, newly cut timbers shone like gold in the morning sunlight. Valerius remembered a hill fort he’d stormed a long time ago as a fresh-faced young tribune who still had his right hand. There had been lines of great ditches that funnelled the attackers into blind alleys and killing zones, hidden trenches filled with wooden stakes, and boiling water pouring from above. The gradient steepened with every step until each breath threatened to choke a man and his legs felt as though they were on fire. The rattle of arrows and boulders on the triple oak shields that were the only thing keeping the soldiers alive. Then the gate.

‘Have the Second cohort find a suitable baulk of timber and fit it to the ram,’ he ordered. ‘Something impressive that will make them think we really mean to have that gate.’

The gate was the key. Not because Valerius planned to break through at that point, but because it was where he wanted the Brigantes to believe he intended to break through. He waited patiently until a new blast of horns announced the arrival of his legion.

The front ranks of the Ninth marched into view in the attack formation he’d ordered. Three cohorts off to the east to threaten the walls beyond the gate; solid, compact slabs of heavily armed and armoured infantry almost five hundred men strong. Four more to form up directly opposite the gate, with the Second cohort and their ram in the centre. And, closest to Valerius but fifty or sixty feet below, a further three cohorts almost equal in numbers to the four opposite the gate, because one was the double-strength First.

The legionaries wore a mix of either chain armour vests or the more recently introduced lorica segmentata plate. Men favoured chain because it had fewer buckles, could be donned in seconds and was easier to keep rust free as long as you could access a few handfuls of sand. Others swore by the plate on account of its lightness and flexibility. They were willing to expend the time it took to strap on the thirty-four separate elements because plate would turn the point of a spear that would penetrate chain if the thrust was powerful enough. Beneath the armour, their tunics might once have been called red, but depending on age and wear covered every shade from off-white through pink and various combinations of terracotta to bright scarlet. They marched ready to fight, a pair of javelins on their right shoulders and left arms toting their big triple-layered oak shields, heads encased in polished iron helmets equipped with neck guards and cheekpieces. Every man carried a gladius, the legionary’s deadly short sword, in a scabbard attached to the belt at his waist.

Four cohorts of auxiliary infantry, a further two thousand soldiers, stood in reserve, but Valerius was confident he wouldn’t have to use them. He felt a surge of elation. The Brigantes were precisely where he wanted them, trapped in the great cage they’d created for themselves.

Agricola had promised two cohorts of the Twentieth and his own hallowed presence, but Valerius didn’t plan to wait for either. This would be the Ninth’s victory, and the triumph would be all the greater for the overwhelming numbers they faced, perhaps four or five times their own. The question was how many of the enemy were up for the fight?

Gaius Rufus had partially answered the question. The little scout had intercepted a tribe slinking away from the great fortress the previous night and they’d provided all the information Valerius needed about the scene laid out before him. King Guiderius commanded, probably from the central fort, guarded by every warrior loyal to him, and, of course, the giant barbarian prince whose presence so excited Agricola. It would be Valerius’s pleasure to lead him to the governor at the end of a rope.

A thunder of hooves announced the return of Felix and his Gauls. The young decurion leapt from his horse and sprinted up the bank to join Valerius. ‘You were right, lord, they don’t have enough men to defend the whole perimeter in any depth. The northern ditch and palisade is unfinished in places. I’d suggest that a feint attack in the east to draw the defence and an all out assault in the centre would probably carry the walls, unless it’s a ruse to draw us in.’

‘There is always that possibility,’ Valerius agreed. ‘But judging by the lack of depth in the defences here in the south I doubt it’s the case.’ He drew the cavalryman aside. ‘Pass on your recommendation to the commander of the Ala Petriana and the First Asturians, but as an order from me. Petriana to take the lead. They are to wait until the legion is fully engaged before they proceed with any attack.’

‘Cohorts signalling they’re in position, legate,’ Valerius’s second in command Quintus Naso announced.

No point in delaying any further. ‘Order the artillery to loose,’ Valerius said. A young signaller stationed further up the hill waved a red pennant back and forth above his head. Along the line, each scorpio and ballista team would be tensed for the signal.

A series of staccato thumps announced a volley from the closest machines and Valerius knew it would be being repeated all along the line. He had no siege towers to deploy and none of the large catapults Corbulo had put to such good use at the battle of the Cepha Gap. Even so, the legion’s smaller missile throwers were capable of dispensing death on a horrific scale. He heard the first crunching impacts and the shrieks of the Celtic warriors massed in such tempting numbers at the perfect range for a flat trajectory. Half of the pieces were scorpiones, heavy, reinforced mechanical bows that could fire a big five-foot bolt four or five hundred paces depending on the conditions. ‘Shield-splitters’ the legionaries called them. They were well named and they’d be just as deadly against the painfully thin palisade. Skimming the top of the wall, where the bravest were cavorting and howling insults on their makeshift earthen fighting platform, the bolts would remove heads and smash skulls before spitting those further behind. Even if the aim was low the arrow was as likely to pierce the wall of wooden branches as not, and with the same results.

The stone-throwing ballistae which made up the balance of the artillery could be even more devastating to body and morale. The ten-pound missiles simply smashed through flesh and bone until the sheer number of victims slowed their momentum. Valerius had seen warriors torn in half, with great gaping holes in their torsos, men with ribcages torn asunder to reveal still-beating hearts; arms, legs and heads ripped from bodies. Even the splinters of smashed bone from the initial victims could maim those around them. Any missile which overshot the front ranks caused similar carnage among the thousands of women and children crowded behind the warriors to watch the legion deploy.

Valerius allowed the barrage to continue until the fire from the ballista teams began to slow. He could almost feel the urgency of the legionary cohorts as they stood in their tight-packed squares tensed for the order to advance.

‘Have we had any word from Governor Agricola?’

‘None, sir,’ Naso confirmed.

Patience, Valerius, patience. He gave them another three volleys. ‘Signal the attack.’

Above him the signaller waved a green flag three times.

Away to his right the four cohorts in front of the gate attacked in a sudden disciplined rush, but he had to wait a dozen frozen heartbeats before the flanking units began their slow deliberate march. Now the Brigante king would be torn between sending warriors to reinforce his most threatened sector at the gate, or keeping them to combat the apparently less urgent hazard to the walls on either side. Valerius had massed his stone-throwing ballistae in front of the flanking cohorts with orders to concentrate their fire directly on the fragile wooden palisade. The resulting damage resembled a mouth full of rotting teeth, with gaps and jagged stumps all along the line, and mutilated, dead and dying Brigante warriors piled up behind. Yet thousands more stood behind the parapet of dead, tattooed, bare-chested and howling their defiance, urging the Romans towards their spears.

Valerius gave the gateway attack one last glance before focusing his attention on the main thrust. If the gate fell, so much the better. The left and right hand cohorts stood ready to capitalize on the ram’s success, but they deliberately hung back a little to the side of their ostensible target. The centre pair of cohorts had already formed testudo as they approached the gateway under a hail of slingshots, spears, arrows and large stones. Stray missiles found gaps between the shields and left a few casualties crawling or coughing up blood in their wake. So far everything was going to plan.

Valerius’s greatest hope of success depended on the three left hand cohorts. Theirs was the steepest part of the scarp, but also where the ballistae had done the most damage. He’d used all his experience to plan the attack. It was based on a much more difficult investment of Cremona more than a decade before, where the city had been defended by veteran legionaries and surrounded by stone walls. The First cohort led this sector of the attack. Eight hundred men deployed in five double-strength centuries, two in the van and three behind to form an arrow head. They advanced in testudo so the attackers within the carapace of linked shields could ignore the slingshots and spears that rained down on them. As they approached the ditch, the first two centuries transformed seamlessly into eight normal half centuries advancing in two ranks of four. Concealed in the ranks of one of the following cohorts three centuries of Thracian auxiliary archers moved to take up position where they could swamp the defenders with arrows. At first it appeared the foremost half centuries must be trapped in the defensive ditch and either slaughtered or forced to turn back. Instead, those in the van combined to create a sloping ramp of shields on to which the following half centuries leapt. Balancing on the trembling platform they immediately formed testudo and were able to tear at the shattered remains of the palisade in a perfectly timed assault. The defenders threw themselves at the locked shields, but all they won for their trouble was a handspan of gladius and a lingering death. Within moments the legionaries created a perimeter line a hundred paces wide. Even before it was complete the following centuries and cohorts poured over the human bridges to add their weight to the attack. Valerius saw a veteran centurion in their midst take control and suddenly the perimeter was expanding left and right and forward to create a greater tactical space to be exploited. As if by metamorphosis a cohort wedge the soldiers called a Boar’s Head formed within the Roman bridgehead: a compact arrowhead of six centuries. With barely a pause for breath they charged to smash into the heart of the mass of stunned defenders. Simultaneously, the cohort on the right of the attack, which had been supporting the assault on the gate, took advantage of the confusion to make their own lunge at the walls in coordination with the expanding perimeter, causing yet more confusion and dismay among the defenders.

‘Shit.’ Valerius turned at Naso’s muttered curse. Of course, it had all been going too well. When the Boar’s Head smashed into the defenders a century detached and, driven by battle madness or simple over-enthusiasm, sprinted in open order towards the ultimate prize, the fort at the centre of the great compound. It was magnificent. It was brave. The type of thing Valerius had done when a battle was at its cusp. Win, and the man who led it was a Hero of Rome; lose … and you were dead. Hundreds of Brigante warriors erupted from a piece of broken ground on to the flank of the charging men and they disappeared in a welter of falling swords and plunging spears.

At last. On the far side of the fort, at the very edge of Valerius’s vision, a ripple seemed to pulse through the mass of civilians taking shelter there. He recognized the emerald plumes of the Asturian cavalry wing in their midst, with what must be the Ala Petriana on their flank. Their only obstacle was the fleeing mass of women, children and grey-haired ancients, but the cavalry didn’t hesitate and old and young alike fell shrieking beneath their swords. It must be soon. Valerius bit back the words. Even as he watched, the collapse began, slowly at first, but gaining momentum with every passing second. Drawn by the screams, the rear ranks of the multitude facing the initial breakthrough turned to go to the aid of their loved ones, followed by more and more warriors. Whatever organization existed among the defenders was gone.

‘It is finished,’ he said to Naso. He looked up at the sun and noted with satisfaction that the whole action had taken less than half of an hour. ‘Let it be known that any who lay down their arms are to be spared.’

‘There’s still the central fort,’ the camp prefect pointed out. ‘It looks as if it might be a tougher nut to crack.’

‘Tell them to bring forward the artillery.’

A diminutive figure rode up on a full-sized horse. ‘Valerius!’

‘Welcome, Gaius Rufus.’ Valerius smiled. ‘You are just in time to witness a great victory.’

‘I know,’ the little man said sourly, ‘but in case you haven’t noticed, while you’ve been enjoying the entertainment some bastard is attacking your baggage train.’


V

Cathal watched the battle until the point where the Roman formation divided and sub-divided to form a human ramp that allowed their comrades to cross the walls. It was enough. An exhibition of discipline, power and sacrifice no Celtic tribe could hope to emulate. Was any force on earth capable of stopping these people?

The image continued to fill his head as he rode to join his men in the little tree-lined gully where they hid not far from where the Romans had set up their baggage park. It lay midway between Brynmochdar and the temporary marching camp Cathal had studied the previous night and discarded as a possible target. He dismounted before he entered the gully and led his pony through the undergrowth and down to the shallow stream that cut eastwards to the far side of the hill. After a few minutes a shape seemed to sprout from the ground and he was staring into a pair of wide intimidating eyes caught between a mass of dark hair and a twitching beard.

‘I don’t mind you trying to scare me, Ranal,’ the Selgovae chief growled. ‘But you frighten my beast at your peril.’

The face creased into a grin. ‘I just thought to surprise you, Cathal.’

‘Well don’t. You know I don’t react well to surprise. I near took your head off. How are the lads?’

‘They’re grand, lord. But bored. They wish we could have stayed with the Brigantes. There were some lasses …’

‘They’re better off out of it.’ Cathal’s voice contained a brutal edge fuelled by what he’d watched. ‘By nightfall those lasses will either be in Roman beds or wearing Roman chains.’

Ranal led him to a point where the gully widened and another stream joined it from a secondary valley where the warriors had corralled the group’s ponies. Men wearing the same rough undyed wool tunics and trews as their chieftain sprawled on the damp ground or squatted in small groups. A few murmured a welcome, but most just watched in silence. They were Cathal’s sword brothers and they had served and fought together long enough to need no words.

Cathal had equipped every man with the long sword that proclaimed him as a member of the tribe’s elite. A champion. The Selgovae smiths had put every shred of their craft and their skill into creating those slim, ash-grey blades from the finest metal they could source, iron brought in finger-length ingots at great price from faraway Noricum. Cathal had ordered the felling of hundreds of trees to make the charcoal to heat the forges, and the sacred glades where the smiths worked rang with the clatter of hammer upon metal for an entire season. The swords made them rich men, but the fierce loyalty they bore him had not been bought, but earned. Cathal was their leader, but these men were a brotherhood. A brotherhood of the blade. All but one.

A dirty white robe drew Cathal’s attention, like a maggot among a swarm of wasps. As his eyes became accustomed to the gloom he suppressed a shudder of distaste at the sight of Gwlym’s pus-filled craters and filthy, food-stained beard. The druid’s head turned, sensing his presence, and a smile flickered on the cracked lips. The Selgovae felt Gwlym’s scrutiny and distaste turned to anger. It occurred to him that somewhere on the way north the priest might suffer an unfortunate accident, but that could wait. The gully took a sharp turn here and the broad bank that loomed over the clearing had collapsed to leave a mound of raw red earth. Cathal unslung his massive sword and handed it and his reins to Ranal before bounding nimbly up the mound until he could see a man lying among the bushes at the top of the bank.

‘How many guards have they left, Colm?’ he called softly.

‘Too many,’ the man said sourly. Colm was one of the oldest of the band, past thirty, but he had the eyes of a man ten years younger. ‘Come up and have a look for yourself.’

Cathal took a leap to his left away from the collapse and wriggled his way upwards until he lay beside the other man. Colm parted the bushes in front of them so he could see down a broad, tussocky slope of rough grass. On the flat ground at the bottom of the hill, perhaps four hundred paces distant, a temporary township of tents and wagons sprawled across the landscape. Smoke from hundreds of fires rose to be tugged away by the breeze and Cathal guessed that, somewhere in that mass, smiths worked to repair armour and weapons and bakers were busy baking bread for the legion’s evening meal. A tempting target, at first sight, for a man who had led more raids than he could see wagons. But that was before you noticed the bank and ditch that surrounded the baggage train and the hard-eyed guards who stood amongst the outer wagons. He looked closer, saw oval shields and chain armour. What the Romans called auxiliaries, mercenaries who fought for money and land, but no less dangerous for that.

Cathal stared at the camp with fierce concentration. He’d promised the Brigante king a demonstration, but nothing he could do here would affect the outcome at Brynmochdar. To attack the baggage train in camp would be to risk the lives of every man who followed him and those men could be vital to his cause in the seasons to come. The Selgovae would need leaders when the Roman eye turned north, as it undoubtedly would. And not just the Selgovae. It might be that the men who lay in the wooded dell below him were not just his bodyguard and his friends, but the foundations of an army.

Yet a promise was a promise and Cathal was a man of his word. He studied the massed wagons and their defences with even more care, seeking some weakness. His attack must necessarily be in daylight, otherwise it would be wasted entirely. Brynmochdar’s defences would not last till nightfall. Anything worth taking or burning was stored in the centre of the camp and that meant breaching the walls.

The auxiliaries had cleared the land all around the camp so that even a mouse would have trouble approaching it unseen. As he watched, a man trudged from the gate and dropped into a crouch over a darkened patch that must be a narrow trench. Interesting. They’d dug their soil pit outside the walls. He considered the possibility for a moment before discarding it. Lifting a single man as he struggled to rid himself of a turd was hardly going to help Guiderius. His nostrils twitched at the faint scent of human excrement on the breeze. Yet that breeze also carried something else. A soft whinny.

For the first time his eyes were drawn beyond the circle of wagons and piles of supplies. Horse lines. His father had told him that every Roman cavalryman needed at least one remount and preferably two, so there would be hundreds of the beasts. The old man had talked in extravagant terms of the qualities of the animals he’d seen while campaigning against the Romans with Venutius. Of their beauty, their speed, length of leg and back, and depth of chest. The horses of the gods, he’d called them. They made the little ponies the Celts rode look like cattle and could run them down with as much ease. Cathal had sent emissaries south laden with gold in an attempt to barter in vain for a single Roman stallion. He’d even considered stealing one, but he was assured the Romans protected these revered animals with the same ferocity as the legions protected their eagle standards.

Yet now he was within touching distance of a Roman horse park with a hundred of his best men, and he had given his word to Guiderius that he would hurt his enemies. He gave a grunt of pleasure and Colm turned to him with a quizzical look.

‘I know that sound,’ he said. ‘What have you seen in that dangerous great heap of manure you’d like to lay your hands on?’

Cathal grinned. ‘I’d thought to relieve them of an anvil or two you could carry home and heft up Middle Hill as a gift for the sky gods.’

‘Aye, that would be my talent right enough,’ the other man said with lugubrious satisfaction. ‘Beast of burden. Why do I have a feeling the reality is going to be even less appealing?’

‘All of our lads can ride.’

‘That would seem about right.’ Colm’s voice dripped with irony. ‘Seeing as we came here on horseback.’

‘But how many of them could ride a Roman horse, do you think?’

Understanding dawned on the other man’s face. ‘Ranal, Arwan
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