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Author’s Introduction 
 
      
 
    The age of the Fourth Century in Britain is one of extremes. The island was undergoing a period of unparalleled prosperity with an explosion of villa-building which rivalled anything closer to the centres of Imperial power. Magnates built huge structures - the like of which would not be seen in Britain again until the eighteenth century. Grain was exported to feed the imperial armies toiling along the Rhine frontier. Art and literature reached their zenith. But underneath this explosion of light also grew a dark shadow. Usurpation, rebellion, and invasion all conspired to render Britain fragile and tense. Dark shadows gnawed at the edges of this island diocese. New federations of tribes rose up to threaten the unrivalled prosperity. From the north came the Picts, tattooed, endless, riding the seas as much as the land, while from the west came the long dark hide galleys of the Scotti. Saxons and Franks raided the southern coasts, sliding their dragon-prowed vessels far up long estuaries and rivers. The federated allies of Rome north of the long stone Vallum looked as much outwards to these newcomers now as they did southwards towards Rome. Loyalties were shifting and tensions building in this glorious age in Britain. 
 
    And as always this island diocese stands alone in a fractured sea, filled with riches, threatened on all sides, prey to insecurity and betrayal, even as the coffers fill and the harvests ripen and old tired men look with envious eyes abroad. 
 
    It is an age of wealth and blood and treachery. 
 
    And, as with all things, a single moment alone conspires to bring all this together in one fateful year . . . the year of 367 AD . . .  
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    Beyond The Vallum 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
      
 
    Prologue 
 
      
 
      
 
    . . . In the fires, as they spilled over him, he always walked supreme, immune, almost blessed. It did not matter that great things crashed about him nor that screams accompanied him or that mighty things strove to break his path. He was as a god amongst it all - and the crimson flames were nothing but silk and ribbon and petals to caress him. He walked in those fires as if he alone breathed and all else shuddered and fled before him and so the smile wrought across his face was terrible to behold. He was an immortal and the world itself - its gloss and edge - was nothing but a conflagration he brushed aside as if on a whim . . . 
 
    So it was that fire bathed him and he felt cleansed; reborn. 
 
    The edge of the world itself melted from him and the sky was riven apart in a sheet of flame. The once-great river at his feet hissed and fell back in a shudder of steam. Dark things lay in that retreat: wrecks and shattered hulks. Ancient corpses rose up and twisted away, nothing now but dust and echoes. He did not care. His gaze was set upon the rim of a world falling apart in fire and noise and deep black smoke. Those few cries which smote his ears were feeble and soon snuffed out. 
 
    He was the centre of a conflagration itself the centre of the world - and he was smiling something dark and terrible. 
 
    And then it came to him out of that fire. 
 
    He knew it was coming. It always did. It began as nothing more than a gleam; a slight glint deeper in the fires which caught his gaze as if a spark flashed up. And then it deepened and twisted in amongst itself - and even as he moved to look fully at this movement, he knew. He knew that even as he rose up higher than any mortal had ever risen; even as he ascended up among wings of flame to burn the very gods themselves, that this slight thing was the doom he had always sought to escape - and the fires about him rippled away from him as if in fear. 
 
    It came like a supplicant before him, almost humble - as if seeking a boon from him. And in a manner of speaking, that boon would be the heaviest thing he would ever give in his life. This slight shade hardened then even as he gazed on it and the fires fell back. The shimmering heat seemed to slow and sift and still into a glassy wall about him. It came and stood before him and the twisted shape seemed to know him as a friend. There was no threat in it; no arrogance; no haughtiness. It stood before him as the world of fire silted into rose-tinted glass and then it almost seemed to bend itself before him. 
 
    Yet in that supplication, its familiarity, the ease of it, he saw the smile which lay barely hidden on its features. 
 
    And it was a smile which shivered him to the core. Fear filled him. Ice and darkness burst up from him - and he, Flavius Sabinus, would wake screaming, covered in sweat, the dark mottled scars over his right shoulder flaring up in pain as if still raw. And no matter where he was - in a papillio tent or in some Senator's guest room or the dusty quarters of a desert castrum - the smell of smoke always filled his nostrils and the hard baked touch of old fires still glowed over his dank flesh. And this poor Roman, this former Tribune, of ancient Sabine stock, his blood old and his past full of tales which cut to the root of Rome itself, would fall back and claw at the bedding as if in mortal pain. 
 
    For even as the world broke in among his nightmares and lifted him back into a place free from the crimson flames, that dark figure remained in the corner of his eye, smiling, bowing, familiar, as it leant in to whisper a secret which broke his heart . . . 
 
    Shame . . . 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER ONE 
 
      
 
    Weep for the Honoured, 
 
    For they know already their Doom 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “. . .Well, if this isn't the arse-end of your Empire, my friend, I will throw all my winnings overboard into the sea and let all the gods curse me for gambling ever again . . .” 
 
    The voice was soft; its Latin filled with the lilt of a Persian accent which was unmistakable. 
 
    The small Liburnian galley rocked a little from the wash and Flavius Sabinus reached out to grip the wooden railing, leaning in to the sudden motion. He was smiling but it was not a warm smile. At his side the languorous figure of the Persian, Araxes, swayed with him and he saw the figure look down into the churning waters below. He noted that the latter was frowning and the easy, natural, humour which always cloaked him was slipping a little. Sabinus could not blame him. What was it that the old philosophers had said? That the gods were careless with mortals and when they did move them, did so as nothing more than an afterthought? If they existed at all, that was. Well, if that was the case, thought Sabinus, then we, here, now, were the least afterthought of the last god whose footsteps were dust and whose hand had long since faded into nothing but a distant wind or the last echo. 
 
    He reached out and clapped the tall Persian on the shoulder, wincing a little from the movement, and said: 
 
    “From one arse-end to the other, Araxes, you will always fleece the natives of whatever gold and women they have, eh?” 
 
    “A man must makes his own fortune despite the will of the gods, I say.” 
 
    “Despite them? You don't mean that, do you?” 
 
    The Persian looked back at him, his smile slow and distant. Araxes had a long, narrow, face - dark and liquid, all humour and easy grace but dangerous with it. Sabinus had always admired that charm in him and the iron which lay underneath it. It allowed the Persian to play politics and war in equal measure and it always surprised him that he had not risen higher in the exercitus of Rome but had instead remained mired here in this poor command. Now, he looked and smiled and the glint in his dark face was mocking. 
 
    “Oh, Flavius Sabinus, my Tribune and amicus, you know of all people that the gods gave up on us a long time ago. It is all about the dice now. The dice and the tiny gaming counters. We are latrunculi of fate. Nothing more! Have you not learnt that lesson by now?” 
 
    The Persian’s laughter was too easy and affected and it made Sabinus stand away, wincing slightly again as he dropped his arm. 
 
    “. . . Your shoulder is in pain still, amicus?” 
 
    He found himself shrugging a little, dismissing the other's concern. “It is nothing  . . .” 
 
    “I will have my slave bring you an oil mixed with nutmeg and cloves. It works wonders on the muscles and bones. It is an old concoction. I am told by the magi -" 
 
    “I can still knock any spatha out of your grip, Araxes - this ache is nothing.” 
 
    The smile which was returned was perfunctory. His friend had brushed up against his intransigence too many times in the past to push his offer any further. He nodded then and turned to gaze back down into the churning waters. “. . . Of course. You Romans have always taken pride in your footwork. A Persian, however, on a Nissaean horse will always dance around your poor locked shields like a wind about a stubborn pillar.” 
 
    “We ground enough of your kinsmen into the dust when they tried that, remember?” 
 
    He hadn't meant to sound bitter but the words escaped him before he knew what it was he was saying. A sudden memory of swirling dust, armoured riders, the neighing of horses all caparisoned in silk and golden armour rose up before him. Hooves thudded down on cracking oval shields even as the hard-pressed Nisibene legionaries under his command roared back defiance and thrust a long hedge-row of spears back into that wall of towering horse-flesh. Screams and mad laughter fell over them all . . . And high above that madness came the howl of a brazen wind which seemed to mock them, Romans, Persians, Saraceni, all . . . 
 
    Araxes nodded a little as if conceding the point but a cold light lay in his eyes. “You did, yes. But not enough, eh? It was never enough, was it?” 
 
    The Persian turned from him and slipped away down the decking, drifting out of sight among the grimy bodies of the sailors. 
 
    Sabinus cursed inwardly and wondered on what had made him say such a crass thing. The rebuttal had been instinctual; stubborn even. He knew it had sounded bitter and if it was one thing Araxes was guaranteed to find indecorous it was crude sentiments and self-pity. To a Persian noble brought up in the courts and marbled palaces of Ctesiphon, those emotions were childish and inelegant. Primitive, almost. 
 
    The Liburnian galley wallowed and began to turn broadside to the wide channel ahead of them now. Shouts and almost frantic movement burst out about him and he looked out, over the waters and at the rest of the small classis as it trailed in the galley's wake. 
 
    Behind the Liburnian rode a small flotilla of cargo and transport ships, all small and wide and fat, each one tipping slowly now against the wash from the tidal estuary ahead. Each vessel trailed one or two long assault craft astern now - gifted to his command back at Deva. These latter were scaphae exploratoriae, lean and agile patrol galleys, open-decked and capable of each holding a century’s worth of fighting men. All six of these craft had been blessed and named after the old rivers of Mesopotamia in honour of where this unit had originally hailed from. Now they were lightly crewed and being towed behind the transports. Vexilla and insignia from the mast-heads and stern poles attested to their military nature and once again Flavius Sabinus was struck by the curious decision of these British naval milites to paint their leather sails a Veneti blue. The colour was a deep rich blue-green hue which allowed the bulk of the ships to blend into the heavy swells of the waters here in a manner which confused the eye. Even the cordage had been dyed Veneti blue. Some of the milites under his command had told him that the sailors and naval troops aboard had boasted that the colour and habit was ancient and went back to the days of Caesar and the Gallic tribes about the Veneti coasts of Armorica. He did not doubt its efficacy. It still surprised him however, used as he was to the wine-dark seas of the Nostrum and the rich, over-burdened, rivers of the Tigris and the Euphrates with their colourful barges and galleys. Colour and display had filled those waters - so different from the bruised look these galleys and transports had now. There everything was boastful, it seemed. Here, in these dark waters which lapped at the edge of the Imperium itself, such vanity seemed out of place. Arrogant, almost, he thought. 
 
    A sudden shout from one of the nearby ships wafted out across the churning waters. Laughter followed in its wake. He saw that the transport - the Medusa - was tipping slowly under a heavy wash and that waves were breaking now over the nearside bulwarks. Sailors were hauling up leather buckets to sluice the waters overboard while the ship's Magister - a portly old Gaul from Burdigala - was shouting at the two tiller men, his face purple with anger. Others about him were doing their best to hide their amusement. 
 
    “The Medusa has always been heavy when turned broadside - her Magister, old Coticus there - swears that the mast has been stepped badly and its has skewered the balance.” 
 
    He turned to face the newcomer at his side. “Why not replace it, then?” 
 
    “Because that old bastard is talking shit that even a temple priest would not believe, no matter the coin thrown at him.” 
 
    He had grown to like Paternus, the Magister of the Liburnian, and now praepositus of the small classis here in the deep waters. He was a broad barrel-chested Celt, of mixed Hibernian and Cornovii blood. A life spent on the seas about Gaul and Britain had left this sea-master weathered and bronzed in a manner which reminded Sabinus of the old statues to nameless gods one found in the further recesses of those temples which still stood. Mildewed and swollen with age and neglect, those statues had always struck him as somehow more honest than the new statues, the new gods, or even the cult of martyrs which was springing up now in the wake of the Christian faith. He had always found himself warming to those forgotten nameless gods - almost as if their very anonymity had spoken to the truth of their existence. They echoed now only in the shadows of worship and no doubt did not care for it anymore. Leave us in the shadows, he had often imagined them whispering to no-one in particular, leave us this darkness and we will leave you your mortality. 
 
    Paternus had struck him as one such relic. 
 
    “Coticus is a bully and like all bullies uses brute force where a more delicate touch might suffice - here, see, this channel, look at the wide spread of waters coming out of it. That is the Maetiae headland over on the left while to the south lie the moors and rough lands of a tribe no one cares to remember or even name - and between the two, the mass of the Lunae estuary rushing out now to hammer into us and this small classis  . . .” 
 
    The land ahead was dark, little more than a smudge on the horizon, indistinct now but a welcome sight to the eye after two days sailing up from the great legion castrum at Deva. Now they had swung wide of the dark coast into deeper waters and were edging back into that estuary mouth, attempting to avoid the main chop. Over the rail, below him, the waters were rough, swollen, and marked here and there with a shattered branch or fronds torn from a tree. 
 
    Paternus smiled a little into the wind about him, raising his bronzed face up into it. “That old bastard would try to wrest the Medusa up these waters - and, yes, the wind is favourable for that, but look, see, those other three ships, how they are dipping and edging into all this as if nosing about? Their magisters know better. They are finding the grain of these tidal waters and working with it, see?” 
 
    “I know about rivers and estuaries, Paternus.” His brusqueness returned and he found himself frowning almost without realising it.  
 
    The Magister beside him affected not to notice, however. “Of course you do. You all do, as the gods bear me witness. You are Barcarii after all, are you not? Poor Barcarii doomed to these sullen waters now. Cut adrift in your small scaphae. Walk with me, Flavius Sabinus, will you?” 
 
    Without waiting to see if he followed, Paternus swung about and moved down towards the high, upraised, bow of the Liburnian galley. For a moment, he wondered on what Paternus had just said - the light mockery of it - but then curiosity got the better of him. Together, the two of them walked the planking and moved in and out of the dark lanky sailors about the galley. Everything was a blur of motion and activity. The main mast had been stowed already and now the sailors were rolling up the blue-green ropes and packing everything away. The double-bank of oars had been shipped out and the galley was edging deep into the estuary mouth as the blades cut into the roiling waters. Foam surged up high about the prow of the galley and along the knifing actions of the oars. About him, Sabinus saw the sailors cursing and mocking each other, practised and sure in their actions. He was used to seeing men move and act upon the decking of various ships - from the war galleys of Rome to fat cargo ships and even the massive grain barges up from Alexandria and Carthage - and despite the size or class of the ship, those onboard always moved and acted with a certain tense awareness, as if alive always to the sudden danger held in the winds and the waters. These milites, however, were subtly different from those he had know in the last few years. Those latter had all been Syrians and Aegyptians and Greeks, some Libyans or even Cretans in amongst them all. All dark-skinned and walnut-brown from exposure to the harsh elements and the sun above. They had moved like monkeys among the rigging, scaling up the masts, their hands sure, golden earrings flashing in the light, their hair tousled with salt. Here, now, as he wove past the crew of the Liburnian in the wake of the galley’s magister, Paternus, he was reminded again of the contrast. These were all tall, lanky, Celts of Britannia, Hibernia, or that dark land to the far north, known casually in the annals of Rome as Caledonia. They moved with the same awareness, Sabinus could see that, but there was an almost playful gait to it all, as if they were amused by the waters and the roll of the galley. They brushed and nudged and swung about each other like mocking actors still unable to take their roles seriously. Some were nodding and smiling at their commilatones as if in a private jest while others were shouting out more ribald comments or urging on a wager or gamble about the waters ahead but there was an tease to it all, as if no one could work seriously or fail to enjoy the moment’s humour too quickly. There, far in the east of Rome, about the wine-dark waters of the Nostrum or on the flashing silken waters of the great rivers of Syria and Media, those who plied the craft of Rome were skilled, yes, but earnest, too. Here, these lanky, sun-burnt, Celts were playful, awkward, even - and yet their skill was no less than their brethren so far away . . . 
 
    “Your Persian friend is wrong . . .” Paternus halted by the upraised bow of the galley and the small cabin which fronted it. 
 
    “Wrong, Magister?” Spray misted his eyes as the bow rose up and down in a long slow motion which seemed endless and he shifted his feet a little to accommodate that movement. 
 
    The old weathered face split into a smile and Paternus gestured out over the upraised bow to the distant land. “He called this the edge of the Imperium, did he not? It isn’t. It is much more - and you would do well to learn that, Flavius Sabinus.” 
 
    He reached out and gripped the wooden rail. More spray hazed the air about him and he found himself lifting his face a little into it. “Do not judge my friend too harshly, Paternus. Persians are always prone to rhetorical flourishes -" 
 
    “No, you misunderstand me . . .” The Magister’s voice dropped a little and Sabinus realised that the old Celt was frowning at him. “This is not the edge of Empire - at least not in the sense your friend meant. You are not at the limes of the occident, Sabinus. You are at the edge of the world itself. The sooner you understand that the better your life will be out here . . .” 
 
    “I have been stationed on the limes before, Paternus -" 
 
    “No, not like this you haven’t.”  
 
    The intensity of the other’s gaze threw him and Sabinus found himself stepping back along the rail slightly. Now there was an earnestness in him which seemed at odds to that first impression he had of the old Celt - almost as if that ancient statue had suddenly leered out from the shadows to demand a fresh sacrifice. 
 
    He smiled back at the magister. “In the oriens, I -" 
 
    Again, the old Celt brushed his words aside. “I knew a Syrian merchant once, half-Christian and half-Jew, he was. He took all the mish-mash of those religions and wove them about himself as if hedging his bets. I liked him. He had followed the Sacred Augustus Constantine over here into this diocese years ago and stayed on. He married a local lass and lived at Eboracum. He would tell me about the oriens and the limes there - the mighty rivers, the palm oases, the ancient ruined cities and forts, all shrouded in time and legend and myth. It was a place where Rome and Persia clashed in an eternal struggle for glory and honour, he told me. It was where the edge of one empire nudged up against the edge of another. Your Persian friend imagines this to be the same. It is not.” 
 
    “There is no other empire beyond here? Is that what you are telling me?” 
 
    Paternus sighed and nodded back. “No cities. No mighty ruins. No ancient tales of honour or mythic glory. Look out there, Sabinus. Beyond these few outposts and forts is a Vallum of stone - something I suspect even you poor Barcarii have never seen before. Beyond that, nothing but a few local tribes loyal to Rome - and then the lands and hunting runs of the Picts. Beyond them, lies the mountains and then the vastness of a cold sea. Oh, the cartographers back in Londinium might talk of Thule or the Orcades, yes, but those places are more rumour and shadow than anything else. To the west, over this sea, lies the mud and dark forests of Hibernia, the winter-land, where forgotten gods and lost tribes wander cloaked in nothing but regret. And beyond Hibernia, lies a sea larger than anything else. A sea that runs off the end of the world itself.” He saw Paternus look again at him and the frown on his bronze face was almost harsh now. “So take some advice from an old Magister. Out here, at the edge of the world, be careful what you say and who you say it to. This is a place where shadows and echoes carry too much weight. Watch your tongue, Flavius Sabinus. If ever a cloak could turn inside out and swallow you whole, it is here . . .” 
 
    “And I thought Araxes was theatrical -" 
 
    The scorn in the magister’s was unmistakable. “He called you tribune. He has called you that since you all came aboard back at Deva two days ago. Tribune Flavius Sabinus. Yet my mandates state you are titled as a Praefectus, are you not? Praepositus, or commanding officer, of the Numerus Barcariorum Tigrisiensium. Is that not so, eh?” 
 
    He saw then where this was going. “I am Praefectus of this Numerus, yes -" 
 
    Paternus nodded back. “And yet your Persian calls you Tribune. A superior rank, is it not? One associated with the imperial legions, yes? Perhaps even the comitatus of the emperor himself?” 
 
    “His tongue has not yet adjusted, Paternus. I will admonish him.” 
 
    “You’d better, Sabinus, Praefectus of nothing more than your poor Numerus. Whatever rank or title you had is gone now. Wear the cloak given to you. Or out here, you will be swept up in eddies and tides beyond your control. I am telling this to you for soon you will be standing before a fox and like all foxes, he will seek to turn you to his advantage. Be wary and hold what secrets you have close to your heart - and school that Persian likewise.” 
 
    And the face of an old statue returned suddenly and the smile which arose was wide and casual and affectionate. Paternus turned and smiled up into the rough wind coursing over the bow of the Liburnian. He reached up and wiped the spray from his brown face, laughing a little. “What an estuary this is, eh, Sabinus! The mighty Lunae whose dark waters rush out into these Hibernian seas as if seeking battle itself! And we poor milites caught amidst that epic clash like flies in contrary winds, eh?” 
 
    And Flavius Sabinus, once Tribune and now Praefectus, followed his gaze out into the churning waters, feeling the cold wind wash over him even as a deeper chill settled into his bones. Without thinking, he pulled in the edges of his woollen cloak and gripped them tight . . . 
 
    It took more than three hours as the sun moved for the long drift of the classis to edge its way past the tidal wash of the Lunae and into the river proper. The Liburnian galley, the Sagitta, fell astern of the four rounded cargo vessels and their trailing burdens as if to watch over them. These last wallowed and churned their way through the wash and tidal eddies, using a following wind to edge up into the dark waters of the Lunae. It was slow going and the sun dragged its course across the long afternoon sky into the dull bronzen glow of sunset before the last of the transports had pulled from the tidal eddies. It was then that the Sagitta sprung forward, using her oars to chop and pull herself easily up alongside the remaining vessels. Taunts and raucous shouts could be heard drifting across the waters of the Lunae, all a rough mix of Latin and a broad Celtic. 
 
    To Flavius Sabinus, who had remained alone at the bow, his heavy cloak of Gothic wool wrapped hard about him, that move from the tidal wash and the sea behind it into the river proper had seemed almost endless. As the Liburnian had stood to and allowed the cargo vessels and lightly-crewed assault craft to wallow and sway uneasily past under that wind, he had let his eye drift over their contents. Men crowded those bulwarks - small, dark, men whose gazes were turned to the headlands closing in on them now. Some were smiling and making ribald comments to each other or making fast wagers on the speed of the other vessels about them. Gold coin flashed from one hand to another. Others - most of them, he noted - however looked about and remained silent. They crowded the rails and the bow and stern of the cargo ships despite the shouts and curses of the milites moving about them to look out - and in the face of each one was a certain wariness and calculation. A few glanced over to the galley he was on and brushed his gaze in doing so. Contempt and sullen anger touched him as if a crowd milled about him. He did not care. He allowed them that gaze. He was used to it and in truth he did not blame them. Let them hate him, he thought, as he stood by that bow, the cloak hard about him, let them resent him. If the truth were known before all the gods, he would have to confess that what they felt was only a fraction of the disgust he felt for himself after all. 
 
    So Flavius Sabinus stood immobile as the classis slipped past him and a crowd of Roman milites stared through and beyond him into an unknown limes at the edge of Rome. 
 
      
 
      
 
    The land about the Sagitta hedged slowly in as the galley took up position once more at the head of the small flotilla. Dark green woods and rough copses trailed down into the river Lunae, marked here and there by square fields or more open pastures. A small collection of mud and wattle huts emerged into view on the northern bank, close by, and a gaggle of children appeared as if from nowhere to shout and wave at the ships and the men on them. The village was hemmed in by two landing jetties and he saw more than a dozen fishing vessels moored up on these piles. Tall, lanky, Celts stood up in those vessels to watch as they sailed and rowed upriver. Unlike the hollow reed fishing craft from the Mesopotamian rivers, these were small doughty things made from leather or canvas stretched over a wooden frame - Paternus had told him they were known as curraghs in the local tongue or more formally as curucis in the Latin of the frontier here. A few had masts but most were rowed and steered using rough wooden planks. A scrimmage of nets rose up behind these curucis and he saw that they were raised high on thin poles to dry in the late afternoon sun. One tall, powerfully-built, Briton, stood up from a large hide-covered vessel to watch the classis. Sabinus saw that he was naked from the waist up and that a gleam of gold encased his neck. This Briton raised a hand to shade his eyes while resting the other against the tall mast on the curucus. He wore tight-fitting breeches woven with a neat design of red and yellow alternating squares. A wide leather belt held a small hunting knife.  
 
    The children, all wretched-looking and covered in filth, ran past this Briton and along the muddy shore, laughing and jostling with each other. Some waded out a little into the river water towards the Liburnian as it knifed past them, the oars rising and dipping in slow, careful, waves. A few of the milites on the nearest cargo vessel waved them on, holding out coin or small trinkets. One soldier, a dark-faced Syrian he knew as Yazil, tossed a siliqua out high over towards them and the children squealed in delight, pushing each other aside in their eagerness to reach the sunken coin. Water churned up about them in muddy waves. 
 
    It was then that this tall Briton with the gold at his throat shouted out. His voice was loud and commanding and all the rough children froze under it. He gestured sharply for them to return to the village whilst not taking his gaze from the milites crowding the bulwark. He saw Yazil laugh at that and raise a mocking hand as if to salute him but the Briton ignored him and sat back down to tend to his nets as if nothing had happened. 
 
    The channel narrowed and began to dip around to the right, rising a little with emerald groves and small hard lines of stone walls. A small cargo ship, wide of berth and lumbering poorly in the waters, emerged from upriver and drifted past, her sailors looking over the ships in the classis with curiosity. In the distance, above the line of the land, he saw a vague haze or mist, like a veil of dust in the air and he knew that their destination would be coming in to view soon. For a moment, he stood there, absorbing the land as it opened out about him, seeing the liveliness of it, the sheep on the higher ground, a small road, more a mud track echoing the line of the Lunae on its northern bank, and a long thin line of carts winding along it, a flock of starlings arcing up and down over a high wide oak, the waters of the river lapping and foaming along the muddy shores - all of it fell into his gaze as Flavius Sabinus stood for a long moment, swaying with the motion of the Liburnian. Then he turned abruptly and moved down the long deck, past all the milites¸ towards the stern of the galley and the large cabin which it held. Under his feet, he heard and felt the rhythm of the oarsmen pulling slowly and surely to drag the Liburnian upriver against the flow. It was a rhythm punctuated by a deep roiling murmur as those oarsmen strained in unison. 
 
    The cabin was a wide high structure, its entrance nothing but a thick leather curtain hung on bronze hoops. As with so much of the galley, it was painted green-blue. Small latticed windows stood on either side of the entrance and through them he could see a dim interior lit by oil lamps. Murmurs and soft voices reached his ears and he thought he saw a tall outline pass across one of the windows. 
 
    Without waiting, he brushed aside the heavy drape and entered the cabin. Inside, it was dark and musty. Fumes from the oil lamps hung heavy in the air and a small brazier in the centre of the floor threw up a hellish glow. Someone had sprinkled a little pine resin over the low coals to give the air a pungent taste - no doubt to take away the edge of dampness which hung over everything. The walls inside the cabin had crude painted murals on them which detailed several satyrs, all with rampart members which were overly-exaggerated. The low flickering light only accentuated their obscene quality. 
 
    “ . . . We will dock in less than an hour.” he said, as the leather hanging fell back into place behind his back. 
 
    The men in the cabin shifted a little and turned to face him. One - and he saw that it was Araxes - rose up from a low wooden couch and put a wine cup aside. He noted that the Persian’s cloak - an elegant riding garment embroidered in yellow and green - had dark stains on it from the wine. 
 
    “Ah, Calunium, fabled fortress of the north, the Troy of this island diocese, I shouldn’t wonder, Tribune. And do her honoured women rush to the shores of this Lunae to greet us as welcoming heroes?” 
 
    A dark voice rose up to answer Araxes. “I doubt you will find many palm fronds in this ragged land, Persian . . .” 
 
    “Indeed, Naxios, I fear you are not wrong. So what do they crown their heroes with here, I wonder?” 
 
    Naxios shrugged in return. “What heroes?”  
 
    The laughter from the others in the cabin which followed his remark was sullen and just a little too loud.  
 
    Sabinus stepped in and glanced behind him to make sure the leather curtain had fallen into place. The remark from Naxios had irritated him but he didn’t dare rebut it out loud. As Campidoctor to the Numerus, the man was valuable and commanded respect from many of the milites under his command. Valuable as he was, however, he didn’t like or indeed even trust him. Naxios was a harsh disciplinarian whose veneer of Christianity had a smattering of self-absorption about it, almost as if the man enjoyed it too much. Born and bred in the harsh Cappadocian highlands famed for their deep winters and remote hamlets, Naxios was small, vicious, and never one to hesitate from a biting remark. Now, as he stood up beside Araxes, he still found the contrast between his two junior commanders an odd one. Whereas the Persian was elegant and lithe - almost to the point of indolence, spending his time in the cups and at the gaming table, Naxios was broad-shouldered and had the appearance of a gold miner or a quarry-worker. His arms were deep and powerful, criss-crossed with the white seams of scars, while his face was nothing but a blunt slab, ugly and always scowling. The milites of the Barcarii had a crude joke about Naxios that if ever a galley or scapha lost its anchor, all you had to do to save yourself in a storm was toss Naxios overboard weighted down with an iron chain. It was a jest few dared to voice in his presence. Now, as Naxios rose to add his distaste to the Persian’s words, Sabinus was reminded again of why he didn’t like the Cappadocian. Everything the man said seemed to have the aim of irritating those about him. Even the small charms and relics - from only the gods knew what martyrs - which he carried swinging from his military belt, seemed designed to give offense. It was as if Naxios sought out confrontation; provoked it, almost.  
 
    “Perhaps we will become their heroes,” he replied in a quiet voice, as if to mollify the Campidoctor - and almost instantly regretted saying it. 
 
    The snort from Naxios was derisive to the point of contempt. “To a people without heroes, even the coward must seem like a titan! Is that it?” 
 
    “I meant -" 
 
    “I know exactly what you meant, Tribune,” said Naxios, cutting him off and sitting back down on a low trestle. He reached out a grabbed up a wooden cup. “We all do, don’t we? There’s no point in salving a wound after it has crippled a man, is there? That’s all you’re doing. You do know that? There will be no heroes, no saints, and no martyrs from this, Flavius Sabinus. None at all.” 
 
    “Then we will do this for it is our duty as Romans and it is what we have been commanded to do - or has that changed also, Campidoctor? Have you thrown out disciplina, that last goddess, also with this addiction to your martyrs?” 
 
    Naxios laughed sourly at that. “Oh you know how to hit home, Tribune, I will give you that. If we do not have disciplina what is left to distinguish us from the barbarians - nothing. So, yes, duty it is. Rome is all. But there will be no heroes from this - the sooner you understand that, the easier my job will be in training the milites under me.” He drained the cup in one long draught and turned away in disgust. 
 
    “And you, Primicerius, do you agree with our esteemed Campidoctor?” 
 
    “I? I always agree with a man whose arms could tear me apart in less time than I can blink. To do anything else would not be politic, yes?” 
 
    Naxios snorted at that. 
 
    “ - But as for heroes, who here has ever met one? Not I. Not any of us. And did we not march down the Euphrates in perhaps the greatest expeditio Rome has seen since the days of Trajan? And who among us here met any heroes in that great doomed enterprise? No one. Not even you, Flavius Sabinus. So, no, there will be no heroes here in this dark island. That age has long gone, I fear.” 
 
    But Sabinus saw the mocking light in his eye and knew the Persian was baiting him as only friends do. For a moment, Araxes held his gaze and the smile which hovered over his thin lips was teasing.  
 
    It was a bait he resisted however. 
 
    “No, you are both right. No heroes, then. Duty only.” 
 
    “For the Augustus,” muttered Naxios, moving to fill his cup from a nearby jar.  
 
    Araxes nodded in reply and tipped his head to one side. “I agree - but forgive me, which one is it again? You Romans seem to shed your emperors like a winter cloak.” 
 
    “You bloody well know which one it is, Persian,” growled the Cappadocian in reply.  
 
    “Ah, yes, Valentinian, is it not? There is Valens, of course, but he is in the oriens, warring in Armenia, I believe. There was a Procopius but he is dead now, of course -" 
 
    Naxios spat onto the decking. “As all usurpers should be - may his soul rot for all eternity.” 
 
    “Indeed - and there was Jovianus, of course - but he died from musty fumes, in his bedroom, I am told. And not one of us here shed a tear over that, I believe. Make of that what you will. And then there was Julianus, our beloved Julian, who usurped the purple from Constantius, of course. Sacred Julianus who led us down the Euphrates. I am sorry, what was it your were saying about usurpers, Naxios?” 
 
    The smile he gave the Campidoctor was gentle but merciless. 
 
    Before Sabinus could step in to avert any further discussion between his two subordinates, another voice broke in. The accent was heavy and carried with it the unmistakable burr of an Illyrian; rough, unlettered, and edgy with impatience. Rising up from another wooden couch, he saw Andronikas, the lead Ducenarius of the Numerus, step forwards, placing a hand on both their shoulders. 
 
    “ . . . Heroes, maybe not. But clowns and latrunculi, yes. Now why don’t both of you sit back down and listen to your Tribune, eh? Enough of the baiting. You are both hurting my ears.” 
 
    “I was merely asking our Cappadocian here if Julianus merited as a usurper who should burn -" 
 
    Andronikas shook his head. “We all know Constantius endorsed his elevation to the purple on his deathbed. Leave it, Araxes - and you, Naxios, you will bristle like a boar at anything. Why do you always allow this Persia to bait you? I don’t understand it.” 
 
    Sabinus thought he saw the flash of a smile from the Campidoctor but the flickering light from the oil lamps soon obscured it. 
 
    He nodded his thanks to the Ducenarius and waved for him to sit back down. There was a reason the Illyrian was the highest grade of fighting rank in the Numerus, commander for the First Maniple, and holding the respect of all the other officers and milites in the unit. Despite his Illyrian bluntness and rough manner, Andronikas had a simple direct approach which endeared him to all he commanded. Sabinus had seen him holding a shield-wall together amid burning sails and collapsing rigging even as the deck had filled up with the wash of blood-red waters. His voice had barked out sharp clear orders without panic or fear in it and his gaze had always been unwavering. Men looked to that calm in battle - not the heroics of a solitary charge or the challenges rang out in pride or fear. It was the steady voice which made men hold a line and receive a furious charge. Andronikas had that voice and the manner to enforce it - despite his unlettered background and the thick accent of his Latin. 
 
    For a moment, he gazed about the men in the cabin. Araxes had leant back against the cabin wall, his eyes hooded. One finger was prising a morsel from his teeth. Naxios reached out again and filled his cup, disdaining to gaze back at the Persian. Andronikas, seeing that his words had had the desired effect, sat back down and stared up at him, his rough mountain-face blank and expectant. At his back, sat the two other ducenarii - both dark small Mesopotamians from the territorium of Nisibis and who had served as ducenarii in the Barcarii for as long as this Numerus had existed. They sat now almost in the shadows of the cabin, fading into the obscene murals, looking up at him with still, reserved, faces and he knew all too well how the face of a Mesopotamian can hold its thoughts and indeed even contempt in quiet check. Both ducenarii had never given him anything but obedience and respect but both had equally never offered a shred more than was needed. Not once. Arzphur, the Ducenarius of the Second Maniple, was the older of the two, and had fought in the three great sieges of Nisibis against Shapur. It was said among the milites of the Barcarii that he had launched a ballista bolt against the mighty ShahanShah himself at the second siege of the city and had almost nicked him with it. Now, Arzphur sat in shadow and waited, quiet, nodding a little as if agreeing with whatever was being said. At his shoulder, sat the remaining Ducenarius, who commanded the last maniple, the Third, in the Numerus, Paulus, whose past had Christian martyrs in it and whose present was riddled with heresy and creeds and strange Christian twists which left all those around him adrift from what he really believed in. Sabinus knew that all those milites in the Barcarii who professed a Christian faith now, be it Orthodox or Arian or Nestorian or some other creed sown deep among the desert peoples, all viewed Paulus as someone cut adrift from those views. Some even whispered that his creed was not Christian at all but a deep perversion born from a Persian and Saraceni flavour only he understood. Paulus ignored all their comments and whispers however and always merely shrugged when questioned. Too many martyrs stood in his past for them to challenge him seriously and in the end Paulus practised whatever it was he believed about Christ. Now, the Ducenarius regarded him with a face as equally quiet and blank as his fellow Ducenarius, Arzphur, at his side. 
 
    “Commilatones”, he began, weighing them all equally, “what are we?” 
 
    Naxios grunted in surprise at the question. “Bloody idiots and fools, is what we are. No offense, Tribune.” 
 
    “I think the Tribune,” stepped in Araxes, quietly, “is wondering on who we are here. Is that correct?” 
 
    For a moment, Sabinus looked at the Persian. Again, he noted the eyes were hooded and Araxes had tipped his head a little as if veiling it. The face was inscrutable and one hand was reaching up to stroke the long moustache and beard he sported which gleamed now in the light with oils. 
 
    “No, Naxios is correct. We are fools - and the fault is all ours. And that will stop now. We have been posted here by the express mandates of the Sacred Augustus Valentinianus himself. Remember that. This is to be our posting now. Our home. We will garrison whatever poor fort is assigned to us and we will do so for as long as we are ordered to. Those are our mandates. Forget the past. Forget the old castrums we have served in. All of them. We are part of the exercitus of this diocese now and we serve the officers of Empire here. The oriens is gone. The deserts and rivers and oases we all knew are gone now. Forget them, you understand?” 
 
    Paulus looked up at that, frowning. “We are Tigris men, Tribune. We always will be.” 
 
    Arzphur nodded at his side, his dark eyes gleaming in the light of the oil lamps. “Mesopotamia is our home, Flavius Sabinus. Nisibis stands still -" 
 
    “And the Sassanians under Shapur hold it. We gave it to them, remember? We were all there that day the Persian standard rose high over the city walls. It is gone now. And I know that pain as much as any of you, do I not? All of it is gone. This is home. If you fight it, you will know nothing but heartache and pain. You must dig in and root here. Anything else will only lead to misery or worse.” 
 
    Naxios made as if to speak - but for once, the look he gave him made him turn aside and mutter into his wine cup.  
 
    He looked out over them, seeing their anger and sullenness, feeling it as an almost physical thing pressing back against him. Only the tall Persian and the Illyrian seemed unconcerned, almost expectant, and he valued that from them. The others, however, Naxios, Arzphur, and Paulus, were watching him and the tension in them was palpable. 
 
    “And another thing, commilatones - do not call me Tribune. I am Praefectus. Praefectus of the Numerus Barcariorum Tigrisiensium. A ripenses company now under the mandates of the Dux Britanniarum here in the diocese of Britannia. If you call me Tribune - if anyone calls me Tribune - you will be disciplined.” 
 
    “ . . . Praefectus . . .” Araxes spoke the title as if tasting it for the first time. “ . . . It has a certain crude feel to it, Flavius Sabinus. I doubt I will be able to unmake that other word so easily. We have all called you Tribune for so long now that to think of you as a Praefectus seems odd, I think.” 
 
    Naxios scowled at that. “Odd? More impudent, if you ask me.” 
 
    “Make the effort, Araxes. All of you. We are outsiders here and the last thing we need is to draw undue attention to ourselves. We are nothing but poor ripenses posted here from the oriens. Let them assign us the riverine patrols and off-shore escorts. Let them enjoy us as the strange Romans we are and bait them with tales of the Tigris and the Euphrates and the wild deserts. Be exotic but rough with it. In time, we will be accepted and even valued. But do not confuse them. If they think we are something other than we are, they will close up ranks and shields and we will never be allowed in. Trust me on that.” 
 
    Naxios laughed and raised his wine cup to him. “That is true enough - that is one scar you have earned, Praefectus Flavius Sabinus!” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
      
 
    That Plague which Heals, 
 
    That Cure which Condemns . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As the jetties and slipways of Calunium rose up before Flavius Sabinus what struck him most was the filth.  
 
    The waters about the wharfs were covered in a thin wash of rubbish. Upriver a little, where one broken jetty poked up from the main riverfront, he saw a gaggle of slaves tipping wicker baskets of broken amphorae into the waters. From the muted splash below, he sensed that a huge pile of refuse already lay under the Lunae’s surface. The smell of rotting fish hit his nostrils and he raised the hem of his Gothic cloak almost by instinct across his face. At his side, as the small scapha they were in bumped against the stone landing jetty and the milites aboard threw up ropes to the slaves crowding the docks, he heard Araxes cough a little - though he could never tell if his Persian friend was genuine or merely acting in an imagined play he was continually writing and editing. 
 
    “Not the adventus we were expecting, is it, Praefectus?” murmured the soft voice of his second-in-command. 
 
    The ropes were pulled taunt as the scapha slid against the stone jetty and was made fast. He stood up in the small vessel and reached up to grab the arm of a slave above him, making ready to step up and out. 
 
    “Whatever has been, amicus?”  
 
    He heard Araxes laugh softly behind him.  
 
    The slave stepped back and Sabinus looked about as he found his feet. A soft grunt from behind told him that the Primicerius was out of the scaphae and onto the stone flagging next to him. The slaves fell away and busied themselves with mooring up the vessel. 
 
    It was late evening and a chill wind was cutting over the waters of the Lunae. About him, he could see slaves and dock workers huddling down against that wind, wrapped up in thin cloaks. Nets hung up nearby on the other jetties and various small craft were tied fast or pulled up high on the slipways. He saw fishing curucis, their hides wet and dark and glistening now, and small rounded cargo ships - some barely larger than a curucus - moored up against each other, their masts down and stowed away, while downstream, along the last long stone jetty, two light Liburnian galleys were moored up fast, lying dark and muted against the fading light. A gaggle of sailors and classiarii stood along the bulwarks and were watching the arrival of the flotilla behind them. 
 
    Deep in the waters of the Lunae, stood the Sagitta, its anchor down, while behind the Liburnian tacked the four cargo ships, moving slowly and clumsily up past the galley to a long stone jetty which had been cleared to receive them. Slaves and milites were crowding that jetty in anticipation - all under the command of a centurion who was sitting on a dun-coloured mule. Both had the air of faint ennui about them as the slaves moved down the jetty and made ready the mooring ropes. Sabinus watched this centurion swat a slave with a vine-stick as the latter ran past - though the action was nothing more than perfunctory. The mule’s ears twitched back and forth. 
 
    “. . . Ah,” began Araxes, stepping forward and settling the riding cloak about himself, “our escort has arrived it seems, Praefectus -" 
 
    “You don’t have to mention my title with every breath you take, Araxes.” 
 
    “Don’t I? How else will my tongue get used to it - or more importantly unlearn that ‘title’ you so wish us to forget?” He affected to brush some dirt from the embroidered wool. 
 
    “Primicerius -" he began, allowing his irritation to get the better of him. 
 
    “And here they are -" 
 
    Before he could rebuke him any further, a small, thin, man appeared before them, escorted by four legionaries. The man was scowling, huddled in against the damp wind, and seemed oblivious to the armoured and shielded guards ranged alongside him. He had the touch of a Greek about him - fastidious and impatient and with just a slight tinge of superiority. Although escorted by legionaries, the arrival was obviously a notarius on the staff of the castrum’s commander here at Calunium and wore his military belt more as an ornament than a practical thing. A small writing tablet was clutched in his hands as if it were made of gold. 
 
    “Praefectus Flavius Sabinus, praepositus of the Numerus Barcariorum Tigrisiensium? Dominus, I am Arbillo, scribe and notarius to the officium of the most Honoured Dux Britanniarum, Fullofaudes, here in Britannia Secunda. Please accept my regards at your safe arrival at Calunium and may the blessings of the one true god favour you. My Dominus, the Dux, sends greetings and bids you attend the praetorium of Calunium here without delay.” 
 
    Sabinus turned to his friend in surprise. “The Dux is here? I was led to believe his station was at Eboracum over on the eastern coast of this diocese.” 
 
    The Persian smiled back, putting on an unconcerned air. “Perhaps we have arrived while he is touring his command?” 
 
    Arbillo stepped in a little and fidgeted with his tablet. A nervous smile crossed his features. “ - Ah, no, you misunderstand. The error is all mine. Forgive me. My Dominus, Fullofaudes, has no time to greet every military numerus assigned to his command. Even one from such a remote posting as yours - the Tigris limes, I am told? No, he merely sends his greetings through me. The commander here awaits your arrival. He has mandates from the Dux and you will be required to attend him to receive them. Immediately, you understand?” 
 
    “And who is the commander here? These are legion troops at your side, I see. Has Calunium a legion stationed here?” He knew his voice was brusque, impatient almost.  
 
    The milites at his side ignored his gaze. All four were tall and heavily-built, wearing mail corselets, belted at the waist. Their wide, oval, shields bore a design he was not familiar with - a rising aquila in blue over a dull yellow background. The iron umbo, or boss, of the shield which formed the breast of the aquila was dark red. Sabinus sensed that such a device on the shield meant that an old legion was stationed somewhere here in the northern part of the diocese. Each of the legionaries were seasoned veterans and regarded him with blank, unconcerned, stares. One had the unmistakable stamp of an Illyrian about him but the others were obviously native Britons. He found himself frowning as he gazed on that shield’s digmata - weren’t there supposed to be three antiqua legions stationed in the diocese? 
 
    The Greek notarius gave a little cough, as if rebuking himself. “Again, my apologies, Praefectus. The commander here is the Tribune, Magnus, and under him lies the coastal and riverine commands south of the Vallum. He is stationed here in the castrum with the Third Cohort of Nervians.” He glanced behind him to the distant outlines of the castrum over and above the small buildings which spread out from the military building and down the unkempt docks. 
 
    Araxes smiled at him. “Not legion milites then, eh, Praefectus? A garrison cohort, it seems.” 
 
    He nodded back at his subordinate, agreeing with him. “Old auxiliaries no doubt. Frontier troops.” Vague lists and notitias rose up in his mind. Without waiting for permission from the notary, he looked over the lead legionary - the Illyrian - and addressed him: “But you’re not a Nervian, though, are you? You’re from Eboracum, then. What, Augustan? The Second?” 
 
    For a moment, the blank face ignored him and then it softened a little as the Illyrian’s gaze took his own details in. The flicker in it was only just perceptible. “No, Sixth. Victrix. Over at Eboracum - the Augusta is south about Londinium . . .We’re here on detached escort duties, no more.” There was a barely sensed shrug then under the mail corselet. “. . . I heard you fought under the Sacred Julianus four years ago -" 
 
    Arbillo coughed a little and made to step in front of the legion guard. “Not the time, Centurion Didax. I have mandates, you see.” 
 
    Sabinus raised his hand to check the notarius. Something in the tone of the Centurion’s voice struck him and made him curious. “Yes, we did. All of us.” 
 
    For a moment, the Illyrian remained staring at him, evaluating him, then he smiled but it was slow and cold. “. . . Worth it, was it? All that sand and defeat? Or was it nothing but the hubris of a madman, eh?” 
 
    “Didax! I will scratch your name in my tablet if you persist in this, I swear by Christ, I will!” 
 
    But Sabinus found himself smiling back into the Centurion’s cold face and nodding as if to an old friend. “. . . You knew him, didn’t you? You knew him but were left behind here in this miserable diocese, weren’t you?” 
 
    A flicker of a smile crossed the Illyrian’s face. “Maybe, Praefectus. Maybe I chose to stay in this post -" 
 
    He shook his head. “No, you didn’t. And that’s what rankles, isn’t it? But for what it is worth, Centurion, fate played you the better role of the dice. The wine was dust and the laurels nothing but shadows. Thank what gods you pray to that you remained here. Out there you would have found nothing but nightmares.” 
 
    He turned from the Illyrian and walked away from the wharves, not caring if the notary or Araxes or even the legion guards followed him. He knew the legionary’s type: the disappointed worshipper; the neglected servant. The loyal guard who would have given his life in the service of his dominus - but who had been left behind instead with some menial task. Left behind and forgotten. He almost envied the Illyrian. At least the man’s barely hidden resentment was nothing now but rough mockery. In time, he would find another princeps to worship, another imperator to honour. He had been abandoned but his ideals had not been twisted and those ideals would find another. So, yes, a part of the Praefectus envied the Illyrian as he walked brusquely past them all. He knew he had not been so fortunate, after all . . . 
 
    The escort up through the wharves was short and remained shrouded in silence. Arbillo, aware of the unspoken tension which had emerged now and not understanding it, bustled ahead and shouted at those on the main thoroughfare to step aside. His voice was just a little too shrill. The four legionary guards fell behind them and brought up the rear, bored and uninterested in the two newcomers. Even Didax, the Centurion in command of the detail, studiously ignored them, his face closed up and distant. 
 
    Ahead, the huts and loading sheds gave way to a rough assemblage of tavernae, tenements, and small, poorly-built villae. These latter were surrounded by stone walls daubed here and there in rough graffito. Dogs padded warily among the mud and rubbish heaps while the Praefectus saw that most of the inhabitants who milled about were a mix of town-dwellers in poor woollen tunicas and cloaks and wilder-looking natives whose exposed arms and necks were covered in bronze rings or silver torcs. A few of these latter eyed them as they passed, frowning a little and whispering amongst themselves. He had seen this scene too many times for him to count on the limes - the uneasy locals sheltering up against the military castrum or castellum while those who drifted along the edge of Rome now bled in amongst them all, seeking opportunity or gold or service. Calunium was no different save that instead of Saraceni fresh from the deserts or Persian renegades from across the Strata Diocletiana, it was Caledonians or Hibernians or Celts from other, nameless, tribes further north. And now he, too, was here: an unknown commander of a frontier Numerus from far off in the east of Rome. All watched him as he passed through and he knew all wondered on what fates he brought, what strange gods, what uneasy alliances or favours would be made in his shadow. 
 
    He found himself smiling at that thought as they passed out of the wharves. These natives of Calunium and the frontier here were to be bitterly disappointed indeed. 
 
    Once into the vicus proper, things improved a little, he noted. A wide street, paved in stone flagging, emerged from the huddle of the wharves and led up to the dark serrated outline of the castrum’s walls in the distance. Alcoves and small portals led into smoky interiors from which the smell of fresh cooking and wine emerged. Beggars thronged the street, slinking back from the tread of their military boots out of habit. He saw a domina, escorted by a gaggle of slaves and guards all swathed in thick cloaks, emerge from a red-tiled archway and then pause to watch as they walked past. The notarius bowed to her and she inclined her head in return, all the while her gaze remained on the supple form of the Persian at his side. She had none of the demur look or passive quality he had seen in many Roman ladies in the provinces, desperate to imitate court ritual - and he sensed rather than saw Araxes puff himself up a little in response, twirling his hand about one hem of the riding cloak to show off its ornate embroidery. The slaves closed up about the domina as they passed - one, a burly native with a shock of black hair like a net, grimaced at them and folded his arms across his chest. 
 
    Here and there, iron braziers lit the shop fronts and threw into relief small rough paintings and graffito. The latter was misspelt more than it wasn’t, he noted, smiling wryly to himself. 
 
    A large agora opened up before them. Carts clogged its corners, along with a rough assemblage of stalls and market tents. Traders and merchants stood about while the citizens of Calunium mingled in about it all, picking up wares, scowling at the prices, haggling a little, or laughing at the crude jokes being offered up in reply. Nearby, a small pan of coals threw a ruddy light over one corner of the agora while a slave slowly roasted chestnuts and offered them for sale on small pieces of bark. A dirty gaggle of children crouched nearby, eyeing the chestnuts greedily, but the slave ignored them, only occasionally pausing to throw the odd one away as if damaged. It invariably landed near the children, he noted, and they fell squealing and laughing over each other as they attempted to grab it. 
 
    He sensed the legionaries behind them close up a little as they forded deeper into the agora and the crowds in it. Arbillo raised his voice even higher and moved ahead to order people to step aside.  
 
    Above them and ahead lay the open entrance to the castrum. It had a double-flanked bastion gateway, topped by a high two-story mural artillery platform. Though he couldn’t see anything, he had no doubt that ballistae were ensconced up on those two towers. Dim figures lounged up along the high walls, briefly picked out in the glow of torchlight. He saw that the agora here fell back and widened out into an open area which was bounded by the castrum’s single defensive fossa - a  massive ditch breached only by an earthen rampart which passed over from the last of the agora and into the gateway and its double towers. It was then, as he was deep in the crowd, the smells and shouts of vendors about him, that he saw the high, raw, outline of scaffolding on the far left wall. Heaps of blocks and building materials lay at the foot of the scaffolding and the snout of a stubby wooden crane hung over it all. Spoila lay everywhere and had dribbled down into the edge of the defensive fossa, blurring its outline a little. 
 
    He turned to Araxes near him, frowning. “They are still building the castrum? This is a new fortification?” 
 
    A figure jostled him and without looking he shoved it away, feeling the figure tense against him. The shrill voice of the Greek notarius fell over them all. 
 
    It was then that he noticed that the Primicerius was looking past him, the latter’s olive-brown face cold and still, the lips tight. He heard Arbillo’s voice rise up in tone a little - but what caught his gaze was the face of his friend. Araxes was looking past him, over his shoulder, in the direction of the man who had just jostled him. Something cold and hard formed in his stomach then and Sabinus turned to follow that look - and as he did so, he saw that Araxes had already gripped the hilt of the weapon hanging at his side and was drawing it free. 
 
    Sounds and movement fell over him as he turned, that cold in his gut hardening like ice. The squeals of children clamoured at him but their voices were scared ones now. A trader swept a cloak over his wares - small gaming counters carved out of amber, he noticed for some reason - and the man’s face was blanching in fear. He turned, his cloak swirling about him, reaching down for the ivory hilt of his own spatha, feeling its cold edge on his palm, knowing that in the time it would take him to sweep it free of the scabbard, a life could be lost - 
 
    The figure he bumped into collided with him again only this time it did so with such force that it staggered him and made him trip forwards. On instinct, he raised his free hand to push against the body - only for the figure to tumble away from that shove and slide inert to the ground. He felt the warm hot spurt of blood cover his hand - 
 
    Flavius Sabinus stepped aside as the figure fell into him and down, already dead, a great gash across his neck. Thick arterial blood jetted up and clouded the air. A scream rose up as if from nowhere. Figures were tumbling backwards in fear - a female slave was dragging at the hand of small boy even as the latter was staring about, wide-eyed and curious, not aware of the splash of blood across his cheek. A beggar scrabbled deeper into the crowds, a score of small bronze coins tumbling from his horn cup. Another figure, cloaked and clasping a stout oaken staff, was tumbling backwards, cursing like a veteranus, even as he attempted to swipe that staff about as if warding off a pack of wolves - 
 
    And he saw in all that crumbling mosaic of people a madness which made brutal sense. 
 
    A burly trader was being mobbed and in that scrum, dark blades now flashed. A scream cut through the air and he saw a figure stagger backwards, clutching at the stump of his wrist. Another darted in towards the trader, scything the air before him with a crude blunt knife - the sort used for sacrificial acts. The trader dodged backwards and tripped into the wooden frame of his stall. Pottery and earthenware goods tumbled and shattered in his wake. Already, this trader was unravelling his cloak and unsheathing a small semi-spatha, wide-bladed and glittering with a mean edge. A slave nearby was being manhandled backwards as other dark figures surged in towards this trader. 
 
    About Sabinus, even as his spatha cleared its scabbard with a slight rasp, people were beginning to panic and flee. Another still figure lay in the mud not a dozen paces from him and deep crimson blood pooled into the mud beside it. 
 
    “Tribune -" Araxes swept in beside him, half-crouched, his own spatha up and ready - and Flavius Sabinus had to bite back the reprimand already forming on his lips.  
 
    The panic in the crowd was complete now and figures pushed past him, colliding with him. He felt rather than saw the four legionaries behind them attempt to lock their scutums and move up to protect them - but he knew the crowd was too thick. The Illyrian’s voice was harsh and cruel as he attempted to order the civilians to move aside. He couldn’t see where the notarius was, nor hear his voice neither. 
 
    The Persian cursed suddenly in his sibilant tongue. “- This will drown us -" 
 
    The Primicerius was not wrong. The crowd fleeing the eruption of violence was indiscriminate. All about the agora, shouts and cries were rising up and he vaguely sensed high above helmeted figures looking down and shouting out in response. Whatever guards or sentries were about the entranceway to the castrum would arrive too late, however - 
 
    “Forwards -" he shouted out, and pushed himself through a clot of fleeing people.  
 
    For a heartbeat, there was resistance. A heel kicked hard against his shin. A white face filled with fear spat at him without seeing him. The eyes of young domina regarded him as if he were nothing but a barbarian - then he was through them all and slipping a little before the trader’s stall. Violence consumed it. Of the trader himself, there was no sign. The slave guarding him was down with a great gash in his belly. Blood flowed over him, thick and arterial. Other figures ranged about the stall, smashing it apart, tossing its contents aside as if looking for something else - 
 
    And that was when he saw the man.  
 
    He was pushing through the stall, kicking aside a small crate filled with plates, looking out as if watching for something - when he turned and locked his gaze with him. He was a native Briton, rough looking and filthy, his hair all matted and dirt lying on his limbs as if he had only just arrived from some long journey. What struck him most, however, was the lattice of scars across his face. The white seams stood out as if patterned on him from intent rather than accident. This native scowled at him and then did something which struck him as entirely unexpected: he bowed a little and smiled as if mocking him - then he turned and vanished into the depths of the agora and the panicked crowd behind him. 
 
    “Araxes! Stop them!” he shouted out to the Persian, pointing to the figures trashing the stall, even as he made to follow that scarred native. 
 
    The shock on the face of the Primicerius was almost worth his recklessness, he thought. 
 
    “Sabinus - don’t be a fool -" There was anger in that shock he noticed and a small part of him was pleased that his friend cared so much for him. 
 
    He didn’t heed him however. Without looking back, he pushed hard into the crowd, holding his spatha tight against him, feeling the fear rush over him. He ignored his friend’s concern and pushed on after the figure who had bowed at him. After all, a reckless part of him thought, it would be rude not to accept an invitation . . . 
 
    For what felt like an eternity, he was swathed in bodies, all tight and urgent against him, even as Araxes’ shouts fell back from him. The stench of sweat was powerful and he resisted an urge to gag. His cloak was caught behind him but he tugged it loose with his free hand - and then he was rushing forwards into darkness. Cold walls pressed in on him and high above he could see the low evening light edge away from him in a long line. His boots splashed through a deep puddle. 
 
    He heard a sudden commotion ahead in the darkness and forged on, the spatha up and ready to parry anything which might emerge from the shadows. The high line of light above him widened a little and he saw the walls of a narrow alleyway rise up. The ground was nothing but a mess of mud underfoot and he half slipped and slid his boots through it. There, on his left, he saw a wool drape twitching uneasily in a low alcove - and before he had even thought through the consequences, he was sawing it aside with his free hand, ducking on instinct, as he entered the darkened space. A dull fire throbbed through his right shoulder but he ignored it. 
 
    The interior was dim, indistinct. Crates rose up along the walls. On the other side, a high rounded entrance led on to a hallway of sorts. The stone flagging underneath was old and cracked. A shadow ahead moved suddenly and fled from him - but he could have sworn he heard a faint ripple of laughter in its wake. 
 
    “Hold, in the name of the Emperor! I command you!” 
 
    This time the laughter was unmistakable. 
 
    Cursing inside at his own foolishness, he pushed on into the long hallway. The ceiling above had small latticed squares cut into it and so a little light filtered down but even so shadows and dull shapes confused his eye. Far in the distance, he thought he heard rough commands and the shouts of fighting - sounds that were short and brutal. A dull rending sound told him that another stall had crumpled in.  
 
    “Not every lure is a trap, Tribune. Not every invitation is well-meaning . . .” 
 
    A figure emerged from the end of the hallway and turned to face him. Despite the shadows and dull light from above, he recognised the scars immediately. A wide-bladed semi-spatha was gripped in the figure’s hand and he saw that it hung loose, ready. A thin line of white fire rippled down one edge. The other hand held a wide scabbard, the baldric straps hanging loose. 
 
    He advanced a step, frowning a little. “For a barbarian, your Latin is immaculate. What are you - a deserter?” He found himself scanning the shadows behind the figure. 
 
    The other laughed a little, nodding back to him. “Of a sorts, I suppose! Your spatha is too long for this work here, Tribune. You should carry something smaller. Something more nimble, no?” 
 
    He was halfway down the hallway, caught under a latticed plane of light from above, when he paused and looked full at the figure. The man was watching him with a mocking air, as if he were nothing more than a novice gladiator taking his first steps into the arena. It almost seemed to amuse him to watch him as he stood in the hallway caught under the interlaced light. 
 
    “Then why don’t we go outside and test my blade in more amenable circumstances, murcus?” he replied, using the slang Latin for deserter to goad him. He edged forwards a little. 
 
     The figure seemed to shrug. “Better still, Tribune, why don’t I gift you this meagre weapon?” 
 
    And before he knew what was happening, the semi-spatha was clattering across the stone flaggings, resting at his feet. It was a short, vicious, blade that reminded him of the old gladius that could still be found hanging on the walls of ancient veterani. The hilt was wooden and carved with odd ring and cup marks while the pommel bulged up into two rough orbs. Bronze lined the wood about the hilt. A heartbeat later, the scabbard fell alongside the iron blade, tossed carelessly after it. 
 
    “A gift, of sorts!” came the light voice. 
 
    “You are mocking me, friend. This will not end well for you, I swear.” 
 
    “Now in that you may be right, Tribune. That I will give you - and as we are exchanging gifts of a sort, I give you another -" 
 
    The figure kicked a small leather satchel across the stones. He saw that it was lumpy and the flap covering it was loose. The dull light reflected from the edges of wooden tablets and scroll-ends. An iron clasp scrapped across the stone. 
 
    “What is this? Are you bribing me?” 
 
    He took a step towards the satchel, passing over the discarded semi-spatha and its scabbard. 
 
    The figure leaned in a little towards him. Light fell over his face, rendering it grotesque, hideous, under all the white scars. He saw that the man was rangy and carried himself with confidence. He was a fighter and a veteranus, he sensed that in an instant. Something in the man’s demeanour checked him, however, as he reached the leather satchel.  
 
    “A bribe? And risk punishment - the lash, even? Now why would I do that, eh? No, that is something else entirely . . .” The man tipped his head a little at him. “ . . . When you read that, Tribune, remember it is blood you are reading, not ink.” 
 
    “Blood? What in all the gods are you babbling about?” 
 
    He looked down at the satchel and noted again the tablets and scrolls inside it. The leather was worn and scarred, well-used. A word was scored into the leather - a name, he suspected. 
 
    A sudden premonition hit him - and he looked up, the spatha rising forwards, its tip flaring in the half-light.  
 
    “Mithras!” 
 
    But the figure was gone. The end of the hallway was nothing but a mass of shadows and indistinct shapes now. Somewhere deep in that darkness a little glow bobbed and weaved - an oil lamp whose light was flickering uneasily from the passing of a figure no doubt, he realised. 
 
    Tight bars of light fell over him. Motes drifted through it. Far away as if in another world, shouts and the clash of fighting echoed about but something in his heart told him that it would all fade away - that whatever it was they had stumbled into was over now like a badly-acted tragedy shouted off the stage. Save that in this instance, the blood was real and the masks were torn, nothing but cut faces. 
 
    Frowning, he reached down and slung the satchel over his shoulder, pulling the cloak over it, and sliding it behind into the small of his back. It was heavy and he resisted the urge to open it and rummage inside.  
 
    He turned to leave and then the gleam of the semi-spatha and the nearby scabbard caught his eye. A gift is a gift, after all, he thought . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
    “ . . . It’s an Hibernian blade - one of their short swords. It’s common enough if you venture onto the eastern coasts of that land. The bronze gilt means it was owned by a high-status warrior or chieftain. No doubt it has been stolen or bartered and ended up here in Britannia.” 
 
    The Tribune, Magnus, scowled at it and then tossed it unceremoniously onto a heavy wooden desk. It clattered across the surface and for one moment Flavius Sabinus was reminded of when the semi-spatha had skittered across the stone flagging at his feet; more a gift than a thing abandoned. 
 
    “No,” the Tribune carried on, “I am more concerned that the bacaudae in these parts have the audacity to mob a trader here at the very entrance to the castrum. Three dead and more wounded - and for what? A feud over a debt owed? Bad blood? Is that it? Well, what have you to say in this matter, Centurion?” 
 
    The Illyrian, Didax, shrugged in reply. “That is what is being bandied about by the other traders, Dominus. They say this man, Telericus, has always been tardy in paying his debts. Others say that there are rumours of weapons and iron ingots being smuggled over the Vallum and across the Hibernian Sea. Poor quality ones at that. He has a bad name, Tribune.” 
 
    Magnus scowled in exasperation. “Be that as it may - I will not have armed bacaudae in the vicus. Three dead, by all the gods! The Praeses at Eboracum will want answers - and if the civilian governor gets involved that means Fullofaudes will want to know what is going on. No, I want this stopped. Centurion, liaise with the vigiles - such as they are - and establish checks at the wharves and the main road north up to the Vallum. Random checks, you understand? I will get Arbillo to mark the wax later.” 
 
    “That won’t stop the bacaudae and those deserters drifting in from the north hiding the odd blade, Tribune -" 
 
    “I know it won’t, Centurion,” snapped back Magnus, “But I need to send out a signal! If Fullofaudes get involved, I have to show him something.” 
 
    “As you command.” 
 
    “And as for you -" here he turned on Flavius Sabinus and the Persian standing nearby. “You had no mandates to chase after a deserter. You were under orders to report here. That was made clear. Dashing about in a civil brawl was reckless and I will not tolerate that. You put Arbillo and the legion guards into danger -" 
 
    Didax grunted at that, frowning a little. “No danger, really -" 
 
    “Am I talking to you, miles? No, I am not. What did you think you were doing? Eh?” 
 
    Flavius Sabinus hesitated before answering. This Tribune, Magnus, was an older veteranus, grey-haired and craggy. He had thick shoulders and a wide heavy back which was bent a little now. The large military cloak fell from him and he could see that the Tribune moved awkwardly about in it. He chaffed under that cloak - that was obvious. And Sabinus suspected why. The man was in his fifties and had obviously earned his commission up to the rank of Tribune. He noted the callous under his chin from too many years wearing a helmet-strap and the way he eased the joint about his thumb and finger on his right hand - his spatha hand. This was a man who had all the hallmarks of a soldier who had finally earned a high command in the exercitus of Rome only to end up in a remote fort at the end of the respublica. His grey eyes were dimmed now - brutal but blunted and there was a sour curl to his lips. Magnus was a man tired in his disappointment and, as was the case so often with disappointment, that tiredness was turning into resentment. So he waited and held the Tribune’s gaze, knowing that anything he said would only add to the man’s simmering anger. 
 
    At his side, Araxes cleared his throat as if to add something and then looked away out of the small window and into the gathering dusk outside. 
 
    “Nothing to say, eh? I thought not. You are not on some eastern expeditio now. Understand? This is my castrum. The Dux, Fullofaudes, has seen fit to place you under my remit and you will respect that. And that means you are not to run around the vicus like tiros getting into every brawl you come across.” 
 
    He thought about trying to explain that if they had attempted to stand their ground or fall back, the panic in the crowd might have turned ugly - that moving forwards was the best course of action. The Tribune had not been there and seen the suddenness of the brawl and its blood-letting. He could try to explain it - but a part of him knew it would not have been the truth and the Tribune before him would have sensed he was lying. He found his eyes falling again on the iron blade of the Hibernian semi-spatha. A nearby oil lamp threw ochre hues and reflections along its length. The events outside in the agora swirled through his mind like the patterns on that blade and he sensed that whatever order was hidden in them would not emerge for quite some time yet. He shifted a little and felt again the dull weight of the leather satchel at his back, partially hidden under his sagum cloak. A satchel he had not mentioned to anyone, not even Araxes. 
 
    “Apologies, Tribune. Events happened so fast, I lost control. We all did. It won’t happen again. Discipline is all. As for that blade, I haven’t seen its type before. May I keep it? If we are to face the barbarians here across your Vallum and the Hibernian Sea, I would like to get a feel for their weapons. I would take it as a favour . . .” He hoped Araxes was not staring at him and attempting to hide the humour which would surely be in his heart. 
 
    “Take it.” Magnus slid it across the table. “Take it but I doubt it will do you any good. You will find in time that the barbarians here use shadow more than they do iron. Isn’t that right, Didax?” 
 
    “Something like that, Tribune.” 
 
    Sabinus sensed the Centurion of the Sixth Victrix was not overly impressed by the commander of Calunium. For a moment, their eyes locked and then the Illyrian looked away into the middle-distance. 
 
    The room they were in was small but intimate. Thick hangings of wool covered the stone walls depicting hunting scenes while across the floor lay rushes. One huge heavy desk dominated the room before a wide low window which looked out over the vicus and the Lunae. Dusk was replete now with bruised purple and reddish hues while the light falling into the room was muted. On the desk, two heavy iron candle stands pegged down a collection of scrolls and painted maps while a high iron tripod in one corner held up a large bronze oil lamp. Shadows flitted about the room in the castrum. By the entrance, to one side of the hanging which covered it, stood a slave, a dark native, his leather collar heavy about his neck. This slave waited quietly and kept his face turned down to the rushes. 
 
    The Tribune sighed then and eased the ache in his hand again. “What a welcome, eh? I had hoped to send you on a tour of the castrum before nightfall as a courtesy but that will have to wait now - Didax, liaise with Arbillo out in the main principia. Tell him to write out the wax - I have made him stand too long in the cold.” 
 
    The Centurion nodded in reply. “Tribune . . .” He swivelled about and left the room. The hanging swished back into place behind him. 
 
    For a moment, Magnus regarded them both and seemed unsure what to say next. He leant in over the wide table and poked at one of the scrolls. Flickering shadows drifted across the vellum. A heavy sigh escaped from him then. 
 
    “ . . . I only received the mandates about your unit three days ago. From Eboracum. Do you know the last time a Numerus was posted here from the oriens? Well?” 
 
    He looked at them and the uneasy frown on him returned. 
 
    Araxes cleared his throat - a little too loudly, he thought. “Not for quite some time, I imagine, Tribune.” 
 
    “Persian, aren’t you? What cursed fate brought you here of all places?”  
 
    Before Araxes could reply, he stepped in a little. “If I may? The great expeditio down the Euphrates had Sassanian and other Persian lords with it. The Sacred Julianus had amongst his retinue a brother-in-law to Shapur, the King of Kings - Hormisdas - as well as other disaffected Persian nobles and lords.” 
 
    The Tribune snorted at that. “So you thought Rome could help your Hormisdas to the Persian throne? Is that it?” 
 
    The Primicerius at his side gave a slight nod, his eyes veiled. “Something like that, Tribune.” 
 
    “Didn’t work out so well for you, did it? That whole campaign was a failure, wasn’t it? And thanks to that, Rome ceded five Tigris provinces and the great fortress city of Nisibis - yes, even we poor Britons have heard of that city.  I imagine that grated hard with both of you, eh? No, don’t answer that. I may not be a great orator or rhetor to read men but I can see the look on both your faces - however, that doesn’t explain what this Numerus is doing here, does it?” 
 
    He held their gazes for a long moment and Sabinus knew enough not to respond or take the bait.  
 
    The Tribune frowned and turned back to the vellum across the desk. “Traitors and deserters. That’s what we get here. That’s what this diocese is. A dumping ground for the spoila of the Empire. If it wavers in battle or attempts to turn the standards away from the Emperor, it gets posted here, across the dark water to Britannia . . .” He faced them again and his voice was hard and cold. “So that leaves me with the question of what are you? Traitors or deserters, eh?” 
 
    “The Sacred Valentinianus honoured us -" he began, already sensing that his words would fall on barren ground. 
 
    “Don’t give me that shit. I can smell a lie on you. What? You think you can dupe me like the others, son? Is that it? Look at me - you think I bought this rank - that I traded my way up to it? I didn’t. I enlisted under the Eagles as a tiro and worked my way into this. And it was a hard path, I can tell you. I have broken lesser men under me to get this and swallowed enough shit from those above to endure the path here. Don’t stand there and think you can talk to me as if I were a civilian praeses, all elegant silks and embroidered linen.” He shook his hand out and gripped the wide leather belt at his waist. “Traitors, is it? Failed in some coup, did you, bitter at the loss of Nisibis? Look at you, decadence and oriental perfume. That’s what I see, son. Riverine troops? I have seen better classiarii among the children swimming in the Lunae. What - do you think this will be an easy posting? That you have somehow been reprieved from decimation or death? You are mistaken. Very much mistaken, I can tell you . . .” 
 
    “Not traitors, Tribune -" 
 
    “Hah, deserters then. You ran from the standards, didn’t you? What - did this Persian here persuade you to leave Julianus in that shameful retreat and attempt to link up with the Sassanians under Shapur? Did you try and buy your way back into that King of King’s favours? Well, you failed in that, it seems, eh?” 
 
    “We are not murci -" 
 
    “Sabinus -" 
 
    But the Persian’s voice was too low and too late and Flavius Sabinus had had enough. He had already been mocked by one man this evening, his scars flaring white with impudence, and now a lowly Tribune of the limitanei command here in this forlorn diocese was judging him as if he were nothing but a barbarian recruit fresh to the standards. The laugh from his throat was cruel and unchecked. 
 
    “I am not a murcus nor a traitor. And as for these milites under my command, Tribune, you are fortunate to have them. I doubt any of your old auxiliary troops here will ever be as good as these Syrian and Mesopotamian men. They have seen more than all your numeri combined and if you dare utter one word against them, I will tear that belt off you and use it to hang your miserable neck. You think because you command an unfinished castrum here under the mandates of a Dux that you can own us?” 
 
    “Praefectus,” spoke Araxes again, his voice insistent and now oddly formal. 
 
    “No, Araxes, I am tired of little men judging us. And you, Tribune, you have no idea what these men have suffered - what they have lost. Remember who it was who ordered us to this diocese. Those mandates came from the Augustus himself. Not his Magister nor his Comes nor, even, some Dux under him such as this Fullofaudes - or did your Dux fail to mention that? Question us and you question the will of the Augustus himself!” 
 
    The silence which followed his outburst was lengthy and he knew he had said too much. For a moment, the old grizzled face of Paternus rose in his mind and the look the naval Magister gave him was scathing. Curse it all though, he thought, the day had not gone well and there was no reason to expect the evening to fare any better. Across the table he noted that the Tribune was watching him closely, his mouth open a little in surprise - and a small part of him took pleasure in that.  
 
    “ . . . Hang me with my own belt, would you?” Magnus said, finally, looking hard at him - then he gave out a wide unexpected grin, slapping his hands together. In an instant, the resentment and the grey that went with it vanished and a hard spark ignited in his eyes. “ - Hah, no one has spoken to me like that since Constantius sat on the Imperial Purple - my own belt, indeed! Good for you, son. Why, Praefectus, you have teeth after all . . .” He sobered up a little then and a certain shrewdness entered into him. “ . . . Though I wonder how long you have held that title - Praefectus, indeed. No, you have the whiff of something else, I’d wager. If not a deserter or a failed usurpation, then what? A fall from grace, is that it? What are you Flavius Sabinus? There is politics here. I can smell it. And that is one thing this frontier cannot bear - more intrigue or plots. That I can tell you for free, son.” 
 
    “What I was is gone. What I am now is all that is important.” The words had a certain hollow ring to them and he knew from looking at the Tribune that they did little to convince him either. 
 
    “True enough - true enough for all of us, I wouldn’t wager.” The Tribune conceded albeit reluctantly - and then let his gaze fall over the scrolls and vellum sheets below him.  
 
    For a moment, he shuffled them about and Sabinus saw how scarred and aged his hands were. The nails were chipped and blackened with dirt. One finger had a slight wrap about it to cover a cut. This was a Tribune who did not hide behind his rank or title as others did but obviously mustered in with the milites under his command. One finger tapped a vellum map and then Magnus beckoned them closer to the heavy table. 
 
    “ . . . I like you, son, though I may regret that - don’t know about the Persian next to you but if you vouch for him then that will have to do.” 
 
    “Araxes has saved my life more times than I can recall, Tribune.” 
 
    The grunt which followed that comment was dismissive. “Not sure if that says more about his loyalty or your poor fighting skills - and, you, Persian, enough of your smirking insolence. I’ve met you orientals before and while I may be blunt at least I speak my mind. Watch yours.” 
 
    “Yes, Tribune. And may I add blunt but well said.” 
 
    Magnus raised an eyebrow at that. “Oh, it flatters too, does it? No matter,” he carried on before Araxes could reply. “What do both you know about this posting of yours? Anything?” 
 
    Sabinus shrugged, aware of saying too much. “Not a lot, it has to be said. We are riverine and coastal troops. We work best on the estuaries and the rivers of whatever limes we are posted to. Valentinian is moving eastwards through the Gallic provinces for a campaign against the Alemanni across the Rhenus. I understand Britannia is a vital grain source for the field armies and garrison troops in Gaul and along the Rhenus limes. It makes sense to station us in this diocese to secure that supply, I expect.” 
 
    “Sense, yes, but somehow I doubt that is the reason you are here.” 
 
    “Tribune?” 
 
    “The grain supply moves from the east coast across to the mouth of the Rhenus. The Dux, Fullofaudes, at Eboracum there oversees that. It is shipped out from the great supply horreas at the end of the Vallum. If you are as you say you are, ‘sense’ would see you garrison one of the eastern forts south of the Vallum. No, you have been posted here under my remit - and my remit is north and west out into the seas fronting Hibernia and up towards the Caledonian lands further north. Trust me, no grain arrives from those directions. The only thing which comes out of that water is mist, rain, and barbarian raiding bands. Mostly all together.” 
 
    Araxes peered down at the vellum map. “You are undermanned then. And we are your relief?” 
 
    “I wish!” laughed Magnus. “No, you are, what, a numerus of five hundred?” 
 
    “A lot less,” replied Sabinus. “Our numbers have dwindled since Nisibis - that was over four years ago, after all - but we can muster them up to that with a little recruiting, I expect.” 
 
    “So five hundred classiarii on the scrolls - enough to fill a castrum but not enough to relieve the men under my command. Look, see here . . .”  
 
    He drew his finger along a shoreline marked by little symbols representing forts and signal fires. 
 
    Sabinus saw that the vellum held a rough outline of the island diocese broken up into the four great provinces. Far in the south lay Londinium, the diocesan capital and seat of the civilian Vicarius, while here in the north lay the province of Britannia Secunda and its capital of Eboracum in the east - home to the both the Dux and the civilian governor, the praeses. A thick block of ink ran across the neck of the province, marked with the jagged outline of small forts and towers. At either end of that dark line, stood the heavy blue of the seas, while to the north lay a rough land of forests and mountain peaks. There, far to the west, stood a large island - almost as large as the province itself, with the crude Latin of ‘Hibernia’ scrawled across it. Between the two, were scattered smaller islands. He felt the Persian at his shoulder lean in, his interest piqued. 
 
    “This is the Vallum? Of stone?” Araxes asked, his voice quiet and keen. 
 
    “It is - and it is something even you orientals will not have seen, I’ll wager. Does Persia guard its borders against barbarians - I mean besides us poor Romans, of course? Eh?” 
 
    “It does - but with garrison towns and forts. There is nothing like this, Tribune.” He could tell Araxes was impressed. 
 
    “The Vallum,” continued Magnus, sketching it out with his finger, “is a command unto itself - forts, towers, signal stations, all under the direct authority of the Dux at Eboracum. Over twenty numeri and cohorts and cavalry alae placed here across the neck of the northern limes and then turning southwards here and here on the east and west coasts.” 
 
    “The Vallum extends down each coast?” he asked. 
 
    Magnus laughed at that. “Not quite - the stone wall ends at the coast here in the west at Maia and there in east at Pons Aelius. Down the coasts, we have a chain of castra and signal stations and small outposts, all linked not with a stone wall but an old turf rampart and ditch. Most of it is eroded away now, though. I have details out repairing what I can but every time a major work detail gets under way, reports come in of a raid here or there and the milites are recalled back to their standards -" 
 
    “And the raid then vanishes as quickly as it begun?” he hazarded, looking at the Tribune. 
 
    “You know how the frontier works, it seems.” 
 
    He shrugged in reply. “The Sassanians used similar tactics east of Nisibis. It was like a game of latrunculi.” 
 
    “Well, this is not a game. Quite the opposite. This is the very edge of Rome, son, and it is slipping away piece by piece into the sea here. We are shoring up a collapsing dyke, nothing more. That Vallum is a fine and mighty work - but here along the coasts, everything is falling away.” 
 
    He gestured out of the window. “But you are building this now? These are new walls, are they not?” 
 
    Magnus laughed at that. “And they have been for three years! You saw the scaffolding, then? It rots and falls down and I get orders to restart the building. I put it up, hire the locals with what coin I have spare, order the milites of the Cohort here to begin cutting the blocks - and then the Dux wants men to escort a grain supply down to Eboracum or a fat priest to one of their endless councils in the south - or, worse, take part in some ornate parade because a gelded eunuch from Gaul has arrived from the consistorium of the Emperor - and the work slides, the scaffolding stands out too long, the masons drift back to their families. I have a fine castrum standing here at the mouth of the Lunae estuary - and one bloody wall gapes open like a whore’s dress.” 
 
    The Tribune let out a heavy sigh then and looked for a moment out of the low window. His face was half in shadow but Sabinus could sense the anger and frustration in him. “ . . . There was a time when this province was the best of Rome, son. All glittering arms and high standards. We had the Sixth here at Eboracum and emperors who came and marched personally across that Vallum to the Picts in the north - The Sacred Constantine himself was raised to the purple at Eboracum, by all the gods . . . Well, be that as it may, those days are gone . . . What we have now is the fading of times -" And here he turned back to them and Sabinus saw his face hardened. 
 
    “Tribune?” 
 
    “This is all Brigantes land - this whole province. The Brigantes used to be a warrior people but that was generations ago. Now we take their best and enrol them into the Eagles. The province is guarded by the exercitus of Rome but all along the coasts here and in the east, the Picts raid, slipping in along the rivers and estuaries - and there are a lot of them. On the west, here, the Hiberni attempt to nibble at the edges, pushing their curucis deep in towards the hills and mountains east of here. And then there is the Atecotti - now they are the ones to fear. The Picts I can bribe or scare away and if it does come to battle, Roman iron always bests those painted warriors. The Hiberni want land and there is always room for new blood in the imperium so with the right words and a little offer here and there, I can control them - but the Atecotti . . .” he shrugged in frustration, “ . . . That is a different matter . . .” 
 
    Araxes looked at him. “ . . . These ‘Atecotti’, what are they? Surely nothing but painted barbarians, yes?” 
 
    “If only, Persian. No, they are cunning warriors and not out for land or to steal goods. With them it is all about blood and fighting. There are rumours and myths far up in the north among the Selgovai and the Votadeni, that these Atecotti are ancient ones who first lived here in the island before the Celts came and took their homes and valleys from them. I have been told that ‘Atecotti’ means the ‘Old Ones’ in the tongue of the Britons. Now something has stirred them up from whatever bogs and caves they had retreated to in the far north and they are tearing apart at our walls and forts beyond the Vallum.” 
 
    “You have Roman troops beyond the limes?” he asked. 
 
    “Yes, a few outposts and forward stations - more to monitor the allied tribes and escort whatever traders dare make a trip north. Not many. Castra Exploratorum here a day’s march north of Luguvallium - Blatobulgium a day beyond that - though it has barely a century’s worth of milites in it. Others to the east. And all have seen a rise in unrest and violence lately - the local tribes are running scared - scared in manner I have not seen before. There is murmur of the Picts in the far north being stirred up - and behind them lie these cursed Atecotti. I have scouts and Arcani out deep in the barbaricum there and what reports I get back dismiss it all as nothing but mead-talk and honour-boasting.” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    He saw Magnus frown and sensed the unease growing in the Tribune. “Every report says the same thing - those I get back, that is.” 
 
    “You are worried about what you are not hearing?” he ventured. 
 
    “Indeed. This time last year I had over a dozen Arcani numeri out in the barbaricum and every month saw reports filter back. Now I have twice that many and half the number of reports. What am I not getting back, eh? What is not getting through? And that is where you and your numerus comes in.” 
 
    Magnus jabbed a heavy finger on the scroll beyond the Vallum and the other side of a wide blue swath of ink. The tiny letters of Latin marked that blue and Sabinus could just make out the phrase ‘Ituna Aest’ - that and a small mark of a fort on the northern side of that wide estuary . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
    “A day further north than Blatbul . . .” The Persian’s voice trailed off as he sought to pronounce the unfamiliar word. 
 
    “Blatobulgium - it means ‘flower-meadow’,” he finished for him, smiling at his friend’s consternation. 
 
    “So that puts us three days north of the Vallum in the barbaricum. Three days. And west out into this Ituna estuary . . .” 
 
    “And to garrison a place which does not even have a name. It is simply referred to as the ‘Castrum’.” 
 
     He saw his friend smile wistfully at that. “I think, after all, that the court of Shapur would not have been so bad - no matter the blindings and the mockery, eh? Yes, Shapur’s mercy looks positively benign now . . .” 
 
    Sabinus looked out over the wall of the castrum. Below, in the ramshackle mess of the vicus with its agora and the crowded wharves, torches and oil lanterns flared up bright against the growing dusk. The cries of beggars and drunks reached his ears and he wondered how many of the Barcarii were down there drinking away their bitterness and anger. Far out across the waters of the Lunae, the sky was glowing a deep rich purple and Venus shone out, solitary and magnificent, a diamond against the coming night. Nearby, a lonely sentry waited on them, bored while eying the tavernae below with an envious look. He noted that the sentry was one of the Nervian milites and wore a thick, patterned, cloak after the Celtic fashion which hid his mail corselet. A heavy wool cap in the Pannonian style covered his head and the man had tipped it back a little. He rested beside the wall and had leant his spear and shield against the stone. Now he was using the tip of a small knife to work the dirt out from his fingernails. 
 
    At his side, Araxes lounged indolently into the parapet, seemingly oblivious to the Nervian nearby. The fading light fell over his face and the dark olive colour was deepened by it. The oil in his beard and long moustache glowed as if on fire. He had always found the Persian to look graceful, womanish almost, but now as the Primicerius sighed and leaned across the stone into the sunset, he saw something else: a quiet resignation which surprised him. It was almost as if his careful mask had been put away. 
 
    Sabinus turned to him. “This day is full of surprises, Araxes.” He reached up and pressed against the old ache in his right shoulder. Dull pain spread out through the muscles and bones. “North, it is. To an old castra - this Castrum - at the edge of a forgotten sea. We are to be Barcarii of a fading limes itself washing away.” 
 
    Araxes leaned casually into the stone rampart. “Always north and west, eh? It almost seems a fate with us now, doesn’t it?”  
 
    “Exile comes in many forms, amicus.” 
 
    “True enough. I sometimes wonder if we will ever shake free from the legacy of our fathers.”  
 
    The pain in the shoulder flared up and he ground his fingers into it, easing it a little. There was a sadness in the Persian’s voice which caught his attention and Sabinus took a step closer, away from the Nervian escort nearby. “Three days beyond the Empire will be the end. That will be our limes and no further. I swear it, Araxes.” 
 
    The smile which the Primicerius gave back was faint and uncommitted. “Do not promise what you cannot deliver. I remember Hormiszd as we fled from the Prison of Oblivion laughing and cursing in equal measure all we left behind us. What fates he dared! How he mocked all the guards and nobles we avoided in that flight! And then came the long trek to your distant Empire. At night, under the stars, as we huddled by our horses, he would spin tales of our rewards - the concubines, the jewels, the lands and satrapies which would be ours once he was restored to his rightful place upon the throne - and my father nodded and smiled and purred at his side . . .” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    He knew his friend rarely spoke of those early days before he was assigned to him. If he did talk about the past, it was to ridicule the fawning courtiers and nobles and magi who elevated an unborn child by crowning him while still in his mother’s womb, or singing old songs and poems about hunting gazelles and boars and deer along the marshes and canals in the royal parks near Ctesiphon, or of the wine and concubines enjoyed by all. Araxes had always painted an image of his past as a decadent one - more to flatter the Roman virtu he now found himself in. Of the betrayal of his father and their attempt to break the brother-in-law of Shapur out of a cursed prison and to freedom in Rome, he rarely spoke.  
 
    “I?” laughed Araxes ruefully. “I nodded also and my eyes shone as if I were listening to an ancient epic birthed in the old heartland of Fars full of elephants and magi and the old djinn. But deep in my heart I looked at my father and wondered on his eager laughter - and the ease with which he had abandoned my mother and my sisters to break out this royal prince and effect his escape. I wondered on the cost of such a sacrifice and how quickly he lapped up Hormizd’s words now  . . . As if he were seeking to convince himself of the righteousness of his actions - and the cost he paid for them . . .” 
 
    “They will all be dead now?” 
 
    Araxes laughed at that but it was hollow and faint. “Dead? Do not be naive, amicus. No, they will be languishing in some dank prison, chained and abused. Tormented. I am still alive, am I not? My father may have fallen at the walls of Ctesiphon as we tried to wrest open its gates - but I am still alive. Who is to say I will not in time attempt my own act of subversion? And if I do, then they might prove useful in bartering with me. Or winning me back.” 
 
    “Your father spurned such a threat, I think -" 
 
    A darkness appeared in his face. “He did. But I was not faced with that dilemma. I have been shielded from it. But who knows what the future will bring, eh? And now I am further from that dilemma than I ever thought possible - and should I give thanks to the gods or curse them, I wonder?” 
 
    “It is fate . . .” 
 
    Araxes glanced around at him, obviously sceptical. “You do not believe in fate, amicus. That is my song, not yours.” 
 
    He found himself shrugging in reply. “The gods then - Mars or Mithras . . .” 
 
    “Since when have you believed in the gods? You have nothing but scorn and contempt for those who believe in such things. Remember, we have seen where such hubris leads, have we not?” 
 
    For a moment, the face of a golden man emerged before him, smiling, radiant almost, Flames scorched that face as if a halo outlined it, birthed it. The smile which fell on him from that face was blessed save the hollow laughter which echoed it. A face which sought that eternal boon from him and which would always condemn him. He cursed inwardly and shook himself free from that vision. 
 
    “Not gods then - nor fate. Something else. Let us call it Fortune. Are we not playing out a fortune woven for us from the actions of our fathers? You with that flight from the Prison of Oblivion and I from a mad defiance by my father at the very gates of Nisibis. A defiance which was born from the deepest passion and achieved the highest eloquence - only to fall on the hardest heart of a new Augustus. Both their shadows have cloaked us in darkness and now we grope about in it.” 
 
    The Persian looked at him, smiling - then he saw Araxes reach out to him and adjust the heavy cloak about his shoulders in mock concern. A dark light shone in his almond eyes making them remote and smoky in the dusk. “Fortune? My poor Flavius Sabinus, do not fall into that pit. It has nothing but despair and poison at its bottom. Fortune is a poem only those lost or mad sing.” He brushed imaginary dirt away. “Though either condition might sum us up, it has to be said, no?” 
 
    He laughed in reply at that and shook his shoulders allowing the Persian his intimacy. “True enough. Perhaps it is all nothing but a gamble. Would you prefer that? A roll of the ivory dice across a broken table. The money gleaming around the edges. The laughter of drunken women in the background urging you on? If that is your poem then sing it loud, amicus. For this is a throw which will end all throws!” 
 
    “Now you are mocking me, Praefectus! You know I roll the dice and play the counters more from despair than passion. The fact I always seem to win is galling to me. And I try so hard to loose, do I not? Do not mock the afflicted, eh?” 
 
    “I wonder if I am mocking you, Araxes.” 
 
    The Persian’s hands fell away. “Sabinus?” 
 
    “We were caught up in a throw of the dice today,” he replied, looking out over the rampart again. “A strange and secretive throw.” 
 
    “Magnus likes you - why, I do not know - but he has not thrown any dice -" 
 
    He looked at his friend and without realising it, dropped his voice a little. He felt the weight of the satchel behind his back, under the cloak. “No - not just now. Not this evening. Earlier in the agora. That brawl and the murders in it - that was staged, Araxes. It was all staged.” 
 
    For one moment, he saw a cold calculation emerge on his friend’s face and the eyes flickered briefly behind him to the escort lounging against the stone parapet. 
 
    “Sabinus?” 
 
    He thought of the man with the scarred face, his playful bow, the ease with which he threw the semi-spatha over to him, with the satchel following. Of how this laughing figure had lured him deeper into the shadows and darkness of the agora - and all the while his companions had caused chaos and panic in his wake. Panic enough to leave him alone with him. And that lattice of white scars twisted into a rictus grin of mockery before his eyes. And he knew this man was neither a deserter nor a barbarian - he was something imperial and cunning. What was it he had said while laughing at him - that not all lures were a trap, that not all invitations were well-meaning? And his bow and mocking smile had certainly invited him to follow him into the darkness . . . 
 
    With a slow careful gesture, he lifted the hem of his cloak and exposed the satchel to the Persian. “That blade was not the only thing gifted to me, Araxes. I have this also.” His hand fell to the worn leather and lifted the flap a little to reveal the scrolls inside.  
 
    Araxes affected not to look at it and gestured in a theatrical fashion to the sun setting far in the west. Latin vanished from him in an instant and the old argot of the Barcarii returned with its mix of Greek and Syrian. It was an old speech, half trading language and half poetry, born from that ancient frontier between Rome and Persia across which Syrians, Greeks, Arabs, Jews, and Armenians had warred and gambled and loved for over a thousand years. Latin was nothing but a brittle veneer over that melting pot. Nothing more. 
 
    “Ishtar - you are saying it was all staged? All of it? Men were slaughtered in that performance.” 
 
    In an instant, his own voice lost its Latin. The argot was rough in him. He had been learning it only for a few years whereas the Persian knew it fluently. “He called me Tribune. He knew who I was. Think about that, Araxes. He knew I was coming and arranged a distraction to get me alone - to give me this satchel and its contents. This is not ink, he told me, but blood . . . Blood . . .” 
 
    “But why -" 
 
    “Because whoever this man is, he doesn’t trust anyone here. No one. Or at least not anyone enough to give these contents to.” 
 
    “And he trusts you?” The smile the Persian gave him was fleeting. “He must be desperate indeed, no?” 
 
    “I am an outsider. We all are. I suspect he trusts that. That is a commodity worth more than gold to him now.” 
 
    “And the contents?” Again, Araxes was looking out, idly pointing to the distant horizon as if marvelling in its beauty, its distraction. 
 
    And he found himself laughing back at his friend.  
 
    “What else? Fortune . . .” 
 
    Drunken shouts rose up from the gathering darkness below. Torchlight flared briefly in that darkness. A woman’s laughter followed it, hollow and uneasy. Far out, over the waters of the Lunae, he saw a small cargo vessel drifting downstream, its small lanterns brittle in the dark. A song wove itself through the gathering night as if lulling the vicus to sleep. For a moment, he sought to locate it but the sound seemed curiously adrift - as if some ancient god had emerged from the night itself and sought to calm all those troubled in it. The words were soft and vaguely familiar but he couldn’t quite identify them. 
 
    And he wondered then on that ancient goddess, Fortune - knowing that his sleep tonight would be troubled. The pain in his shoulder would irk him, the scars flaring across his skin like small rivers of fire, even as his dreams would lash him again. Why was it, he wondered, as those soft words rose up from the vicus, that the further he travelled from that nightmare in his past, the more the pain of it lashed him deep in his mind? 
 
    He knew Araxes was watching him through his lidded eyes, sensing the unease in him, not knowing how to sooth it, frustrated, no doubt, at his helplessness - but there was nothing the Persian could do. Flavius Sabinus stood alone in his own torment amid invisible fires and always haunted by that dark, golden, figure who asked the impossible from him. A boon he gave though it broke his heart. 
 
    Fortune had not used him well, though use him she had . . . 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
     
 
    In The Footsteps of Gods 
 
    Whose Bones are Nothing but Dust 
 
      
 
      
 
    Late at night, when the darkness was complete, stifling almost, Flavius Sabinus hesitated as he always did from turning in to sleep.  
 
    It brought no balm to him for the dreams were fevered and lashed him. The pallet he slept on always felt more a prison than a resting place. Here, now, deep in the castrum at Calunium, he listened to the distant sounds of the vicus nearby slowly settling into silence while the odd command rang through the atriums and hallways. As always, though, such things failed to soothe him. He sat at a small desk, one small tallow candle nearby, its light sickly over the wood, while he stared at the worn leather satchel and its contents. 
 
    Cursing in frustration, he stood up and unhooked the military belt and tossed it casually onto the cot nearby. With an effort, he heaved the woollen tunica up over his shoulders and laid it out next to the belt. It was a new thing, this tunica, gifted to him by Magnus as part of his posting to this remote castrum beyond the limes. Heavy dark green-blue wool echoed the colour he had seen on the sails and cordage of the British galleys and light scaphae. Deep red embroidered patches decorated the hem and the shoulders with hunting scenes, all finely woven and ornate in the Aegyptian style. Long bands fell down over the chest and lay across the cuffs of the tunica. It was a fine garment, of that there was no doubt, but he knew it was not for court show or parade wear. This was a utilitarian garment - one worn for service. It was an echo of his new mandata from the Dux, Fullofaudes, here in Britannia. 
 
    The dull throbbing in his shoulder flared up and he reached to pull away the thin undergarment and then slowly unwrap the linen bandages about the shoulder. A soft gasp escaped him. The flesh underneath was still moist and the linen wrap peeled off slowly and with difficulty. A pungent smell hit him as the last of that wrap fell away and he tossed it aside without a second look. Flexing the shoulder, he could feel the searing ache settle deeper into his bones. The scarring across the shoulder and down his right arm was extensive - a dark, mottled, mosaic which blistered and twisted about him. Movement was difficult but he gritted his teeth and rolled the shoulder back and forth, working the muscles through the pain. Dry, cracked, skin split a little and he felt fresh puss ooze out. Nearby, lay another roll of linen impregnated with oil and a small unguent of garlic - something that cursed doctor, Oribasius, had sworn would help heal the wound. Dress it every day, he had impressed upon him, every day and in time the burnt flesh would heal and the scarring would settle down. But it must be done every day or else that process would be prolonged. Time will heal all, Oribasius had told him, looking at him with those earnest, dark, eyes he had, but do not trifle with Chronos - for he is an unforgiving god and punishes those who abuse him. 
 
    Well, he mused, that had been over four years ago and the abuse he had heaped upon Chronos was no fault of his own. It was all well and fine for that physician to order him to use those linen wraps every day - but in the vagaries of a Roman military unit on the march across the Empire, a unit in the comitatus of the emperor himself, such strictures soon fell apart. Now, he stood and looked at those wraps - prepared by an army medicus at the legion castrum at Deva - and he knew that he was fortunate if he had fresh linen every month, let alone daily. 
 
     That was not the fault of Oribasius, however.  
 
    The Greek had meant well with the advice. His rough urgings and admonishments had all been well-intended - if a trifle earnest. Oribasius, like many others deep in Persia, had been appalled at what was happening and he had done what he could to soothe his fear and guilt and incomprehension - and that meant he had been taken up as a martyr almost; a martyr to one man’s madness . . . The harder Oribasius had impressed upon him that regime the more he knew the Greek was attempting to atone for what they had all stumbled into. 
 
    A sudden tap at the door to his small chamber shook him out of his reverie and without thinking he barked out an order to enter - 
 
    The door swung wide and a slave emerged, shoulders hunched, his eyes darting about the room. For an instant, the slave’s gaze alighted on the wound at his shoulder and then flinched away in barely suppressed horror. The figure halted and almost took a step backwards.  
 
    Sabinus cursed inwardly at that. He had barked out the order without thinking, too absorbed in his past memories - and now he stood there with his shoulder and upper arm exposed, the skin raw and weeping with puss. That was foolish. He hated anyone seeing it - and worse, how they tried to cover up their shock or attempt to solicit him afterwards as if he needed their pity.  
 
    “Yes?” 
 
    He yanked on the linen undershirt, wincing a little with the roughness of his movement.  
 
    The slave hesitated, not looking him in the eye - and a small part of him was thankful for that - before holding out a small packet in his hand. 
 
    “Apologies, Dominus, my master, Magnus, bade me give this to you. It arrived two days ago from Londinium addressed to you. He had intended to present it but after the attack in the agora, it had fallen away from his mind . . .” 
 
    The hand remained extended, quivering a little, as the slave waited, not daring to look at him. 
 
    The packet was an epistle tied up in a neat square and criss-crossed with twine. A heavy wax seal bound that twine together, imprinted with the small symbol of a city, its towers proud and defiant.  
 
    Sabinus knew that mark well. 
 
    For a moment, he hesitated to take it. The epistle was from much further than Londinium - no doubt it had arrived there at the villa of a relative and been moved up north in anticipation of his arrival here at Calunium. He looked at the parchment which formed the outer-covering and saw that it was rough and bore small scratch-marks. Some of the twine was frayed now. 
 
    “Dominus?” 
 
    The hand extended a little further. 
 
    “Put it on the table there and thank the Tribune for me.” Try as he might, he couldn’t stop his voice from being curt, rough almost. 
 
    The slave did as he was ordered and left quickly, avoiding looking at him as he did so. No doubt, thought Sabinus, he would babble to his fellow slaves about the crippled and wounded Roman officer and how ugly that wound was. He cursed inwardly again at his own stupidity and then removed the undergarment - carefully this time as the puss had stuck a little to it - all the while staring at the epistle on the table. Candle-light played over it so that the small symbol of the city on the wax seal winked in and out of his vision.  
 
    Here he was at the end of the imperium, he mused, bereft in one of the last castra of Rome before the barbaricum and that image now lay upon his table. He wondered wryly then if there was any place in the known world he could arrive in and not see that symbol before him - the symbol of his family, his gens, and above all his father - a man also bereft from Rome and the world and his past. A man who haunted him as much as the pain in his shoulder stayed with him. A man who always seemed to be able to anticipate him despite the years and the extent of the Empire which separated them from each other.  
 
    Why was it, he wondered, that all tragedies began and ended with family? For all their poetic grandeur and mighty fates, did the Hellenes in the end write of nothing but blood tearing itself apart? The gouged eyes, the netted body in its bath, the flesh served up cooked - these were all nothing but artful metaphors of the ruin a family can write upon its own body. Save that in his case his wound was not that burnt and scarred skin across his shoulder but a deeper scald in his soul and his heart - a brand whose word was nothing but entrope, that shame which twisted inwards. His father had shamed him before an emperor of Rome and that lash still stung deep in his heart over and above the betrayal - the recklessness - of that figure who haunted his dreams still with his gentle smile and that request for a boon only he could give. For a moment, he saw his father towering over the emperor and uttering that eternal cry which even in the moment of it he knew would change all their lives - ‘I speak this to your shame!’ Those words were meant for an Augustus of Rome - though his father in the heat of passion and rhetoric also looked him in the eye, branded him with that word - entrope - as if he alone bore the burden for it. 
 
    And Flavius Sabinus wondered on the gods then and if they did exist what exquisite pleasure they must take from him now - for he was a man twice marked in the eyes of Rome; a man twice condemned - 
 
    Cursing, he shook those thoughts from him and turned away from that small, worn, packet on the table. That seal was such a small seal - red, glazed, the mark almost invisible on it - but it was as familiar to him as the signet ring on his hand or the gold torque at his throat. It was both his father, his blood, his Sabine ancestors, and that awful doomed city which was - had been - his ancient home: Nisibis, the old guardian and bastion of Rome in the east, Ishtar of the Tigris, the great, stubborn, bulwark which had withstood three long sieges from Shapur himself and remained triumphant, adorned by martyrs and gods and bruised legionaries, all unbowed. Only to fall at the last from shame. 
 
    Shame he, himself, had been complicit in. 
 
    So he turned away now from that small packet, cursing at the image on it, how it mocked him, feeling the cloying arms of his father endlessly reaching for him no matter how hard he stumbled from them. For one moment, he thought on Magnus and his accusations - of how that hard-pressed Tribune had asked whether they were they deserters or tyrants. And a small part of him laughed at that. The Tribune had hit wide of the mark indeed. Fear had not brought him here, nor jealousy - shame alone had. And he wondered if Magnus were to ever find out the real reason that he, Flavius Sabinus, was here whether the old commander would gaze differently on him - perhaps even pity him. Would Magnus pity him as so many others had in their wisdom and even seek to console him? 
 
    The cloak of charity was the hardest one of all to wear, especially to one brought up under the shadow of the eagles and dragons of Rome. 
 
    In an attempt to change his mood, he reached out to lift the roll of linen. He would begin the slow, painful, ritual of winding that wrap about his shoulder and upper arm - normally he would wash away the puss and dead skin but the night was dragging now and his irritability meant that he was less inclined to be fastidious - the sooner it was dressed the sooner he could clothe himself and put it out of his mind. It was then that his eyes fell again on the satchel. 
 
    It was an old and battered object, one seam was bulging open with the stitching loose. The worn name was an unfamiliar Celtic one - ‘Brennus’ - but woven into the goat hide with care. He noted that the lettering was even and well-spaced and that piqued his interest. A stubborn mood in him had stayed him from opening that satchel and looking at the contents - he was no man’s plaything and something about that scarred man in the agora left him with the distinct impression that he had been played like a tiro on his first day under the shadow of the Eagle. Now, however, with the packet from his father glowing a little near the tallow candle, that stubbornness shifted and in a moment of defiance, he flicked open the lid of the satchel. What better way to defer the reading of one epistle, he thought, than by the reading of another? 
 
    A small scattering of wooden writing tablets slid out, followed by a number of wooden tubes which he suspected held parchment scrolls. The tablets were rough affairs - lacking polish and craft.  
 
    It was then that he saw the dried blood on the tablets - small flecks, nothing more, but all were covered in it. The tubes, too, he noted, with a sense of foreboding slowly rising in him. What was it the Tribune, Magnus, had said earlier that evening? That not enough reports were coming back to him? He reached out and slid the tablets apart a little, noting that some were encrusted with dirt as well as blood. One had a gash or nick on the outside as if a blade had glanced over it. Each one had a small hole drilled into the edge and was sealed with a hoop of bronze wire twisted into a knot through that hole. A slight musty smell rose up - mud, rain, the damp wool of a cloak which had never quite dried out. 
 
    For a moment, he remained standing there, looking down on the contents of the satchel. The tallow candle flickered a little and the light from its wick ebbed and flowed over the surface of the heavy desk. Shadows swayed about the room and he thought he saw shapes move and glide in about him - shapes or shades of the departed, he wondered briefly? Frowning, he reached down and picked up the nearest wooden tube. The stiffness in his shoulder was painful but he ignored it - what was it that cursed Greek physician had said? A broken bone will stop you moving, pain will not. Pain is a song and as with all songs can be unheard. Pain cannot stop you doing a thing if you put your mind to it. There were times, he admitted to himself with a slight smile, that he wondered if Oribasius believed even half of the nonsense he spouted . . . 
 
    Cursing, he put the Greek out of his mind and with a sudden twist undid the cork stopper of the tube. A large rough roll of parchment slid out covered in a maze of tiny letters. The letters were Latin and neat, fastidious almost, more the writing of a deputatus or a clericus, and he couldn’t think of a time in his past when he had looked down on parchment and seen so many words crammed onto the material. Whoever had written this, had meant to stuff as much as possible onto it. The sentences even twisted up and along the sides as if desperate to find more room to breathe. 
 
    And there, in that first run of Latin, the words small and even and calm, he was surprised to read of Virgil, the Mantuan poet, and the ancient Latin of the Aeneid . . . 
 
    ‘ . . . I sing of arms and a man - what Arcanus does not? Do we not wander as Aeneas did and do we not war as he did in exile and alone from his patria? What was it that Magnus said to us all as we waited to ride out - that wherever we pitched our little papillio tents now was our patria? Well, we have pitched them far and wide and seen such things - and like Aeneas war and blood and exile are the cloaks we wear now and the songs we hear in this dark and wild land. 
 
    And Roma? She is far away and fading into dreams and lost ideals, is she not? She is a goddess lost from us yet who haunts us in our dreams - and all men know that lure, do they not? The lure of a home no longer here - the patria sundered from the heart? 
 
    Yet we chose this and so that misery in our hearts is of our own - is our own - for we are Arcani, are we not? 
 
    But I am blessed a little, I think, for I have brothers here in this broken land. Others of our calling have not been so blessed. They ride alone into shadows so dark and labyrinthine that despair alone lights their way. I have my brothers at least and together we ride these torturous paths, our faces grim but our hearts set fast to each other. We are Arcani - wolf-bred, eagle-mantled, the first and last hunting pack of Roma, and we own this darkness which wars against our mighty Empire far, so far now, to the south. 
 
    And so it was that many days of hard riding after that exile from Calunium, our cloaks ragged, our faces worn and edged with care, we stumbled over the torn corpse of one of our own. Maglos knew him as a tent-companion and had served with him under the dracos of the Sixth at Eboracum and so named him. We lifted up his corpse and burnt it after the fashion of his ancestors in a small grove. These we interred in the ground uttering the old ritual of the Arcani which is both a greeting and a lament, ‘bene valeas’ - may you fare well . . . 
 
    Bene Valeas. 
 
    The tracks led west into the dark mountains up against a harsh sea and so we girded our weapons, cleaned out kit, and lashed the horses hard along that path. We soon found what we were looking for. This fallen Arcanus, it seems, had been trailing a merchant along the barbarian settlements, watching him, marking him, as he and his small entourage worked the huts and villages and high halls here before those dark mountains. This is a wild land - full of small tribes of Picts who stand stubbornly against the bastion of those mountains and the darkness in them. These Picts are nervous and edgy and they have reason to be. The mountains to the west rise up in forbidding heights and are full of small valleys and twisting routes which are more of a lure than a place of refuge. The villages here are rough affairs, enclosed in high stockades, each one having a watch-tower over it. The Picts stare ever westwards over the shadow of those mountains - for at night or at dusk or in the gleaming cloak of dawn, the Old Ones move, the Atecotti, dark and twisted and fierce, like wounded mountain lions - and when they come, they come for blood. 
 
    This merchant drifted indolently along this edge between Pict and Atecotti and we soon picked up his trail. We trailed him as our fallen brother had trailed him but we, in our earnestness, our craft, evaded his detection, and so we watched him order the mules and the slaves and the few guards - old, worn, Votadeni from north of the Vallum, uneasy and nervous now that they were in the hunting runs of their ancient enemy - ever northwards along this border, moving from village to watch-tower to hall. 
 
    One night, I slipped Maglos into their camp alongside a wide river. He eased himself in, a shadow among shadows, only his eyes white against the night, and then for a long time I saw nothing and heard nothing. We waited, my brothers and I, in a dark grove, still and expectant, our horses quiet, their muzzles covered - until a whisper from the darkness warned us that Maglos had returned. This merchant, he told us, was a curious mix of Gallic and Italian, and carried nothing more than spices, dull wine not worth the licking - and here he smiled at little and threw us a wink - together with some bolts of Belgic wool. This merchant styled himself Nicanor and was moving northwards up to a great lake before intending to work his way south to the Vallum. 
 
    Or at least, that was the impression he gave to all and sundry. 
 
    Maglos told us that this ‘Nicanor’ had writing implements - ink, styli, parchment, and that even as he slipped in among the shadows, watching and listening, this merchant was writing as if he was a priest of the Christians or a notary in the service of the Vicarius or -  and Maglos winked again at us - an adjutor to a legion Tribune. 
 
    All merchants write, I had begun, smiling, knowing where this was going - and Maglos nodded in reply. Merchants tally what there is to find out what to sell - 
 
    And this merchant - 
 
    Wrote of what he had seen. This merchant, said Maglos, notated as if detailing an itinerary. He did not tally his stocks as all merchants do. He looked out into the world and recorded it. 
 
    And I knew then that I had to meet this Nicanor - I had to look into the eyes of a man who had ordered the death of a Miles Arcanus. 
 
    Three days later, as the shadow of those mountains rose high over us, I placed myself at the ford of a gravelly river and waited for that baggage train to wind its way towards me. I sat on a small mound of wrapped furs, all freshly skinned - otter, fox, wolf. I had a semi-spatha unsheathed across my knees. The air had fresh rain in it and a cold wind fell down from the mountains nearby. Hawthorn shielded me from the worst of it. Salmon leapt and played in the dark waters. I sat and waited and out of the south, the train came, the mules squealing, the slaves and guards shouting out in frustration at the slow progress.  
 
    He saw me and instantly rode forwards and up to me. His horse, I noted, was a high fine Gallic breed, long-boned and with a calm demeanour. It snorted at the smell of the fresh furs under me and I sat there idly playing with the iron blade as the merchant looked down on me. He gazed at me, the furs under me, the blade in my hands - and then he nodded as if he had ceded a game of latrunculi to a better player, sweeping all the bone counters away with a move of his hand . . . 
 
    He dismounted and eyed the furs under me with eagerness - an eagerness all too easily feigned. I sensed his mask and played him back with my own. He produced a small clay flask - the sort priests carry or those on pilgrimage to the martyrs’ cells - and proffered it to me. The wine inside was sweet, unwatered. Not the kind he sold to those he came across here in the barbaricum, I suspected. He sat on a high root near me, tying the horse to it, and we conversed as if we were old friends while his guards and slaves and mules pulled up slowly about us. I talked of the broken valleys to the north and the mighty lake which threaded them all; the small tribes and villages which linked them; the petty rivalries which fed them all. He talked of Rome and her vast Empire; the riches held within; the peace and law which held all in a happy and prosperous state. So we sat, this trader and I, each lying to each other, each dissembling; each gaining a measure of the other. He played his part well. I played mine better. I am an Arcanus, am I not? And do we not skin ourselves in anything but our own flesh? 
 
    And so in time he pretended to come to the matter and asked how much? I stood and unwrapped the cord about the furs and scattered them at his feet. I played unconcerned. He affected disinterest. We haggled and laughed and drank wine - and after a time each of us pretended was respectable, a price was reached and he counted out the gold coin I was due. Each one clinked into my hand, the gold winking in the light as if fevered, but all I saw was not that yellow metal but instead blood, dark, hot, and eager for vengeance. 
 
    And then they were gone, on into the dusk, northwards, skirting the river and those bleak mountains, all squeals and shouts and angry frustrations. At the last, this merchant, this ‘Nicanor’ looked back at me, smiling, nodding, at our agreeable meeting, and I raised a hand to wish him well, palm open . . . ‘Bene valeas’ 
 
    That night, as we lit the fires under a canopy of ash and lime, the smoke unthreading itself through the branches and net of leaves, I scattered the gold at the feet of my fellow Arcani. Each one was freshly minted. Each one was unclipped. And each one bore the profile of an Augustus yet to be raised to the purple and whose name was both familiar and yet also unfamiliar, as if a slave had mispronounced an old name and in doing so conjured up an unknown face. 
 
    Together, we, wolf-brothers all, the last of Rome, and her first shield here in the barbaricum, looked down on that unknown face with its name, which was both an echo and a tease, and we knew . . . We knew that the ashes of our fallen brother had not been interred in vain. His spirit would taste vengeance and honour would be satisfied . . . 
 
    In the morning, we saddled up and rode hard, east and then north, in a wide arc about the small baggage train of this merchant, using the land to hide us, lashing the mountain horses under us without let. I sent the gold coin south to the Vallum with Vellaunus under orders to hand them only to Magnus and no other. He resisted that order to ride south, did Vellaunus, and I knew he wanted vengeance as we all did - but he is first and last a miles of Rome and so he pinned on his rough cloak and turned that pony about, cursing and shaking his head. He will return in time and rejoin us here deep in the barbaricum but by then our plan will be nothing but ancient history and old dark tales boasted by the light of the camp-fires. 
 
    So we rode north and east, away from the shadow of the mountains, through the cloak of a deep wood, all sylvan and rich with hunting runs, our faces dark and hard-set, the horses riddled with sweat and foam about the bits. We rode and at night we cleaned our spathas and axes and knives . . .’ 
 
    The words ended abruptly and Flavius Sabinus saw that the roll of parchment was full. This hand had poured those words across it like an army marching across an open ground until there was no room left. For a moment, he held it and it trembled a little and the light from the candle made the rough yellowed material glow as if imbued with a deeper light. The hand which had written these words was neat, fastidious, he noted, and at odds to the sentiments contained in them. 
 
    Outside, a sudden command rang through the night, an answering shout completed the ritual - and for a moment he stood there absorbed in that parchment. He felt as if the castrum was a dream-world and that instead he belonged in a darker world, where barbarians cloaked themselves in the night, and traders shucked on false cloth, and unknown faces were stamped on gold coin which reeked of usurpation and betrayal.  
 
    He wondered then on the time and regretted not having a water-clock in the small cell - an impossible luxury for a mere Praefectus, of course - or a candle with the night hours carved down its length. Dawn must not be that far off, he mused. A dawn which would bring a mustering of his numerus so that the new orders and posting could be read out - a ritual he was not looking forward to. Again, his gaze fell on the Latin writing, noting how fastidious it was. He turned the parchment over and saw the old dirt dried on it, the scuffs across it, and how blood framed it at the edges and speckled it as if someone had snatched it away in the heat of a slaughter. This parchment had two tales in it, he surmised, as he held it up to the tallow candle so that the light shone more fully on it: that tale written in the black ink and this other one written in blood and dirt across it - and both were equally eloquent. 
 
    Heaviness hung over him then - and with a sigh, Flavius Sabinus replaced the roll back into its hollow receptacle. He would read the remainder later. The night was too far gone now. The cork lid slid on easily enough and when he placed the tube back among its companions, it had a curious anonymity to it - almost as if those words were nothing but myth and fable now, casually put away. 
 
    The night fell hard over him and he stooped over the cot against the wall, easing his body down along its length. His boots and socks were removed slowly and then, half-dragging the worn blanket over himself, he rolled into the wall. Shadows flickered up the stones before him, grotesque and mocking, as if life flared up behind him, always behind him, teasing him but never admitting him. 
 
    His mind spun in uneasy directions and his thoughts were filled with visions of a dark and wild land far in the north; of painted barbarians hiding in woods and crags; of small baggage trains lost and then slaughtered as a bloody sun rose, framing it all; of small, wary, men, clad in rough woollen cloaks, their faces grim, set on a murderous task, and all in the name of Rome - and over all these visions rose the face of a lost goddess who once reigned supreme over the known world but whose face now was downcast and streaked with lament . . . 
 
    When sleep finally came to him, it was dark with visions and flame and a shadow which slid about him like a friend - a friend who always asked an impossible boon which could never be resisted. Yet now in those flames, that golden mantle which always enwrapped him, he glimpsed another face, the face of a rough soldier, condemned apart from Roma, always riding on that perilous margin between the wilds of the barbaricum and the gleaming ivory walls of an imperium he was fated perhaps never to see or dwell in. And this face looked to him amid the fires of his fate and seemed to ask him to join him as a comrade, as a fellow miles, smiling a little, sad but resigned to a fate few suffered - 
 
    And deep in that endless torment that was always his sleep, Flavius Sabinus echoed a soundless cry and found himself turning away from this new face, refusing its appeal, its mute expectation. Fires ravaged him, lifted him, caressed him, while a dark figure whispered of a boon, smiling, paternal, knowing he could never resist, only now this other figure stood nearby, lost, exiled, hidden deep in the darkest shadows, looking to him. 
 
    Not again, not again, he found himself shouting out amid all the flames, as they bore him up, never again. And this new figure looked on, frowning from those words he uttered, and the disappointment in that ravaged face was shaming to see . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ . . . His name is Brennus - you can see it on the satchel - and I think he is a commander of speculatores - or at least, some version of them.” 
 
    They were walking out of the castrum and talking in low tones so that the small guard escorting them could not overhear what they were saying. 
 
    The Persian turned to face him, all easy smiles and light humour. 
 
    “Scouts?” 
 
    Dawn had arrived and brought with it a light ephemeral air which made everything about them furzed and soft. A low mist moved along the surface of the Lunae. Fresh dew glittered like diamonds over the wooden posts and clay tiles nearby. As they crossed the main fossa and vallum of the castrum, Sabinus noted the guards about the entrance way were dozing a little, their heads tipped down into the thick rim of their heavy cloaks. One - a tall man clad in mail and whose shield rested across his back - had leaned into his spear and now he saw a long dribble of dew run down its ash pole from the iron tip. It ran over the man’s fingers like a miniature stream. Sabinus shook his gaze from that sight and shifted the heavy scale cuirass about him. It was awkward to wear and never seemed to fit him well, despite how many times he adjusted the straps down the left side. 
 
    “More than scouts, I think. These Arcani seem to be a breed apart from the normal military here - more reconnaissance or long-range patrols. The report I read last night gave the me the impression that these Arcani are allowed a certain latitude to their actions out there in the barbaricum.” 
 
    “And this Brennus is their praepositus?” Araxes glanced about into the dawn air and sniffed it as if there was an indecorous whiff in it.  
 
    Sabinus sensed that his friend resented their early rise and was now disgruntled at having to assume the cloak of his command - but, he thought with a slight edge of resentment, he did not want to face what lay ahead alone and who better to face it with him than the Primicerius of the Numerus itself? 
 
    “A troop of them, yes. It seemed from what I read last night that this Brennus had stumbled over a possible usurpation.” 
 
    “Here? In Britannia?” 
 
    “He wrote about the gold coins given to him by this ‘Nicanor’ and how they were stamped with the face of an emperor yet to be raised to the purple - the name on the coin was familiar and unfamiliar. His writings were detailed and precise yet he refrained from naming him and instead clothed that name in a riddle of sorts.” 
 
    The Persian thought for a moment. “This merchant is seeding these coins in the barbaricum to the north, then.” 
 
    Sabinus nodded in reply. “A coin often buys more than goods, does it not?” 
 
    “It does. What better way to prepare for a new emperor than to seed his image and name among the barbarian tribes. It is both a bribe and a message, I think.” He saw Araxes frown a little then and turn to him. They were passing out of the small winding streets of the vicus now and emerging onto a wide open plain which stretched from the unfinished walls of the castrum down to the edge of the Lunae estuary. “And you say this Brennus sent these coins to Magnus here? So the Tribune knows about this?” 
 
    “I need to read the rest of the reports - but, yes, he detailed a Vellaunus to ride south to Calunium here and hand the gold over to Magnus and only Magnus. The other reports will shed more light, I suspect.” 
 
    The Persian reached out a hand to lightly touch his arm. “Be careful, amicus. A gift unlooked for is never free from debt. Magnus struck me yesterday as a man under a huge burden, overloaded like one of the grain barges out from Alexandria. Such men are vulnerable, are they not?” 
 
    “You are saying Magnus has suppressed this? That he has already been suborned?” 
 
    “He is a careworn Tribune bottled up here in a forlorn frontier command. He is resentful and critical - and at the end of his career. If a usurper were here in this diocese, what better man to twist into your cause? It would not take much to bribe him, would it? A new command - promotion into the field army - perhaps even a high rank as a dux or magister. These are all seductive lures to such a man . . .” 
 
    He wondered if Araxes were correct in his assessment of the Tribune. The man struck him as resentful, yes, but a traitor also? He remembered how Magnus probed them for the real reason they had been posted here - wondering if they were failed usurpers or cowards - and how his mood shifted suddenly once he had argued back at him. There was something abrasive about the old commander of the castrum here. That much was obvious. He was chaffing under his orders from the Dux, Fullofaudes, at Eboracum and it did not take a Chaldean diviner to sense the anger smouldering in him as his command dribbled away through inertia, incompetence, and a rising tide of barbarian attacks - but to support a usurper? Here in the diocese? No, something in him was not so sure that this Tribune wore that cloak. 
 
    “You think he was testing us last evening in his officia - all that talk of why we were here? 
 
    “Wouldn’t you, if you were him? Are we allies or spies? Is not our arrival direct from the Augustus in Gaul a little too convenient? And now we are to be posted three days north of the Vallum? Some might say that is a little too convenient, no?” The Persian’s words were casual, belying the danger held in them.  
 
    “I am not so sure, Araxes. We don’t even know if the gold reached him. Or what that name is on the coins. Familiar and unfamiliar - what does that even mean? No, the answer must be in the rest of the reports of this Brennus. Give me time to read them before we make assumptions of guilt . . .” 
 
    The last small hut passed them as they moved out onto the field. The sun was struggling hard to burn away the glittering mist. The great bulk of the castrum fell behind them, the stark lines of the scaffolding rising up like bones against it, and Araxes paused a little then as if to adjust his own armour. In that small moment, he dropped his head and his voice was low and barely heard. 
 
    “Be careful, amicus. If this is a usurpation, whoever is behind it - this man whose name is familiar and unfamiliar - he has resources under him. Vast resources. This is a man who can strike gold coins in quantity - coins in his image and bearing his name. There is no imperial mint here in this diocese unless I am mistaken.” 
 
    “You are saying they are being shipped in from Gaul-" 
 
    “Or Hispania - Italy, even. If that is true, then this man has connections which run across the respublica here in the occident.” 
 
    He found himself sighing and looking out into the mist. Araxes was correct, of course. If a usurper waited here in the diocese, gathering supporters, laying down a network of connections, suborning army officers and the units under them, sowing his coin in the barbaricum to win over the tribes - then this man, whoever he was, had real power in his hands. Power he was confident he could use to rise up and seize the purple from Valentinianus in Gaul. The latter’s brother, Valens, had already fought off one usurper, Procopius, only a couple of years ago. Who knew what other disaffected senators and army commanders might be lying in wait to rise up against the Pannonian brothers, here and in the oriens? If gold coin was already being seeded north of the Vallum, that meant this usurper was confidant and moving swiftly to challenge the legitimate emperor. That thought alone brought a chill into his bones. 
 
    “There must be more in those scrolls and tablets. We read first and then we decide on what action to take. Perhaps the whole thing has already been dealt with? After all, I have no idea how long ago these were written. No, let me read and then act.” 
 
    Araxes smiled at him and then nodded past him to the ground ahead. “Of course - but as for acting, I fear you must act here first, no?” He stepped aside and stared ahead, gesturing slightly for him to pass ahead. A distant look came over him and he saw the Persian nod as if to himself. “ . . . And to think there was a time once when we both stood in the shade of the emperor himself. Now we stand among the dregs and the forgotten, it seems . . .” 
 
    Ahead, he could see that the mist covering everything had lifted a little to reveal a wide flat plain, trampled down and muddy in places. Figures filled it now, soft and indistinct within the mist. Here and there, tall standards rose up - the dracos of the maniples and then the small vexilla flags of the centuries. They stood, these figures, mute and still under those standards, anonymous now as the mist swathed them all and rendered them otherworldly in his eyes. Before the massed ranks of his Numerus stood a rough dais of turf and he could see the small, hard, knot of the man who was Naxios atop that dais, surveying the ranks and files before him. 
 
    Flavius Sabinus, Praefectus to the Numerus of Barcarii from the Tigris, broke from his friend then and moved purposefully up to that dais, his gaze fixed ahead of him, not looking now towards the anonymous faces swathed in the mist. The Campidoctor, seeing him arrive, vacated the dais with a sniff and moved to stand before the ranks of the centuries and maniples even as Araxes, the Primicerius, drifted over to join him. Together, both his subordinates waited then - one glowering up at him and the other affecting a nonchalant look - as if all this was nothing more than play or idle whimsy. 
 
    He reached the dais and mounted it, shifting a little as he did so to settle the scale armour about his torso again. Then he looked out over their ranks, his face cold and empty and remote. Before him stood over three hundred milites of the Numerus fading back into the mist, their outlines blurry, their faces dim and distant, as if carved by a hand which had long forgotten their details. Some faces he recognised - the ducenarii, Andronikas, Arzphur and Paulus, for example, as they stood at the head of their maniples, Naxios, of course, and Araxes. Others stood out from the mist - Yazil, who had tossed that silver coin into the river and whose laugh seemed provocative for reasons he could never understand; there was Antiochus the Armenian, called the Onager for his rough anger, and who found discipline difficult to take in the heat of battle; nearby stood the medicus of the Numerus, tall, thin, Nadim, an Arabi, whose hands and face were worn thin from living too long in distant deserts. Others emerged from the mist and became familiar to him but it was not a familiarity born of affection - many were faces he had punished or disciplined for insubordination or unruliness under the standards. And those faces looked up at him now as he ascended the turf slabs and stood before them, encased in scale armour, and with a heavy cloak falling from his shoulders. 
 
    It was hard, with the mist covering all, to see them however. Most stood arrayed before him as not the rank and file of his Numerus but instead as a dim chorus of shades, indistinct, huddle together, swathed in a fine mist as if fading away into myth or a distant dream. Only those faces near him stood out under the century and maniple standards. Behind those familiar faces rested only grey masks, anonymous and blank, looking up at him in mute expectation. 
 
    For a moment, he found himself looking out over the Numerus - seeing the milites arrayed in full armour and weapons, nodding with approval, noting how erect the soldiers were despite the early morning assembly. No doubt many were nursing sore heads from a long drinking session last night in the tavernae here in Calunium but few showed it now. Many were staring at him and he noted the coldness and distance in those stares. These were men who did not love him as their commander, their praepositus. They bore him no affection for he was not one of them. He had not earned their loyalty and now they stood watching him, arrayed in a mix of mail and scale, burnished segmented helmets gleaming under the mist and dew, tall spears rising up. All bore the wide oval shield emblazoned with the sixteen-pointed sun of Sol Invictus, also known as Helios, in bright yellow on the dark blue-green background - the distinctive colour of the Tigris and which marked them as men from that region. A region now lost to Rome. That mark and symbol of the Barcarii stood out against the soft mist and for a moment he fell into it, remembering where this unit hailed from, seeing that symbol of Sol, the sun, ancient light of wisdom and truth, ‘Unconquered’ in all, first raised up in Rome by the divine Aurelian and then Constantine himself before his conversion to that cult of martyrs and saints - a fitting symbol now for a numerus of fighting men who hailed from the far east of Rome. That radiant digmata of Sol blazed forth across the parade ground now, muted but undefeated, glowing with a martial lustre under the standards - and the men who held those shields were all proud men, men who had fought and conquered under the high standard of Rome, who had worshipped one emperor only to be betrayed by another and who had ended up now here in this distant diocese so far from their surrendered home and the banks of the great river which had once been their hearth, their patria, their defence, and their last bastion before Persia and their ancient enemy. 
 
    The mist sifted imperceptibly and Flavius Sabinus saw more faces emerge before him. These were in the main dark faces, bearing ancient Syrian and Mesopotamian and Arabi blood. All were grizzled and worn now. For four years they had all travelled westwards in the train of first Jovianus and then Valentinianus across Cappadocia and Thrace and then into the upper Danube regions and then Gaul itself and the Rhenus limes. Now they had been shipped across the narrow sea into Britannia and washed up here at Calunium at the very edge of the imperium. In those years, men had fallen or transferred from the standards or retired from the exercitus itself with a full discharge. From a unit which had mustered five hundred men, it was now fortunate to find three hundred under its standards. A few had been sworn in to replace those lost or promoted or retired - some Pannonian recruits from Sirmium and a smattering of Gallic youths from Arelate, all wide-eyed and agog at the strange Mesopotamian men about them and their odd customs - but these were too few and had been scattered among the centuries so that it was hard to notice them now, he thought. No, what he saw was a sea of dark faces, bronzed, scarred. Hook-nosed men with blue-black oily beards, all shining now, and smoky almond eyes. Men who gazed up at him and marked him as both an outsider and a betrayer. He was the man who symbolised all their shame and defeat and who had now been lorded over them as if twisting that failure even deeper into them. 
 
    He commanded them in name only, he knew that. He could sense it now as he stood on that dais before them. Despite coming from Nisibis - despite calling that ancient city his home - he was not one of them. Worse, he had betrayed them - no matter that he had acted out of love and duty to a now-dead emperor. No matter that his orders had been carried out to the letter. No matter that he bore the pain and scars of that act still. In the eyes of the men below him, he had betrayed them all. 
 
    And in all honesty, he could not - did not blame them. 
 
    Gods do not mock we mortals, he thought then, as that soft mist slowly fell back and the dark faces emerged to condemn him. Men were more than capable of doing that for themselves, he thought . . . 
 
    “ . . . Commilatones,” he began, in a loud voice, which the mist softened a little, “ . . . The will of the Sacred Augustus is supreme and what he wills, we obey as soldiers of Rome, of the respublica. What we swore under the standards is more than discipline and loyalty. It is our blood. Our honour. We are ready to obey every command and now we must be ready to obey this last command . . .” Faces rose up at him, cold, expectant, almost judging him. A few shifted a little as if appalled that he of all men should mention loyalty under their gazes but they were few, he noted thankfully. “ . . . The Sacred Valentinianus adopted us after our patria was formally surrendered to the Persians and Jovianus fell into that strange death -" A curse was uttered and a short rebuke from a file-closer followed it. A low rumble of disapproval echoed throughout the ranks and files, picking up on that curse. No one else dared to voice it out loud, though. “We were adopted and brought west into Gaul and now the Emperor has seen fit to despatch us here to this island diocese. War is brewing along the Rhenus limes. Our Augustus is massing troops and supplies for an expeditio against the Alemanni - once broken by Julianus but now vengeful and eager to raid and pillage into our empire. Valentinianus needs the grain from the island for that campaign and to that end has sent us here to guard and protect this island. Britannia is a desperate island - harassed by barbarians in the north and west. Her shores are bloodied and her natives bruised from war. And we are here now to help end that.” He felt his voice rising - something of the old conviction and discipline emerging again in him - and he remembered how he had ordered his legion, that ancient First Parthian Legion, into battle at Ctesiphon or crossing the Euphrates or that last battle at Samarra as the elephants emerged to test them all and a glorious emperor, son of the Helios himself, rode past as if on shining wings. Then men had looked to him as their commander and their leader. Their affection had surrounded him without question. Now, despite the authority emerging in his voice, he knew no such emotion would be forthcoming. No fire may come from cold ash, no matter the sparks hurled across it, he realised. “ . . . We are here now to push these painted barbarians, these Picts and Scotti and Atecotti, back into their poor lands. We are to cross the distant Vallum of stone and hold a castrum deep in the barbaricum across the Ituna Estuary. This castrum will be our home, our patria, now. We will hold that place and strike hard at the barbarians, using the rivers and coasts as our hunting runs. We are Barcarii and we will take these dark waters and make them ours - as we have always done. We will push back the barbarians here and the grain will flow eastwards to Gaul, the field armies of Valentinianus will strike hard into Germania, our standards will rise victorious over the Alemanni as they did once under Julianus. Not for us, the fat easy life of a garrison soldier nor the lazy patrol deep in the province. We are Barcarii. We have only ever fought on the limes, have we not? Today, we will embark back on the transports and sail northwards to the Vallum and then across the Ituna Estuary and we will show these barbarians what milites from the limes of Syria can do! We will conquer for Rome and the Augustus and Sol Invictus!” 
 
    For a moment, as his voice soared over the massed ranks of the Numerus, he felt he had something from them - a fleeting spark, of passion, or conviction, perhaps - but then as his voice faded into that mist it was gone. Below him, stood over three hundred Roman soldiers broken from their land and their home, condemned to this distant diocese as far from the Tigris and that lost city Nisibis as it was possible to go. How do you inspire men to fight for something already gone, he mused, as the passion faded in him and his words fell away into the damnable mist? What he saw below him were men in exile and now ordered again further west, beyond the imperium, beyond the last vallum, and into the barbaricum itself. A few cursed inaudibly under the standards and looked away from him in disgust. 
 
    Naxios, nearby, standing with Araxes at the head of the Numerus, growled something and then spat into the mud at his feet. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ . . . I’ve heard worse speeches, amicus.” 
 
    The docks and wharves were a seething hive of activity - all along one stone jetty, the four cargo transports were filling up with men, stores, and pack animals. Slaves and dock workers were running about and shouting out orders and hurried commands. Long  lines of Barcarii were moving up onto each of the transports and Sabinus could hear the ducenarii and centenarii under them calling out the names of the file leaders to bring them up onto the decks. All were muffled under woollen cloaks and had large bundles and leather-wrapped equipment stashed about them. Nearby, the six scaphae exploratoriae were being lightly crewed and readied. Gulls squawked overhead and a rough wind was rising now. The waves from the river’s edge here at the dock were curling white and lifting the ships in long slow rolls. He saw the portly, grizzled, bulk of the magister, Coticus, cursing savagely and moving up and down the deck of the Medusa in impatience. Twice he kicked the mast as if to berate it. Nearby, along a separate jetty, the Sagitta was moored, ready to cast off and head out under oars into the middle of the Lunae estuary once the command was given. Paternus stood like a statue at the prow, looking up over the raised mast and the taut rigging. The Liburnian’s single sail of deep Veneti blue was lashed tight against that mast, ready to be unfurled once the galley cleared the estuary waters and reached the sea. 
 
    Flavius Sabinus looked at Araxes and shrugged. There were times, he thought, when he just didn’t have the patience for his friend’s mockery. “We’ve all listened to worse. This is the Roman exercitus. Who hasn’t heard some poor Tribune utter stolen words in an attempt to mimic Caesar or Augustus or Hadrian?” 
 
    A loading crane groaned suddenly and then a rope snapped. A large bundle of cloth-wrapped stores crashed down onto the stone wharves, spilling its contents. Figures leapt aside and a nearby centurion from the castrum began shouting in frustration. Hard tack littered the stones and slaves scrambled to pick it up. He saw - Yazil, was it? - step out of his file and fill his felt hat with the hard biscuit. The man’s dark Syrian face split into a mischievous grin and he knew that those bucellatum pieces would be bartered away later for favours or silver coin. 
 
    “Besides,” he continued, noting how the biarchus of the file turned a blind eye to Yazil’s actions, “these men will never hear anything from me except with contempt. These are not my men, Araxes, and they never will be.” 
 
    “Self-pity is not an enduring quality in a Roman - I fear we Medes have infected you.” 
 
    “I am not in the mood for your sarcasm, Persian.” 
 
    “Then do not invite it - your legion is gone, Flavius Sabinus. These are your men now. This is the standard under which we will all fight and die. Let the First Parthian go. Those men are gone. A new Tribune commands them now. If this ‘fortune’ exists, then look about you and accept these men, this Numerus, as your destiny.” 
 
    “Punishment, you mean -" 
 
    The Persian turned to him and his face was harsh, uncharacteristically so. “What punishment is here, Flavius Sabinus, is all your own. You think these Barcarii hate you? Yes, they do. And you think it is because of what we did at Ctesiphon - and it is, yes. We broke their spirit amid the flames. Their spirit and their honour. Yes to that. And now they look on you and see that shame they feel and it galls them. Wouldn’t it you? But you refuse them also. They can smell it on you like a plague, amicus. They hate you but they can smell that you hate yourself more. Allow them their hate but do not steal it from them for yourself. That is nothing but monstrous ego, is it not?” 
 
    He saw that Araxes had tipped his head to one side and was looking on him with almost pity in his eyes. For a moment, he wasn’t sure that a sudden galling smile would not emerge from him but then the silence stretched and the awkwardness deepened.  
 
    “ . . . Careful, Primicerius, are we making a Roman out of you? You have been reading too much Marcus Aurelius, I suspect.” 
 
    Araxes turned to face the crowded wharves and all the mass of soldiers on it. His voice was soft against the wind and the sound of the waves. “ . . . Perhaps I have. And perhaps I am too steeped in the ancient tales of Sassan and the darkness of Ahriman. The world is old and raddled with loss - and we stand forlorn in a little light against such darkness that despair alone seems our only ally . . . I remember that day at Ctesiphon. How can we forget it, you and I? It was the day my father fell in battle, laughing, staring up at the marble walls, finally happy to be home and free from his betrayal. It was the day those walls defied us and we few who reached it and stood in that open gateway, all wreathed in dust and blood and victory, were ordered back - and those gates slammed shut behind us. What mortal can ever forget such a day? It was the day a friend gave you an order which broke you. Am I wrong?” 
 
    “It was a madness in him -" 
 
    “No.” The smile which emerged on the Persian was faint, regretful. “It was a madness in all of us, was it not?” 
 
    And it struck Flavius Sabinus then, as those soft words fell over him, how different that day had been to the sight before him now. Here, now, it was all grey and mist and harsh waves slamming into the stone wharves; of the wooden hulls of the cargo ships riding high against the mooring ropes, even as the long files of the Barcarii struggled aboard, throwing their gear and baggage ahead into the arms of their commilatones; of the high shriek of gulls and the drone of the wind in the blue-dyed rigging. Then - then, those few years ago, it was the hot dust of battle amid slaughter and the sudden cries of horses; of blood-lathered legionaries forging onwards into the high dark shadow of Ctesiphon, the capital and centre of Persia itself - and there amid all that madness, he roved and fought, his men about him, their oval shields protecting him, the proud dragons surging forwards and at his side that Aquila of this legion, as it reached - almost reached - the very gates of Ctesiphon itself. Blood showered them as all those embattled Sassanid lords and nobles wavered and then fell back, their thin sallow faces paling in defeat, even as a solitary elephant - alone in the high marble gateway - trumpeted its fear out loud and staggered backwards, away from the vengeful spathas of his legionaries and commilatones. Then all was the sweet wine of victory, the paean of triumph, after that long campaign down the Euphrates under the guiding star of that most magnificent of emperors, Julianus, golden Julian, his face always animated, radiant almost, like Helios himself, burning with a glory no other emperor had ever possessed - and he remembered that moment as they had hesitated only for a fraction, the merest sliver of a heartbeat, in the shadow of that marble gateway into the Persian capital, feeling the cloak of destiny fall over them and looking up in awe at what was about to happen - he remembered seeing Victor, commander of the advance guard of Romans, turning about on his white horse, a magnificent Cappadocian mount covered in gold and enamelled leather harnessing, reserved Victor, whose Sarmatian blood had been suppressed in favour of the mantle of his authority now - he wheeled that white horse about, all surrounded by his mounted guards, that high standard bearing the imago of Julianus surmounted by the gleaming rays of Sol Invictus high over them - and seeing him laugh, throwing that adopted Roman reserve aside as the wine of triumph fell over him - over all of them. At his side rode Hormisdas, the Sassanian brother-in-law to Shapur, who shouted out strange words of victory and pride as he tumbled the Persians back from him, all the while his own guard and retainers dismounted from their Nissaean horses to kiss the dust and stone flaggings of Ctesiphon, honouring their gods and their fates that they had reached and were about to take the capital itself. 
 
    And he? He had looked up at those high marble walls, marvelling at the engineering in them, seeing the art and craft behind them, and knowing that if ever Rome, the Eternal City, might have an equal in this world, then Ctesiphon may be it - such was his awe and pride and martial hunger at that moment. Around him, the men of the legion, his legion, all lathered in dust and speckled in blood, were coursing about him, their scutums high and the standards forging forwards - in and under that high gateway into the capital itself. Glory was his - all he had to do was reach out and take it as if it were nothing more than a fallen cloth standard dropped by the enemy - 
 
    And then that fateful cry had smote him and he had turned to see the Comes, Victor, taking a ballista bolt into the shoulder, cracking the scale armour. Blood gushed forth as his face paled in shock and that white horse reared up in panic. Already, the guards were crowding him, shields up and overlapping his tottering form. A Tribune shouted out then that they were all too far forward and unsupported - that they had extended the lines - the main army was still too far behind the advance guard - back across the Tigris  . . . 
 
    And all that wine became vinegar then. For he knew this Tribune uttered truth, not fear. He had looked about and seen then something different - another scene here at the gates of Ctesiphon - and what he saw was nothing but recklessness. There, under that dark shadow of the gateway, as Hormisdas scattered the royal guard of Shapur, King of Kings, while his own guard, including Araxes and his father, forged on, he saw that darkness deepen suddenly like a portend. And as that shadow grew and fell over them all like a cursed cloak, the strident voice of Victor reached them all, a voice riddled with pain but also a voice stiffened now with the cold reserve which was his adopted character - to fall back, to retreat, that we were all too far forward now and without support. He heard those words shouted out above the pain from his shoulder wound and saw all about him the standards waver and stumble to a halt. Time seemed to slow about him. Men craned their necks around, tilting the iron rims of their helmets up and back to see better. The Aquilifer near him looked towards him, frowning, even as that tall glittering eagle seemed to want to soar higher over them all. 
 
    What was it to stand in that single moment when triumph turns to ash? When the very essence of a man’s life seems to reach its climax only for that moment to twist in a heartbeat into the very travesty of that promise? Ctesiphon was that moment as Victor uttered those fateful words through his pain, for he knew the truth of them - they had overextended their lines; they were too far forwards of the main Roman army behind them. The gateway was a lure and a trap of their own devising. 
 
    And so he nodded to that Aquilifer and gestured backwards, gritting his teeth against the dust in the air and the sense of despair washing through him. 
 
    Everything changed then. The Persians about the gateway, sensing their resolve waver, stiffened and marshalled their numbers - those wicker shields the infantry used suddenly formed up and a long hedge-row of spears emerged to thrust into their ranks. A Sassanian lord resplendent in gold-chased mail and plate, his face smeared in crimson, uttered a high, sibilant, command - and that gateway suddenly became a clot of darkness and blood. Near him, the legionaries shivered under that renewed assault and more than one Roman tumbled down, the shield cracking apart or the helmet splitting under a mace blow. 
 
    Victor swayed in the saddle, the guard about him dragging his white horse backwards, as Hormisdas shouted out that Tisfun was theirs for the taking, to retreat now was madness, pure folly - only to freeze as he saw the wounded Sarmatian shake his head in reply. Already, the legionaries were fighting a quick, uneasy, retreat out of that gateway, locking shields into an overlapping fulcum and stepping backwards, the centenarii and ducenarii shouting out ‘cede!’ and ‘recala!’ with a dogged strength. It was then that Araxes’ father, proud, bitter, broken, Phiruz, his Christian faith new and absolute, cried out in madness and slid from his Nissaean mount to  plant his feet in the gateway. The words of Phiruz were lost to him as the Persian was shouting and laughing in his own language - but he sensed the defiance in them. Again, Victor shouted out his commands and all the Romans about them shivered and recoiled backwards, out of that gateway, towards the distant Roman lines assembling on the plain before Ctesiphon, Hormisdas and his guard with them all. 
 
    Save Phiruz.  
 
    He turned his face from them and looked instead towards that wall of spears as it surged forwards after the retreating legionaries. It was then that he found out Araxes and saw that his friend was looking oddly at his father, frowning, almost curious, as if seeing him for the first time and finding something in his actions slightly indecorous. He saw him sniff then and look away from his father and over to him. For a heartbeat they locked gazes over the battle out of the gateway, he amid his legionaries and Araxes mounted amid the guard to Hormisdas, sensing the sea-change in each, and knowing such sadness that neither could help the other. 
 
    It was then that Phiruz fell under that wave of spears, pierced through, raddled with wounds, almost anonymous in the cloak of his death - his last act to throw his elegant mashrafi blade ahead into the capital as if to claim it - 
 
    Araxes had already torn his gaze away and was riding backwards in the train of Hormisdas and Victor, out into the bloody plain, his shoulders high and regal. And he remembered how he had marshalled his legionaries back out after them, steadying their resolve, ordering the lines, berating the line officers if he sensed panic in their voices. Despite the renewed Persian assault, the oval shields remained unbroken as the centuries and maniples fell backwards in serried ranks - and those high iron-bound gates creaked slowly shut in their wake, groaning like shades of the underworld caught in perpetual torment. Dust choked him. It made him cough and spit out crimson. He was cocooned in a tight mass of armoured legionaries, all bloodied veterani of ancient Persian campaigns, men who had fought deep in Mesopotamia, and further. These were hard-faced legionaries, all tough and stubborn fighters, and he knew that nothing would break their fulcum as it fell back in the wake of Victor and Hormisdas but still the rising sense of failure and shame burned hard in him . . . 
 
    Now, standing on the jetty, feeling the cold wave of spume and salt in the air, he knew that the rising shame then was nothing but a prelude to what was to come later in that day - and more - many days later outside Nisibis when his father uttered those words to an Augustus that were more harsh than any damnatio ever enacted upon a dead emperor of Rome . . . 
 
    Was Araxes right, then? Was it nothing but a madness which had infected them all? The wine of victory turns so easily into vinegar that he wondered if it is nothing but an illusion and an elixir sought to blot out the truth - the truth that we follow madmen to save us from our own banality. At least the madman is true to his quality, he thought, whereas those who follow him give up their nature and adopt another’s. And Julianus’ madness at the end was monstrous. So what did that make them who followed him - and what did that make him who especially adopted that emperor’s commands? Commands which doomed them all amid fires so bright they almost outshone the sun itself. 
 
    He turned to see Araxes still looking at him, his face distant and oriental, the olive-brown eyes liquid, remote almost. Did he detect a hint of pity in the Persian’s face? Pain flared up in his shoulder then and the face of that cursed Greek, Oribasius, arose in his mind.  
 
    He reached out and gripped his shoulder even though he knew the scale armour impeded his ability to massage it.  
 
    “ . . . Have the Centenarius of the Second Maniple brought before me. I will not have the men under him pillaging our supplies with impunity. Discipline must be maintained - especially now that we sail for the barbaricum . . .” 
 
    He turned from Araxes without waiting for a reply and walked away from the stone wharves, feeling the cold and the wind deep in his bones, knowing that it was all nothing but a cruel mockery of another time when fire and heat and the cracking of timbers had enveloped him - and a smiling face nodded on, pleased and content that his orders had been carried out to the letter . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    By mid-morning, the classis had debouched from the estuary and was nosing northwards under a sluggish wind. The sea was ruffled with a thousand white plumes and low clouds were scudding in from the west. The coast-line was dark and rugged, punctuated by the odd signal-tower or fishing vicus. Each of the four cargo ships now towed an additional scaphae exploratoriae while the remaining two rowed out on the flanks as escorts and guards. Those scaphae tied up astern of the cargo transports were manned by a few Barcarii as a precaution. Ahead of the classis, the Liburnian moved under sail now, catching the rough wind and knifing through the heavy waters, her oars stowed and lashed away. Along her decking, the milites moved easily and with confidence while Paternus stood outside the rear cabin, one eye on the two tiller men and another on the low clouds growing on the eastern horizon. A rough cloak of wool flapped about his shoulders giving him a wild appearance. 
 
    Behind him, inside the cabin, screened from prying eyes by the leather hanging, Flavius Sabinus and Araxes slouched on wooden benches. Each had opened a large parchment scroll and was devouring its contents - the Persian holding one carefully, aware of the dried blood on it, while the Praefectus was opening a new scroll and weighting one end down with a bronze candle stand. His hand slowly unrolled the scroll to reveal another field of yellow-white covered in the tiny hand of Brennus. 
 
    Araxes looked up, his face dark and enigmatic in the low light. “ . . . This Arcanus is a curious man, do you not feel, amicus?” 
 
    He had wondered what the Primicerius would think of that first parchment and he nodded in reply. “A military report beginning with Virgil, you mean?” 
 
    “Indeed. And yet the sentiments after that seem barbarous, do they not? He writes of vengeance - of exile and loneliness. Is this man a soldier or a poet?” 
 
    “I wondered that - perhaps the further north he and his commilatones rode, the more Rome became a strange thing to them. His words are his struggle to remember and honour that which he was sworn to defend.” 
 
    For a moment, Araxes looked at him and then a slight smile emerged. “You respect him, don’t you?” 
 
    Did he? Was the Persian right, he wondered briefly? Certainly, those words had impressed upon him a man who was dogged and committed - a hard, iron-willed, man. To sit on those furs awaiting the arrival of a merchant who had butchered a fellow Miles Arcanus and then to trade with him - to surveil him - spoke to someone patient and cunning yet who was also determined to avenge that fallen comrade.  
 
    “ . . . I admire his virtu, yes,” he admitted. He pulled out his small dagger and weighted the other end of the scroll down, turning to face Araxes. “ . . . He writes of his mandates as if being exiled. He dissembles before an enemy and sends evidence south to the Vallum before moving north after that enemy. This is a soldier of Rome who is loyal to the respublica and the men under him in equal measure. How often have we come across that quality?” 
 
    “Not enough, amicus, not enough, it must be said.” 
 
    “Honour him as you read him, Araxes, for you hold more than his words in your hands . . .” 
 
    “You think that this is his blood?” He saw the Persian lift one edge of the scroll a little and glance at the dried marks which fringed the edge. A strange look came over him - remote and wistful.  
 
    “I pray that it isn’t but as with all prayers, I fear the answer.” 
 
    He heard Araxes mouthing something then in his Persian tongue and the words were musical and soft, almost as if he were singing low in his throat. That voice fell across the small cabin and for one moment Flavius Sabinus felt the old smell of the desert and the swaying of the palm trees deep in the fastness of Assyria and Mesopotamia envelope him. Although the words were soft and remote, he knew enough Persian to catch at their meaning as Araxes spoke and by speaking summoned the image of a lonely fire in the darkness and the hunter who stood before it, his bow ever ready, waiting for the panther that hid in that darkness, knowing that it was stalking him, as he was it - that both in some poor way only existed to counter each other - and how under that night sky, illuminated by the eternal fire of Ahura, all existence was nothing but this single indivisible moment of looking out, waiting, while the other and opposite looked in, equally waiting . . . 
 
    “ . . . How shall a man escape from that which is written; 
 
    How shall he flee from his destiny? . . .” 
 
    And Flavius Sabinus found himself smiling a little at those words and sensing the Latin of his ancestors moving through him in response: 
 
    “It is easy to go down into Hades, as Virgil writes, the gates are always open and wide - but to mount back up again, to retrace one’s steps into the clean air - there’s the burden; the task . . .” 
 
    Araxes nodded in reply, smiling softly. “Very apt, amicus.” 
 
    He felt the Liburnian roll heavily under a swell and put out his hand to stop the parchment sliding. The roughness of the material struck him and for a moment he brushed the scroll with his fingers, feeling its coarseness, and sensing the slight smoothness where the ink had impregnated it. Outside, he heard the hard shouts and ribald curses of the sailors echo about as the wind thrummed through the cordage. The voice of a laughing Paternus rode over everything and he imagined the Magister striding down the decking, ordering his men about like children. The leather hanging closing off the small cabin billowed a little as the Sagitta rolled heavily in the swell. 
 
    Ahead, far ahead, lay Maia, the most western fort and end-point of this mighty Vallum of stone here at the northern edge of Britannia. They would dock there by evening, Paternus had boasted, to resupply from the grain horreas, before deciding whether to sail on under darkness or moor up for the night. North of Maia and its garrison lay the wide expanse of the Ituna Estuary and the rough northern shores of Caledonia. For a moment, he remembered the final words of the Tribune, Magnus, back at the castrum of Calunium, as he had described that land to them and the fort they were destined to occupy - of how the land was inhabited by allies and federates to Rome, the Selgovae, and the Novantae further west up along the coasts facing Hibernia, and how deep up a wide river estuary stood an old fort of Rome - this ‘Castrum’ - occupied now by a small century of exploratores long overdue some respite. This fort, Magnus had explained, was the furtherest Rome could call its own north of the Vallum and stood three days’ march from the garrisons there. Many generations ago, it had been manned only intermittently and under sufferance from the local Celtic chieftains. Gifts had been paid, honours due, silver ingots and bullion offered - and those few Roman units ordered to do so had marched north and then west up to this ancient Castrum. It was a fort known now more as a shade than a true place of honour or defence. The last far-flung redoubt of the power and reach of Rome - or so Magnus had whispered. 
 
    Now, however, the arrival of the Barcarii had offered Magnus a new twist to that old mosaic - and it was a twist Flavius Sabinus felt hard in his stomach every time he thought about it and remembered how that old, grizzled, veteranus of the western coasts about Calunium had smiled describing it. Unlike the recent posting, with the poor century marching northwards out of its parent castrum to reach this remote place, the Mesopotamian and Syrian troops under his command, with all their riverine and coastal experience, were to sail direct across this Ituna and occupy the fort. Their mandates were to extend the range of the Roman presence there along the coasts westwards further than any Roman troops had ever done in the past, sailing the rivers and rough coasts, impressing upon those tribes the power and majesty of Rome and the Emperor. Forget the interior, Magnus had said, sweeping his hand over that itinerary which had lain on the table, forget it. Dominate the waters instead. If they raid across the seas, so now we will cut that route from here at the Vallum and there north of the Ituna in the lands of the Selgovae and the Novantae. We will build a wall not on the land but instead on the sea and it will be a wall of wood - of galleys and scaphae and barcae . . . 
 
    Evening would see them arrive at Maia and then decide whether to moor up for the night or sail on under cover of darkness across the deep wide waters of the Ituna. Paternus had told them that if the winds and the sky were kind, he could bring the classis across the Ituna and see them all arrive at the northern shores by dawn. If not, they would moor up for the night at Maia and cross in the morning. 
 
    He looked across to Araxes and saw that the Persian was deep in the words of Brennus. A little frown creased his forehead making him look almost scholarly, he thought. His lips were moving but the voice was too soft for him to hear as he read on. He knew that Araxes would be fascinated by Brennus - that the world this Arcanus was describing was utterly different to the lands of Assyria and Mesopotamia which the Persian knew well. For a moment, as he looked quietly on him, he was struck by how that look on his face was similar to that moment he had looked down upon Phiruz, his father, as the latter had slid from his horse at Ctesiphon to plant his feet ready to meet the advancing spearmen - it was a look which almost rebelled at the indiscretion of the act and yet which also seemed fascinated by it. As if only at the last did his father actually reveal himself to him. Now he read those small brittle words on that scroll, falling into the world of the Arcanus called Brennus, and the same reaction could be seen on him, thought Sabinus - Brennus fascinated him and shocked him at the same time . . . 
 
    And him? He turned and looked down at this new scroll, seeing how his hand still rested on it, noting the scars on that hand, the dirt and dried blood on the parchment, the almost endless litany of words which covered it all. Was he reading the words of Brennus now to uncover some hint of a conspiracy here at the edge of Rome or was there something else in these words which captivated him, he wondered? They were sailing off the edge of the empire - into what? War and bloodshed and betrayal? These words, the reports from Brennus, might guide him through that murky path to come. There would be hints and portents in them. Allusions to loyalties and favours, perhaps. Anything to help him understand and operate in that wild northern land across the sea from the Vallum. But again he found his gaze drawn to the dried blood and something else moved in him.  
 
    For one moment, a scarred face loomed in at him, mocking him, naming him Tribune, gifting him a blade and words, and Flavius Sabinus sensed that more was at play here than he could understand and somehow this Brennus was the key to it all . . . 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
     
 
    That Endless March of Words and Deeds, 
 
    Each Reflecting but Poorly . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘ . . . We covered rough hills and woods, making good time, evading what villages and isolated hill forts we came across with ease. This is a sparsely populated land - the Picts here are few and edgy, the shadow of the mountains in the west falling over them without let. We lashed the ponies hard and at night encamped under thick leaves, our fires barely more than glowing ash. 
 
    On the fourth day, as morning broke in a silver wash across the sky, we reached the great lake. I had heard of it - who here in the barbaricum of Caledonia has not? This wild land is riddled with lakes and rivers - but this was different. This lake was more an inland sea, long and wide and glittering. Mountains fringed it. Dark forests edged down into its deep waters. This lake cuts across the land of Caledonia and almost renders the northern part a separate island, such is its size. And there, as we rode down to a small jetty, we saw the ‘Dona’ nosing its way through those waters towards us. This ferry was wide and shallow of draught, built from wood with high stern and bow poles carved in the distinctive Pictish style. A dozen natives worked that vessel as it rowed across the lake towards the jetty below us. 
 
    So we waited, fringed by the woods, and watched as the ‘Dona’ closed with the jetty and the few slaves who manned it emerged from their huts to make ready the mooring ropes. By mid-morning, the ‘Dona’ was tied up fast and her passengers had disembarked to continue their travels southwards: a few traders, a Pictish chieftain and his warriors on stubborn ponies - men who snapped and snarled at the slaves like hunting hounds - and a Christian monachus, a haggard, old , man who moved among them almost unseen. This latter figure alone sensed us as they all drifted away from the jetty and took the small paths southwards. I remember he hesitated below the fringe of woods we lurked in, looking up, almost sniffing the air. His hands gripped a long ash staff and the knuckles on them were white with tension. He turned back to the slaves and sailors at the jetty, frowning a little - and I knew that my hand was wrapped about the hilt of my spatha and edging it slowly from the wooden scabbard, easing it out . . . 
 
    But then this Christian monachus nodded as if to himself and walked on, that staff tapping the ground before him. 
 
    In that quiet moment, when the ferry’s passengers had left and those who had assembled here on this shore had yet to embark, as the slaves and crew readied her for a return crossing, some checking the timbers and others grabbing a little bread and cheese, we moved. A low mist was drifting across the lake. A flight of geese scissored the air. The waters of the lake were still and calm - and we moved like shades of the dead, quick, efficient, bloody. We are Arcani and we do not carry standards. We have no mandates to offer surrender nor do we possess a castrum to house prisoners. Wolves roam less freely than we do. 
 
    By midday, as we cleaned up the ‘Dona’, we saw the dust of the merchant and his train of slaves and Votadeni guards. They were descending down a long torturous path towards the jetty, eager to board the ‘Dona’ and cross over into the northern Pictish lands. I saw Maglos near me nod and grin as he tipped the last body into the dark hold below us, wiping the blood away in a fastidious manner like a eunuch. He grinned, did Maglos, cleaning his hands in slow careful movements and the darkness in that grin was feral indeed. 
 
    Nicanor boarded the vessel with his guards and slaves as we tied up their mules and stowed their goods away in the hold. I kept away from them all, waiting below, in the darkness, aware that the smell of blood oozed up from about me, that time would soon reveal our deception, my hand itching on the hilt of my spatha. Above, I heard the shouts of my Arcani as they cast-off from the jetty, a few of my commilatones remaining behind, playing the part, their faces downcast and beaten, as all slaves’ faces should be. I heard this ‘Nicanor’ moving about, asking for wine, berating a Votadeni for his sluggishness, though the anger in his voice seemed feigned - as was so much in him. 
 
    I emerged then from that hold, the blood still on me, the smell of death about me like a poorly-woven cloak, and the look of horror on him was more than I could have wished for. I emerged, that spatha sliding free, the Arcani about me grinning then and turning on the passengers, the guards, the slaves, all wild and vicious and vengeful. What followed was short and without mercy and soon the ‘Dona’ stood alone on those dark waters. We tipped the bodies overboard without ritual or ceremony - without honour - as our companion had been left to rot under the open sky. Blood smeared the surface of the waters. High above us, a single buzzard drifted, its wings trilling the air in expectation, and a few of us paused from that butchery to raise a hand in salute. Who knew what gods moved in this dark land and spied on us mortals, watching our destinies, wondering on the poor fates we lived? 
 
    I hoped one was watching now as we brought the ‘Dona’ to a halt in the middle of that lake and tipped all those bodies overboard. All except one, of course . . . 
 
    He knelt among us, appalled at the slaughter, blood washing his knees, his face aghast and white. He had clasped his hands together in supplication but I knew the gesture was nothing more than a reflex. Nicanor eyed me slyly through his mask of fear and the silence deep in him was something I almost admired. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    The ‘Dona’ remained still and quiet on that lake, the mist burning away, the waters gentle and restful. To the north lay the darker lands of the Picts while to the south, far to the south, lay the unseen land of Rome behind that high Vallum. And what happened there on the ‘Dona’ was all about Roma to the south. We acted and fought and strove for Roma. Nothing more. Our souls were hers. Our blood, also. And what we did was nothing but the least duty a soldier of Rome can know - but in that least lies something, does it not? Something of honour and glory and renown. For she is a harsh mistress and demands all, especially now that her garments are tattered and her raiment torn; her face bruised and bloodied. 
 
    We broke his silence so that his screams echoed about the still waters as the ‘Dona’ waited on that lake. It was not the least we broke in him and amid all the scarlet and the smashed bone and the gouged eyes, we earned his pain and his terror but in the end not his knowledge. Nicanor screamed and that sound fell away from us as we remained alone on that lake, alone and adrift from it all. Yet no matter our art, our craft, in working his flesh, we never brought to the surface that mind which animated it all. Nicanor fell away into pain and madness and in truth his real face, that cunning behind it, fell with it. He babbled and shouted and raved but it was all dissembling and half-truth and evasion - and in the end, the last whisper from him was nothing but the mindless babbling of a fable - of the tortoise never losing a race against a hare; the old tale spun to amuse children on a long slow afternoon.  He babbled that nonsense and I felt his mind slip away like a salmon from my fingers into a murky depth I knew I would never be able to plunge into. 
 
    We tipped what was left of him into that lake and the anger in me was fierce.  
 
    We had our revenge for our fallen Arcanus but not knowledge. All the gold coin, all of it - hidden in the folds of cloth and the cloaks - we tipped after that torn body, spilling it after him into the still waters save a single solidus I kept back - and I held it between my fingers, watching the soft light catching its rim. It caught that light as I twisted it about, looking again on that name stamped upon it, mouthing it to feel its treason, to understand its intent. On one side stood Roma, grasping the orb of the world, our respublica, a naked barbarian in supplication before her - and on the other, the profile of a usurper, crowned with an imperial diadem, his name arcing above, familiar yet unknown.  
 
    Maglos appeared at my side, as I leaned in to the bulwark and played with that gold solidus. He could sense my frustration I expect and so he came and stood by me, cleaning his hands, using a rag torn from Nicanor’s cloak. He eyed me and then that coin and shrugged, asking what this fable of the tortoise was - 
 
    Nonsense, nothing but nonsense, I had replied - and threw that solidus far out into the still waters of the lake - it was nothing but childish nonsense . . . 
 
    We burned the ‘Dona’ that evening back at the jetty and all the rough buildings there also and the smoke rose high into the evening sky. It rose and dissembled and faded away as the sun set and the sky became enflamed, echoing the fires about us. I breathed in the smoke, watching the wood crackle and burn, seeing the timbers shelve in. We burned a little of the barbaricum and the evening sky above reflected that act but whether it honoured us or mocked us, I could not tell . . .’ 
 
    “ . . . This fable, the tortoise and the hare, you know of it?” Araxes looked up from the parchment, frowning, and allowed the edge of the scroll to curl up. 
 
    Flavius Sabinus closed up a small writing tablet and wired it shut. The wax inside had held nothing but an itinerary of supplies requisitioned from the castrum at Luguvallium - cloaks, tunicas, the hooded peanulas favoured by the Britons and the Picts here in the diocese and across Gaul. All dry and devoid of interest. He wondered then on those other writing tablets and what tedious lists were contained in them.  
 
    “It is as this Brennus writes - it is an old fable, more puzzle than a true philosopher’s tale. There is a race between a hare and a tortoise,” he began, dimly remembering the details, “with the former boasting how fast it is while the tortoise calmly listens on. The hare races away, fleet of foot, while the tortoise sets off at his own pace . . .” 
 
    “And the hare loses?” 
 
    Sabinus smiled at that. “Of course . . .” He shoved the writing tablet away and idly reached for another nearby. 
 
    The Persian shook his head. “I know some of your Greek fables - Aesop, is it? This is one whose ending is not hard to guess, Flavius Sabinus. Vanity and pride over stoicism, I suspect, eh? A useful parable for a usurper, no?” 
 
    He laughed at that. “That is true - but there is another riddle - a philosopher’s conundrum - how the hare can never win if the tortoise is given a head start.  Yes, there is a moral in the manner of the hare versus the tortoise but that is not the end of the fable -" 
 
    Before he could continue, the heavy leather hanging was pulled aside and the craggy features of Paternus appeared. The magister was frowning a little and wiping spray from his forehead. 
 
    “Apologies, Praefectus, Primicerius, we are edging inland now and the Vallum is coming up - I thought you might like to see . . .” 
 
    Outside, the fresh air hit Sabinus and for a moment he breathed it in. Memories and images of Brennus, of that lake ferry, the ‘Dona’, of the blood and slaughter, the futility and frustration this leader of Arcani felt, all fell from him as the horizon of the last of the world opened up before his eyes. 
 
    The Sagitta was rolling a little under a heavy swell which was slow and sluggish. He saw that astern of the Liburnian lay the four cargo vessels and their attendant scaphae, all being towed obediently along like mules. The huge leather sails billowed out under a full wind which was pushing them all northwards at a good speed. Gulls arced and played over the transports and their cries drifted faintly over to him. Here, aboard the galley, the sail whipped and cracked above him, a dark heavy shadow, swollen and grotesque, animated with its own unknown moods which the sailors about him seemed to sense and respond to. Now, he saw a dozen men working the brails and sheets, hauling up the massive sail so that it shifted slowly from one large rectangle into a wide triangle, its long edge dropping down on the side facing the emerging coastline. Men heaved on the heavy, dark-blue, lifts so that the spar began to dip slowly, allowing the sail to slide easily into its new lateen configuration. The wind snapped and cracked across the leather, straining it. 
 
    Paternus clapped him on the shoulder and pointed out over to that coastline. He ignored the sudden stab of pain and turned to look. 
 
    “See? We are coming up on the last of the lands of the Brigantes now. This is rugged land, rough and studded inland with mountains and dark lakes. Local rumours say holy men and daemons live in that fastness, luring unwary travellers with temptation or salvation. It’s all horse-shit, of course.” He turned and pointed northwards. “This is where we leave the Hibernian Sea here and enter into the waters of the Ituna Estuary - up ahead lies the wild lands of the barbaricum - the estuary is narrowing here - perhaps a mile across, no more - your posting is further westwards from here. If we were to cross, best to cross here, opposite Maia, and then hug the northern coasts back out westwards along to where the castrum is located, eh?” 
 
    The spread of land appearing now out of the east was dark and heavy. Waves crashed against a jagged shore but further eastwards he saw that the land rose up into a high cliff and there atop that cliff as it edged away a little he saw the gleam of masonry and the faint red smudge of tiles. Northwards, all was a vast smear of sea-green tidal waters. A faint shore lay beyond, misty and indeterminate - the barbaricum and the lands of the Selgovae and the Novantae, allies and foederati of Rome. Tribes - like all tribes who swore allegiance to Rome - who worshipped neither her peace nor her laws but only the gold and silver shipped northwards.  
 
    “ . . . We are coming up on Maia now, there, up on that cliff, see?” 
 
    The Sagitta was nosing closer inland, knifing through the choppy waters, dipping down a little into the swell and then arcing up, that dark-blue sail catching the wind with ease now. The cordage thrummed and whistled with it. Ahead, the cliff rose up and what he saw made him nod and feel again a little of the old power and glory of Rome. 
 
    Maia sat up against the edge of the cliff, its walls rising up high and clean. There was no gateway or sally port along that wall - there was no need as the sheer cliffs proved defence enough for the castrum. But it was what fringed the castrum that impressed and he felt a low whistle of admiration escape from him . . . 
 
    The Vallum of the north was hard and blunt and efficient. It was not elegant in the manner of the constructions of the Greeks nor haphazard or sun-baked after the Medes and the Assyrians. There was no marble here nor dried mud-bricks. This high wall was nothing but hard stone wrested from the guts of the earth and erected to face the unknown menace from the north and the barbaricum. It was not a feat of architecture but one of defiance. This Vallum, he saw, abutted up against the walls and ramparts of Maia and then ran out from the castrum southwards, along the cliff-face as it fell slowly down into the shore and the sands falling behind them now. Small turrets rose up from it after intervals - what, every third of a mile, he surmised? And there, a mile southwards stood a small castellum built into the Vallum. He could make out another northwards before the Vallum and the coastline turned away into the east and disappeared from view. The deck rolled under his feet and he shifted a little to accommodate it. At his side, he saw Araxes step up to the bulwark and place his hands on the railing. The look of fascination on his friend’s face almost made him smile. The Liburnian was picking up speed, the chop below getting heavy, and he saw that Maia and the Vallum either side of it was battered and rough with the toil of age. 
 
    More details emerged as they drew closer and now he sensed the neglect of the Vallum before them. The stone was dark and smeared with lichen here and there. Sections of the stonework along the crenulated top sagged a little from subsidence. He looked closer and saw a crack edging down into the ground and how the blocks about it tipped in a little. Here, as the Vallum wove a little southwards along the coast and away from the high walls of Maia, he saw that it was aged and worn. One area - about a mile from the castrum, he noted - had been scavenged and the bulk of it was gone, the stone blocks all removed and a rough wooden palisade erected to replace them. Further south, beyond one last small castellum, the Vallum was nothing but a deep ditch and embankment fronting a high wooden wall which snaked southwards, following the distant outline of the coast. 
 
    Paternus turned from him and shouted out to the milites nearby to tighten the rigging and ease that dark sail above them so that the wind billowed it up and out. A great crack of leather followed those words and the galley leaned in a little from the increase in speed. Tall, lanky, figures lopped and swung along the decking with ease and the Sagitta nosed in towards the coastline, cutting through the sea with ease. 
 
    Behind, in her wake, the rest of the classis turned to follow, moving clumsily, the sails rippling out, catching the wind as it fell astern of them. 
 
    Araxes leaned in against the wooden bulwark, bracing himself against the swell of the Liburnian. “That Vallum is old, is it not?” 
 
    “It is not old - it is neglected,” he found himself replying, seeing again the crack and the robbed stones.  
 
    He remembered what the Tribune, Magnus, had said back at Calunium last evening, of how the attempts to repair the defences here always fell foul in one form or another; of how the barbarians here thwarted those attempts or the demands for manpower further east at Eboracum drained away any new initiative Magnus had attempted to begin. For a moment, he found himself wondering on the effort and engineering deployed to construct this massive wall, of how many legionaries had been drafted in to help build that design, the skill and craft utilised, the minds brought across the respublica to manifest the will of one emperor and his desire to safeguard the people here in this remote northern province. There were places near the heartland of the empire, north of Rome itself, or about the diocesan capital of Augusta Treverorum in Gaul near the Rhenus limes, which had less defences than here. Here, the magnificence of Rome had risen up in stone to proclaim that peace and law and prosperity was something worth defending - that the will of the Roman people would not be threatened by barbarians. But that was then, he realised. Now the Vallum was crumbling - not from war and siege but from neglect. Rome itself was eroding the foundations of that engineering feat. The limes was crumbling not from without but from within. He could see that now in the worn state of the stone and the overgrown patches in the fossa which fronted it. All that effort to raise it had been forgotten now.  
 
    And he found himself wondering then on the will to create and how that was a glorious and magnificent thing indeed - but the will to maintain a thing? What glory lay in shining another man’s gem? What honour lay in guarding a thing already praised and immortalised in the histories of Rome? Rome had always conquered and built as was the destiny of the Roman people - but what honour lay in standing along a wall and staring out into a barbaricum, knowing that there was no further advance to be made? No wonder, he thought, that the stone was sagging, the blocks being robbed to furnish material for other projects - a wall was not just a barrier, did it not also become a mirror and a screen reflecting nothing more than the end of ambition, of glory? 
 
    “Worse,” he added, turning away from the approaching coastline, “that Vallum mocks us all now . . .” 
 
    “Mocks? What are you talking about, Praefectus?” Araxes turned to follow him. The wind caught the long sleeves of his riding cloak, which hung loose down his sides in the Persian fashion.  
 
    “We have built a wall, a mighty wall of stone, to preserve the empire here - and what has happened? That wall has become nothing but a prison behind which Rome is rotting and falling away. Is that not an irony? When the Picts and the Scotti finally swarm over that Vallum, they will find we have already fallen to our own inertia and greed and idleness. I wonder if it is not better to tear it down and let whatever wind rides in cleanse us all . . .” 
 
    “You do not believe that -" 
 
    “Don’t I? You forget what we have seen in the oriens, Araxes. An emperor of Rome surrendered up a part of our empire for no other reason to save his own miserable hide -" 
 
    “Jovianus had no choice - the exercitus was trapped by Shapur -" 
 
    “No choice? There is always a choice. You know that. You saw your father make that choice in the gateway, did he not? We all did. He did not surrender that ground to save his skin.” 
 
    He saw a hard look come over the face of his friend as if a mask dropped down suddenly. Araxes took a step backwards from him, one hand gripping the wooden rail and the knuckles turning white, he noted. For a single moment, he sensed that he had intruded too harshly into the Persian’s past and he began to regret what he had just said - 
 
    “ - Forgive me -" 
 
    But Araxes merely shook his head. “Never ask for forgiveness for speaking the truth, Praefectus. That will always been seen as a weakness. And you are right, of course, there is always a choice. Always. But sometimes it is hard to separate the selfish act from the selfless one, is it not? Cowardliness from bravery? Was Julian brave riding into battle without armour on that final day - or was he looking for an easy escape into the arms of the gods? Did my father hold his ground to spite fate or was he hiding from his own hubris? And Jovian, did he give up Nisibis and those provinces to Shapur to save his own hide or was he attempting to salvage thousands of Roman legionaries from the failure of Julian? And you, Flavius Sabinus, did you act on those final orders from Julianus - that command which condemned us all to thirst and a long trek through a desert - because you were loyal to your emperor or was it because you saw in him a madness which you could not change? Did you honour him or flee from him?” 
 
    “His mandates were specific -" he found himself replying, almost without thinking, and images of fire and smoke and the creaking of timbers swept before him, all merging and shelving in, as if the world itself were falling apart in a chiaroscuro of madness . . . 
 
    “Yes,” the Persian nodded in reply, “Madness always has a direct simplicity, does it not, amicus? I sometimes wonder if Jovianus was not the sanest of us all at the end, eh?” 
 
    “You think what he did was brave?” 
 
    The smile which emerged from that mask was cold and distant. “If I am being honest, I do not know. I do know that we are all alive now because of that act and that decision. Though whether we honour him in that or are cursed by it, I do not know . . .” 
 
    The pain in his shoulder ached and before he knew what he was doing, he was reaching up to massage it - then he caught himself and cursed a little, turning away from Araxes to look out again at the Vallum. Would there a come a day in the future when that wound was healed and the pain nothing but a distant memory? And more, would he wake up in the morning, reaching up to pull on the linen undergarment and actually miss feeling the searing pain along that shoulder - as if the nagging of an old friend had been silenced forever? Was Araxes right, he wondered, and the act of a brave man and that of a coward would forever remain ambiguous? Was that pain in his shoulder a mark of honour or one of shame?  
 
    And he wondered if his father was correct in marking him with shame in the same breath he condemned Jovianus outside Nisibis? Those words echoed deep in him as his father stood before an Augustus to berate him and in that act also disown his son: ‘I speak this to your shame!’ And while all the eunuchs and guards and members of the consistorium had shivered in horror on behalf of the emperor to hear him so impugned, no one had reacted on his behalf as those hot words had fallen over him - and it felt as if Nisibis itself had spoken to condemned him . . . 
 
    “Both,” he found himself replying. “It is both shame and honour. That is all we dragged out of that desert at the end. That is what Jovianus gifted us in the end. Shame and honour, all mixed in like a bad wine.” 
 
    Araxes laughed sourly at that. “Oh Flavius Sabinus, careful - we will make a mystic or a Chaldean out of you yet. I may have to carry a tablet about so I can write these pithy aphorisms down, no?” 
 
    “If you two might care to look,” interrupted Paternus, turning back from barking out orders. “Maia is signalling. Up there, on the battlements, see?” 
 
    He saw it even as the Magister pointed it out. A solitary figure had stood up high on the edge of the wall and was waving a cloak over his head. It fluttered, once, twice - paused, and then arced up once more over his head. The wind whipped the cloak about him almost as if it were alive and struggling to break free. 
 
    Sabinus found himself frowning and turning back to the Magister. “The supplies are coming out? To us?” 
 
    Paternus shrugged in reply. “It happens sometimes. I expect the tidal waters are rough under this wind and the afternoon air. Better to send it out than wait for us to move in and dock. Maia is not the best castrum for a classis to moor up at - trust me. No, we can drop anchor out here, away from the shore, and rendezvous with the supply barge . . .” 
 
    “You seem pleased, Paternus - what are you not telling us?” he asked. 
 
    The Magister laughed, his face crinkling up in delight. “Well observed, Praefectus! It means the decision has been taken out of my hands. This will save time - time and effort. We will have the supplies loaded aboard quicker than if we had had to moor up and secure the transports at Maia - and that means one thing only!” 
 
    Araxes nodded and looked northwards, across the dark waters to an unseen land. “We sail on and cross the Ituna Estuary? Through the night?” 
 
    “We do, indeed, Persian, we do indeed!” 
 
    The supply barge which slowly appeared a few moments later was large and rounded and heavily-laden so that her line was dangerously low in the waters. Rowers heaved on her oars and the barge dragged itself free from the cliffs and an unseen wharf further eastwards, under the imposing walls of the castra. As he watched, Sabinus heard the Magister turn from him and start yelling out orders to the crew nearby. A mighty splash announced the dropping of the iron-bound anchor into the sea whilst the spar was lowered slowly to the decking. Ropes quivered and hummed with the wind. To their rear, he saw the transports dip in towards them and begin to drift in a little alongside each other. Ropes were being thrown out so that in a short time - before the supply barge could clear the shadow of the cliffs under Maia - all the ships had anchored up in deep water and were now lashed to each other for security. Men crowded the bulwarks to watch the barge edge in towards them. Some leapt into the trailing scaphae to secure those scouting vessels against the wash and pull of the sea while the two flanking vessels edged out on instinct.  
 
    Above him, he noted that the sky was clear with high unruffled clouds. The wind was constant and firm, urging them northwards, and the sea under the ships was calm. He found himself looking northwards, across a plain of dark green, scored only a little with the tips of white, to an unseen land. What was it Paternus had said - a mile of crossing here at Maia? The classis would sail across the Ituna Estuary and then hug the northern coastline westwards back along that unseen shore to nose finally inland up a large river estuary and towards that remote and almost forgotten castrum. Night would girdle them in that crossing with the faint dawn alone heralding their arrival at the distant castrum of Rome. 
 
     When the barge finally moored up alongside the transport ships, the action which followed was feverish as the sailors and milites of the classis fell to without let. Soon, large amphorae were being manhandled over, passed from sailor to sailor along a wide gangplank, and then transferred over to each transport in turn. He saw the Magister of the Medusa lashing out at his men to speed up, that they were all no better than slaves, while the other Magisters were more direct and one even tore off his cloak and stepped into the line of men  to help move along the goods. After the amphorae, bales emerged, heavy and cumbersome, loaded with clothing, fabricae supplies from the armaments depots in Gaul, raw materials to allow the castrum to maintain its own in the barbaricum until resupplied from Maia or Calunium in the months ahead. The work was tedious but leavened with song as the long lines moved the goods out of the supply barge and across the four transports. He saw a few of his milites merge in with the sailors, swinging the bales and amphorae along under direction, nodding a little with the effort and attempting to mumble the words of the work-song - with much teasing from the sailors nearby. A small section - on the last transport, the Hipparche, the name heralding her old function as a horse transport - broke into an old Syrian chant, praising Sol and Astarte and the life-giving waters of the Tigris now so far away. The chant was powerful and resonated across the waters but only reminded him of how in the past that chant had been sung in defiance from the battered walls of Nisibis while the Persians had struggled below, falling like flies against that city’s stubbornness . . . 
 
    Eventually, he was roused from his dark thoughts to see Araxes moving along the decking towards him. The Persian was perusing a large tablet and nodding to himself. The supply barge was empty now and the oars were backpedalling to drag her away from the moored transports. Rough shouts echoed that action and he saw that the ropes which had lashed her to the classis were being wound up aboard now. Water spun out from them as they snaked up and onto the deck. 
 
    “Well?” he asked, as Araxes joined him at the bulwark. 
 
    His friend’s oriental face was amused as if he had just read a witty lampoon of an emperor. “Better than we feared, worse than we hoped . . .” 
 
    The Persian handed the tablet over and he ran his gaze over the lists and tallies which had been hastily scored into the wax. For a moment, he found himself thinking on Brennus for the hand which had written this list was similar to that of the Arcanus. The letters were small and fastidious. A part of him was thankful for that - it meant the supply officer here at Maia was a man who took his charge seriously. It also meant that what was scored in the wax was all there was. There was no debating with such figures or the material behind them. 
 
    It didn’t take him long to see what Araxes was alluding to. 
 
    “ . . . Magnus promised us a month’s supplies before he could despatch a resupply from Calunium . . .” 
 
    “Did he? I am not so sure he said those actual words -" began the Persian, waving a hand dismissively. 
 
    “A month,” he repeated.  “. . . There is barely enough here for ten days. Clothing, yes, armour, weapons, yes - enough to outfit us all. But foodstuffs? There is not enough meat and olive oil and corn here to last us ten days. Are we expected to hunt for meat now? He promised us a month.” 
 
    He saw Araxes look away, out to the supply barge. The latter had nosed clumsily about and was picking up speed now to edge back in towards the unseen docks at Maia. “ . . . I think what he actually said was that there would be no resupply from here or at Calunium for at least a month. I don’t think the Tribune actually said he would supply us for a month - if I heard him correctly, that is . . .” 
 
    “Araxes, I don’t take kindly to your pedantry.”  
 
    “Perhaps the castrum is already supplied? We are relieving a century of exploratores - I doubt they will be packing away all the foodstuffs. Magnus does not strike me as a man who clips the supplies of his troops, as it were.” 
 
    It struck him then and he cursed out loud at his own foolishness. “ - It was an ambush.” 
 
    “Sabinus?” 
 
    He found himself looking up again at the high walls of Maia and remembering the figure and its waving cloak. For a moment, he wondered on his stupidity - that he hadn’t sensed the ambush hidden under that billowing cloak. 
 
    “Ease, be damned! Paternus has it wrong. The commander in this castrum didn’t order that supply barge out to meet us because the tidal waters are too rough - that it would be easier to dock out here in the deep waters. He did it to avoid facing me and answering to the short-fall in these supplies. Curse him - he ambushed us out here on the waters!” 
 
    “You don’t know that -" Araxes began. 
 
    He waved the Persian’s objection aside with a sudden gesture. He knew it. The supplies were short and whoever the praepositus was in Maia he did not want to face him to account for it. The man was a coward and had sent the supply barge out to forestall an awkward confrontation. Anger moved in him and he glanced out northwards across the dark waters of the Ituna to the unseen horizon. 
 
    “Ten days, Araxes, ten days - and then we will be without fresh food. The Barcarii will be reduced to bartering foodstuffs from these Selgovae and Novantae - if we are fortunate. It is early summer now. Their crops will not be ready for another month - more maybe. They will not have much to spare.” 
 
    “So we will ration what we do have. It will not be the first time we have had to do that, Praefectus.” 
 
    He looked at Araxes and saw that the Persian was smiling faintly at him. There was a sardonic light in his eye which undercut his own anger. There were times, he found himself thinking, that he did not appreciate his friend’s levity. And then he found himself wondering on Araxes’ comments earlier about Magnus. Was that Tribune already suborned by this unknown usurper that Brennus had uncovered? Assigning them a remote castrum deep in the barbaricum was one thing - yes, the plan to use his riverine troops to throw a cordon across the Ituna made sense, it did - but to not supply them as promised? Was that not also sabotaging the assignment? If Magnus had been bought and was intent on betraying the emperor and proclaiming a tyrant, then what better way to remove an unknown numerus than to place it far from the limes and then abandon it beyond reinforcement or relief? Whoever had command here at Maia had sent out too little for the coming month and knew it - hence the sudden despatch of the supply barge out to rendezvous with the classis - avoiding a sudden confrontation. It all smacked suddenly of something pre-arranged. Something planned. 
 
    He found himself cursing again. He saw Paternus moving away from the high prow and shouting out orders to the other magistri on the transports. Planks and boarding ramps were snaking away and the mooring ropes were slowly being loosened off, one by one. Men were crowding the bulwarks and using long poles to slowly ease the transports away from each other, shouting and cursing as the waves rolled against the hulls. One by one, the anchors were pulled up and stashed away. The classis heaved and then slowly broke apart and began to form up in a line astern of the Liburnian galley. 
 
    Yes, he realised, it had been an ambush and now there was nothing he could do about it. The waters of the estuary beckoned and dawn would see them nosing westwards along the northern shore to dock finally upriver at their new posting, three days’ march from the Vallum, deep inside the barbaricum. If Araxes was right and the Tribune had said it would be at least a month before he could send fresh supplies then their ten days would have to be rationed out - at least until he could gain intelligence on what the Celtic tribes further inland would be able to do to support his arrival and garrison of the ancient castrum.  
 
    “Fortune . . .” he said suddenly, and the bitterness in his voice was not lost on Araxes at his side. 
 
    “Ever fickle, amicus,” came his friend’s dry reply. 
 
    The Liburnian heaved slightly underfoot and he felt the galley roll a little in the wash. The spar was being raised now and he saw the leather sail billowing out in response. Paternus was laughing at some jest and had slapped a fellow sailor on the back. He sensed that the Magister was happy to be under way now - that despite a night sailing, he preferred that to being moored up and ashore at the castrum. The old Celt’s craggy features were relaxed and that face of the old god fell naturally over him again. This man lived to stride a deck at sea, to command a ship under sail or oar, and berate those under his command. It was his domain - his temple - and he, the old lost god in it all, was allowed to breathe forgotten scents and listen to dimly remembered prayers and supplications. For a moment, he almost envied the old Celt as he watched him move down the decking, shouting out ribald orders and laughing at the rude responses which were thrown back. Paternus understood this world here at the edge of Rome. More, he had found a niche in it, old, dark, and unremarked - and now he owned it as all lost forgotten gods do in the shadows where no one looks anymore. Yes, he envied him that place he had. This Magister owned nothing more than a war galley of Rome but it was all his and all the souls on it his to command while against him rested nothing but the face of the sea itself. 
 
    Yes, he envied him as he watched him walk down the length of the Sagitta - for he knew that he would never have that certainty or that anonymity. No niche in a forgotten temple would ever beckon to him, he thought, for he had men under him and orders from above him and neither allowed him to step backwards into that dark alcove. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was an early evening, with the clouds above high and still, and the light on the waters calm, as the classis under the lead of the Liburnian galley sailed away from the battered shore at Maia and fell into the wide estuary of Ituna. The Vallum and its last castrum in the west slipped from view and soon the flotilla of transports, its escorting galley, and those small scout craft towed astern found itself alone on the waters of the estuary. A strong wind whipped through the cordage, billowing the sails, snapping the small pennants and vexilla of the ships while men shouted out orders or called across to their near-by compatriots to mock them or urge them on. Small snatches of song leavened those shouts, some in the native Celtic tongue and others in mongrel Aramaic. Gulls high above wheeled and played about the ships below, their cries echoing the shouts, while under the classis the faint smudges of otters or dolphins could be seen, skimming through the depths almost as heralds of their arrival into the wide waters of the Ituna. 
 
    Twilight deepened and the light fell and the darkness which arrived was punctuated only by the faint wash of the stars overhead and the small running lanterns lit now to guide the ships. Those lights flickered and bobbed uneasily, limning the wooded rails or the mast or the spar, giving the galley and the transports an almost unearthly shape, as if they were emerging from the growing darkness, half-formed and roughly sketched. Figures drifted across the light from the running lanterns and were misshapen, twisted a little, as they did so. The shouts and orders which accompanied them seemed as if they were nothing but lost echoes from a dream-world. 
 
    To Flavius Sabinus, standing at the bulwark, watching the dusk emerge about them all, seeing the vastness of the estuary consume them, he found himself thinking of the deserts he would never see again; the long emptiness of the wastes south of the Tigris; the dry barren lands which fringed the mighty Masius mountains to the north. In his mind, he remembered the long caravan trails emerging from the eastern lands of Adiabene and Atropatene, and the more remote frontier fiefdoms of the local Armenian Nahaputs, all surrendered now to Persia. All gone, he mused darkly, all lost. Here, now, amid the gathering darkness, alone on the waters of the Ituna Estuary, sailing into the barbaricum, he sensed more than was usual how he missed the oriens, its Greek and Aramaic shades, the ruins of ancient cities, the mass of idols and gods and daemons whose names even he had trouble remembering. His thoughts turned a little to the great seasonal festivals held at Nisibis and Amida and Edessa, of how those cities had been decked in palm leaves and coloured ribbons and the high waving flags of the merchant houses from Armenia and Syria and Hatra to the south, of the crowds singing and worshipping the ancient goddesses of the harvest, despite the Christian followers who mocked them and their customs as being nothing but the worship of obscene idols. The agoras had been swollen with gaiety during those festival days as the traders and merchants had filled the atriums and colonnades with their stalls and colourful goods. Camels and mules had jostled uneasily alongside beggars and acrobats and off-duty milites while chants and songs and ribald laughter had fallen over all. And he? He had stood amid it all, his father and his mother laughing at the infectious madness of it, his family and servants and slaves all running about organising the visits of friends and guests, ordering in foodstuffs, buying silk newly-arrived from Jewish merchants, or wine from the high vineyards in the Masius mountains, or spices from the silent traders from distant Seres or India. He had stood and felt complete as only one can when home overwhelms you with its familiarity and its chaos. And at his side had stood his father as if he alone owned all they surveyed - Nisibis, that proud ancient city, Ishtar of the Tigris, the last bastion of Rome in the oriens. 
 
    All gone now - all vanished the moment that Persian banner had risen high over the city of Nisibis. Her people had marched away in shame under the eyes of an emperor who refused to listen to their pleas. All that ritual of the past, the festivals and the harvest celebrations, the old gods, all lost, as her people had dispersed westwards towards Amida or Carrhae or Circesium to find new homes and leave Nisibis empty and denuded, wreathed in nothing but shadows, awaiting the new Persian masters. 
 
    Darkness fell over Flavius Sabinus while the faint shouts and the teasing glow of the running lights only accentuated his brooding thoughts. His mind was far away in a land and a city which existed now only as thing of the past; a thing to torment him, no more. And he knew deep in his heart that the pain in his shoulder was more than a reminder of that past and the awful hubris of a dead emperor which had led to it - it was all he had left of it also. 
 
    So it was, in the dead of night and with sleep eluding him, he found himself remaining out on the deck shrouded in bitter thoughts. Under the fitful glow of one of the running lanterns, he leaned in against the bulwark and felt the darkness pressing against him once more. The waters of the estuary were light under the galley while the wind thrummed the cordage in a gentle fashion as if teasing it. The few sailors on deck were drowsy. The two tiller men near him had nodded to him when he had first emerged from the small cabin and then went back to guiding the Liburnian through the waters. Darkness was all around him but high above he saw various constellations and there, far over the eastward horizon, hung Selena, waning a little but casting a faint silver burr over the waters. Distant shouts and the speckled lights of the other ships told him that all was well as the classis closed in on the far northern shore and began to shift westwards along it. 
 
    His brooding on Nisibis and his inability to sleep had brought him to a decision he had been putting off and with reluctance he stood now under that febrile light and removed a small packet from the heavy pouch at his belt. He tore open the twine about that packet and noted that his fingers were trembling a little as he did so. The parchment unravelled with indecent haste and before he was even ready for it, he found himself reading the florid writing penned within: 
 
    ‘ . . . Salve, Flavius Valerianus Sabinus, 
 
    My son, my son, you anger me with this stubbornness. You sift away - always further away - and for why? This stubbornness in you is nothing but spite. I see that in you. I have always seen it in you. It is why you swore the sacramentum to the Augustus and took command of that legion. It is why you forswore the honoured ranks of the Senate as my son. It is why you stood before me at Nisibis and turned your face away from me as I stood and implored an emperor of Rome to renege on his oath. I stood and raised my voice against the injustice of it - that our Nisibis should be surrendered without a fight to those Persian serpents! I declaimed against Jovianus and shamed him - and you also. You, who could not face me. Chose not to face me out of spite. 
 
    My son, I forgive you that spite. I do. Those words were uttered in anger. Words I hurled into both your hearts - his for abandoning Nisibis and you - you for that impious deed which condemned you all to that endless desert. They were hot words, forthright words, but also failed words as they did not move the heart of the Augustus. Nor you from owning that deed and accepting your cowardice. Yes, cowardice, I say. I could not dissuade Jovianus from honouring that which was a dishonour and I could not bring my son to own his shame. I called forth all my oratory, all my voice, to move two hard hearts - and failed. I failed and in my anger and humiliation named him - named you - as shameful. I do not take those words back. Nisibis is lost to us. The Tigris is lost to us. The cowardice of one man took all that away and the shame of it broke him a little later so that I suspect he died from it. You are lost to me but worse lost to yourself. Julianus stripped you away from me and worse. 
 
    And you? 
 
    Spite lashes you away, always away, from your patria, your family, and I. Yes, I am angry. As are you. We are alike in that, are we not? So return to us. Your mother misses you - misses so much, in truth - she is a broken woman now and turns to the Christian priests for solace. She weeps daily so many tears that I have almost become immune to it all. And I? I settle in this Amida, of the Black Walls, Amida, itself a victim of that cursed king, Shapur. Amida has seen war and siege and betrayal but remains a part of Rome still. She is a home of sorts now. Come back to us here, I beg you. 
 
    Come back and remember again on your family, your name, your ancestors. I will put aside my anger at you - at what you did under that dead emperor - of how you could not look us in the face as I stood - as we all stood - before Jovianus and begged him not to surrender up our patria. Of how you did not lend your voice to our pleas and turned your face away, a coward still. You are a Sabinus, of the ancient Sabine stock, old as Rome is old, both myth and history and the very essence of that goddess. Did you know one of our own once governed this island you now find yourself in? Octavius Sabinus, praeses of Britannia Inferior? You will not know of him, of course. He died a hundred years ago but his descendants live to this day in your island now. They have estates outside Londinium and deep in the lands about the Sabrina river. It is to them that I have sent missives and begged them to forward on this epistle to wherever you are. 
 
    Come back and let father and son embrace. Let one forgive and the other accept that forgiveness, I beg you by all the gods which still watch over us. Do this and bind again the blood which has been rent apart by hot words and hot deeds. Do not suffer out of spite the fate which befell Jovianus, I beg you. Shame murders, does it not? It breaks and scatters the soul. Shame broke Jovianus despite what the imperial hagiographers now write. Is this what you, too, want or desire? Come home before it is all too late, my son. Vale . . . 
 
    Marcus Sabinus.’ 
 
    The soft Latin of those words hung about him even as he curled up the parchment in one hand. It crumpled softly into a tight ball and without thinking, almost casually, he let that ball drop into the dark waters below - and all those soft words, written in letters which had been carefully and beautifully drawn, fell away.  
 
    “It is a hard thing to erase a man’s words, his painted thoughts, into those waters, no?” 
 
    He turned a little in surprise to see that Paternus was standing behind him. The Magister was watching him with a slight frown on his face. The sea wind was ruffling his hair and beard and gave him a faintly satyr-like appearance. 
 
    “Painted thoughts? That is a quaint phrase.” 
 
    “Is that not what they are? I write little - requisitions, orders, reports, nothing more. I don’t write epistles. Never have. But I have seen others struggle over those words and try to convey their thoughts, their emotions, to their loved ones. It is like painting the heart, is it not? At least, that is what I have always thought, eh?” 
 
    He found himself looking back down into the waters below. The heavy blackness swirled and rolled against the side of the hull. Spray fell over his face and for a moment he felt the taste of it on his lips. “Perhaps some paintings are best left undrawn, Magister . . .” 
 
    He felt Paternus step in towards him up by the bulwark. “Family, eh? Always family. A cloak we always drag behind us no matter how hard we try to shake it off. Me? I am a bastard of the sea, washed ashore on the dawn tide in a curucus - at least that is what I always tell the new tiros. I am nothing but the spawn of the sea itself, eh? But you? A former Tribune? I will wager there is blood and nobility and history behind you. No waters washed you up, Flavius Sabinus, did they?” 
 
    “For a sea-master on the edge of the world, you seem more a fish-wife.” 
 
    Paternus laughed at that. “You are not the first person to grumble about that! I imagine it is the druid blood in my veins. Salt water and druid-blood - that’s me, eh? A bastard spawn of Ler, of the sea, and Morrigan. I have the power of the sea under me and the magic of the land and sky about me . . . Tell that to enough young tiros and soon everyone is believing in it.” 
 
    “So you weren’t washed up in a magical boat?” He found it hard to keep the sarcasm from his voice. 
 
    “Of course not - but I am a bastard, though - as all true sailors should be. Leave home and family behind out here or you will be torn apart. Better to be a bastard on these waters, Flavius Sabinus. Cleave to them and they will take you in and care for you. Hold on to the past and you will always drown out here. Always.” 
 
    “A fish-wife and a soothsayer, it seems.” 
 
    The Magister shrugged away his sarcasm, smiling faintly. “Well perhaps I am - I tell tales and you hold up a shield. We are both hiding but in different ways, no? But remember - this is the edge of the world. It is where the world and nature end, as someone once wrote. That has a way of breaking you if you are not careful. Out here at the edge, we drift a little into madness, I think, for there is nothing out here but our own abandon. There is no tapestry here, Flavius Sabinus, no screen to stare at and wonder what lies on the other side. There is only emptiness. That can break men.” 
 
    “So you said before -" 
 
    “Listen to me, Sabinus - it is one thing to change a title or rank and quite another to throw away a past. You can break a mirror but the shards will always still cut you . . . Fuck, look at me, I am mouthing philosophy now.” His face broke into a wide smile and Paternus reached out to clap him on the shoulder. “Too long on these waters, eh? That’s me. Old and craggy and nothing but salt in my veins now!” 
 
    He found himself smiling a little into the other’s sudden humour. “As all Magisters should be, Paternus. Do people tire of your advice, I wonder? I ask only because you do seem to spout it.” 
 
    The Magister shrugged at that and leaned a little over the worn railing. He thought he saw a little hint of anger in his eyes. “Of course. And none more than me. It is the burden of the druid-blood in me, of course. As all gifts are, eh? But command a galley long enough and you will find the world a very small place indeed. Hard not to care about those in it when that happens, I think . . .” 
 
    “I am not your burden, Magister.” 
 
    “No, perhaps not . . .” The Magister smiled at him in an almost reflective manner and then glanced behind him, stepping back from the bulwark a little. “Hey, Atticus, you lazy goat, you falling asleep? You are slumped over that tiller-bar like a mule . . .” 
 
    The dim figure up by the stern shifted a little. “Me? How can I sleep with your incessant droning? Wasps are less noisy than your words, I think.” 
 
    Paternus laughed at that. “You see the disrespect I have to deal with here? I am surrounded by barbarians.” 
 
    The tiller-man, Atticus, snorted at that. “Disrespect? You are lucky we don’t throw you overboard and sail to Hibernia to kick out her petty reguli and own all her women, eh?” 
 
    “In your dreams, Atticus. Keep that hand of yours on the tiller-bar - you, too, Bellarus,” he shouted out to the other tiller-man. “No slacking from you, either, eh?” 
 
    The other figure, only dimly seen under the waving light of a small lantern, shifted a little and seemed to wave a hand in response.  
 
    Although both men seemed careless and unconcerned, he felt the Liburnian move surely through the dark waters, sifting a little in the small currents and eddies. The huge sail above was full and square now, catching the wind from the south in its vastness, with the spar angled a little so that the galley moved gradually into a heading more westwards than true north. Hard over to the right side he sensed a deeper darkness and knew that land was slowly emerging - the far northern shore of Caledonia and the tribal runs of the Selgovae and the Novantae - and gradually the classis had arced about and was heading now along its southern edge into the unseen west. 
 
    It was then that he heard a sudden grunt from Paternus at his side. In an instant, the Magister was up again at the bulwark and looking out deep into the darkness. Both hands gripped the wooden rail with an urgency which took him unawares. 
 
    “Paternus?” 
 
    “There - you see it?”  
 
    “See what? It is dark -" 
 
    One hand stabbed into the night, ahead and up towards the prow of the Liburnian galley. “There - it’s there. A flash in the night. Do you see it?” 
 
    In truth he did not. The galley rolled gently from the slow swell of the waters and then dipped down a little into a trough. He felt more than saw the prow knife and bite into that swell but all around was darkness save the running lights, the stars above, and the faint pearl of the moon far in the east. Paternus leaned in against that railing and grunted again - all the humour vanishing from him in an instant. 
 
    Without looking back over his shoulder, he yelled out to the tiller-men and his voice was curt and commanding. “Two points dextra, hard. Now.” 
 
    With a speed which surprised him, the galley arced a little through the waters and all along the deck he felt more than saw men lift their heads and fall to as if by instinct. A copper ladle fell from a small hatch cover and clattered over the wood as the galley leaned in to the sudden shift in direction. 
 
    “There - I see it!” The Magister’s voice rose up and he saw him nod to himself. “Look you legion bastard - do you not see it now?” 
 
    It was nothing more than a slight gleam in the darkness; a gleam which promised nothing more than a sleek hide or the wet flank of an otter perhaps or a dolphin rolling through the waters. It flashed and was gone even as he saw it. 
 
    “That? It is -" 
 
    Paternus turned to him and the look on him was dark, almost thunderous, he saw. “It is not of the sea, is what it is.”  
 
    The Magister stepped away and yelled out for a falx and then ordered those up by the mast to lower the sail two-thirds at speed. Suddenly, movement and the whirring of ropes exploded about Sabinus and he saw the leather mass of the sail being lowered as the spar slid down the length of the mast. The huge sail crumpled up at the foot and figures leapt into that mess to tidy it up with a dexterity which impressed him. In moments, the sail was now barely a third its full size and catching only a little of the wind coming on at them from the stern. The Sagitta slowed imperceptibly then and seemed to fall down into the waters of the Ituna under them. A miles ran up and handed a long ash pole into the Magister’s hand tipped by a iron hook - the falx he had called for. Paternus took it without thanks and leaned out over the rails, lifting up the pole over his head with both hands as if it were a cavalry contus. 
 
    “One more point dextra, slow, you two bastards, slow and easy . . .” 
 
    It was then, finally, as the galley nosed around a little, losing even more momentum in the water, that he saw it in the darkness. It was no otter or even a dolphin though it did have a wet hide which glistened now as they approached it. Someone had hooked up a lantern onto another falx - its curved hook twisted upwards -  at the prow and now swung it out over the dextra side so that the dim light feathered that darkness a little and made that hide gleam even more. 
 
    From that darkness, a large curucus emerged, side-on to the Liburnian, rolling a little as if drunk. Waves crashed over it and he saw that two high masts rose up from its centre and seemed to sway now like trees denuded by the wind and bent by its vagaries. This vessel was larger than the other hide-covered ones he had seen at Calunium and looked more lean and sturdy in its design. A large wave battered it on its near side and shifted it slowly closer to the approaching Liburnian as the latter slowed down and drew up alongside. 
 
    With the spar lowered now and the sail reduced, the Sagitta nosed forwards hesitantly in the drag of the waters. More men crowded the bulwarks and he saw several readying harpagos to grapple the bulwark and looking to Paternus for orders. The deck dipped a little with the weight of bodies and then he saw the Magister nod to the left-side tiller-man, Bellarus, who shouted out orders to balance the galley. A dozen bodies eased backwards then and leaned into the opposite railings. Darkness pressed down on him but he found himself leaning out with Paternus, watching the drunken rolling of the curucus as it drifted closer along the right-side of the Liburnian. The masts had no spars and the few ropes about them were tangled up or trailing out in the wind. There were wooden locks along the bulwarks for oars but none were shipped out or even, he noted, to be seen. The vessel was adrift and abandoned to all intents and purposes. 
 
    “Sabinus? Are we under attack?” 
 
    Araxes was emerging from the small stern cabin, his riding cloak billowing out in the wind. One hand had drawn his spatha and the other was throwing aside the scabbard. He saw that his friend was frowning a little and looking about as milites dashed past him. The deck rolled a little and the Persian braced into it uneasily, still caught up in the folds of his sleep. 
 
    He reached out and grabbed the Persian’s shoulder to steady him and pull him in a little to the railing, pointing out into the darkness. 
 
    “A lost vessel - see? Paternus saw it in the darkness drifting past us.” 
 
    The Persian lowered his blade a little and nodded in reply. “Empty?” 
 
    “It certainly looks that way . . .” And he found himself smiling a little into his friend’s face for a certain caution had appeared in it and the dark, smoky, eyes were suddenly veiled. He saw Araxes twist the spatha in his hand as if testing it.  
 
    “What was it your Mantuan poet wrote, Sabinus? ‘I fear the Danaans, even those bearing gifts . . .’?” 
 
    Paternus, nearby and leaning out with the long falx hook, laughed at that. His face was awash with spray but a fierce light filled his gaze. “I doubt, Persian, that this is a Trojan sea-horse!” 
 
    “You know your Virgil, Paternus!” he shouted back, surprised, over the wind and the rush of the waters about the two vessels. 
 
    With an answering laugh, the Magister nodded about him and the milites nearby hurled their grappling hooks over to the railing of the drifting vessel. In an instant, a number of the iron harpagos had bit into the stout hide of the sides and now the ropes were heaved on and rose up, taut and shivering under the strain. Slowly, the curucus settled in against the side of the Liburnian as the ropes were made fast to stays and pins nearby. Paternus looked up and down that battered vessel as it was made secure, frowning into it, nodding to himself - then he glanced briefly over to Sabinus. 
 
    “Virgil or Quintus - they all write of impossible things, eh? Shall we, Praefectus?” 
 
    And before Sabinus knew what the Magister was doing, the old Celt had launched himself over the railing to drop down into the belly of the hide vessel. He saw him hit the unseen deck and, before he could react, he turned back even as a nearby miles unhooked a double-headed axe from his belt and tossed it over to him. Paternus caught that weapon with one hand and then shouted out to him: 
 
    “Coming, Sabinus - or are you going to lean in against that rail like a baker tossing bread to the mob, eh?” 
 
    “Praefectus,” he heard Araxes begin at his side - but he turned to him and shook his head, silencing him. 
 
    “How can I not follow a man who knows Latin and Greek poets, Persian?” 
 
    Before he even knew what he was doing, he found himself gripping the railings of the Liburnian and heaving himself over. For a moment, darkness enshrouded him and he felt the awful sensation of pitching down into a world which heaved and rolled as if to deny him - and then he landed in a half-crouch, one hand out to steady himself. Above and to one side a little, that oil lamp glowed above them but the light was fitful and seemed far away. Dark figures about it leaned in as if watching him from the heavens above. The deck underfoot sifted sluggishly and he swayed slowly into it, watching his footing. He felt more than saw the Magister step in near him as a soft grunt rose from him. 
 
    “Watch yourself, Praefectus, the deck is slippery . . .” 
 
    “She is breached?” he asked, rising up and finding his footing. The curucus heaved a little as more harpagos were secured along her sides and pulled taut.  
 
    The face of Paternus loomed in close to him. “Leaking? No, that is not water underfoot. Feel it?” 
 
    He slid one booted foot along the deck and felt the iron nails on the sole slip a little. It was then that a slight tang in the air about him hit him - and he jerked back almost on instinct. 
 
    “Blood. It’s blood,” he blurted out - and found himself peering into the darkness as if to rent it like a veil so that its secrets might be revealed. 
 
    “As all the gods bear me witness - and a cursed lot of it there is, too.” The Magister turned back and looked to the figures up at the bulwark above him. “More lights, you lazy horse-shits! Get me more light here!” 
 
    More lanterns appeared as if from nowhere above them in the hands of the milites. The darkness about him receded a little and Flavius Sabinus found himself in the bowels of a large fighting vessel awash now with blood and the carnage of battle. Blood gleamed underfoot in streaks and dubs which covered most of the curucus. Here and there, lay the shattered hafts of spears or javelins. He saw a small, hide-covered, scutum, rectangular in shape lying deep in the bowels of the vessel, a crimson splatter across its painted surface. It lay there as if thrown casually aside and forgotten. Two large masts rose up from the centre of the curucus and the spars of both were lowered with ropes and hewn cordage scattered all about in abandon. The stalks of arrows feathered the far bulwark and railings. 
 
    “No bodies,” grunted Paternus, turning from him and moving deeper into the vessel. 
 
    “She’s been looted and set adrift?” he ventured.  
 
    There was the thump of another body nearby and he saw Araxes stand up, an oil lantern in hand. Instantly, the Persian coughed a little and frowned as the light from lamp threw the blood about him into relief. Paternus turned to the Primicerius and took the lantern from him. Raising it high, he swivelled about and shook his head. His craggy features seemed carved from stone and for one moment Sabinus had the absurd impression that the Magister was a satyr of the sea now. 
 
    “Looted?” the Magister repeated, shrugging a little. The frown which followed filled his eyes with darkness. “I don’t think so. Look - the spars are down but the cordage is still a mess. Looters would have shoved all that aside - salvaged it also. Some of those arrows are still usable. No one would leave those behind. And there - you see it?” 
 
    He pushed on and pointed with his double-headed axe up towards the stern. 
 
    The hide vessel was a large one, wide and deep, with two masts and upward curving bow and stern ends, he noted. There at the stern, before the upward sweep, he saw a deck hatch. It was secured by two wooden pins and the blood which lay strewn across the deck of the curucus covered it in an uninterrupted pattern. All around lay that stain - as if the vessel had bathed in a sudden storm of crimson and now had emerged from the other side, alone and abandoned.  
 
    “Praefectus?” Araxes was frowning near him, that spatha of his thrust forwards uneasily into the darkness. 
 
    “I see it, Paternus,” he found himself replying and then turning to his second-in-command. “The hatch is still secure. No one has opened it. No looter or raider would leave it like that.” 
 
    “They could have closed it up afterwards -" began the Primicerius. 
 
    He shook his head. “No, look at the blood on it. It hasn’t been disturbed.” 
 
    The Magister reached the stern and swung about, one arm up high and the light from the lantern now bathing everything about him in an eerie, pale, glow. Something caught his eye then and he moved over to the far bulwark. Placing the lantern down, he lifted up a thick rope and twisted the end about in one hand. 
 
    “Hacked apart, see?” 
 
    Araxes whistled a little and moved suddenly to the railings. “And another here, Magister.” The rope was frayed at the end with little strands unwinding and falling apart as the Persian lifted up the end. “And a third a little further on . . .” 
 
    “I see it,” said the old Celt. 
 
    “Paternus - what do you see?” Sabinus found himself asking.  
 
    “Boarding ropes - here, here, and there in your Persian’s hands, is what I see. Look, all along that railing there are boarding ropes - and all of them have been hacked apart. No, this is no looted vessel. This is a war curucus. See the size of it? This wasn’t built for trading or fishing. No, this is one of their large raiding or war vessels. I’ve seen these before - two masts, twenty oars along the side - up there, see? One large tiller. And all about crowding the bulwarks and decking up to a hundred warriors . . . Ships like this are the scourge of these waters, Flavius Sabinus.” 
 
    “It’s a Scotti vessel?” 
 
    The magister looked about, the light swaying above him and the he shook his head. “No, the markings on that scutum are Pictish. This is a Pict war galley. Built for the rough seas about the western isles here . . . But . . .” 
 
    “Paternus?” 
 
    “Something overwhelmed this vessel - the boarding ropes were hacked apart to set it free to drift - but where are all the bodies? See how the blood and debris litter most of this side with the boarding ropes? No, whatever happened here was not the end . . .” He saw the Magister sheath the axe in his wide leather belt and then reach up to scratch his jaw. “ . . . No, the spars are down so that meant her commander was closing for action but the oars have been stowed away also. Boarding ropes were secured all along the left side here - look, more of them up by the bow, see? So she closed and grappled while under missile fire. Heavy fire at that. You can see that from all the wreckage - but no bodies. None at all . . .” 
 
    “So where are they, Paternus? Where are all the Picts who sailed in this curucus, eh?” 
 
    He saw the Magister move a little along the far railing, picking up a boarding rope, twisting it in his hand, before tossing it aside. He looked about, frowning, and put the lantern down on the deck. The sickly light gave the deck an ominous sheen and threw the blood into relief. 
 
    “ . . . Why stow the oars?” 
 
    “Magister?” He found himself stepping closer to the old Celt. 
 
    “The spars are lowered for action, yes. Of course they were. But why are the oars not shipped out, eh, Praefectus? Why stay your only means for mobility - especially if you are under missile attack and closing for boarding? That makes no sense . . .” 
 
    Araxes leaned out a little to peer over the side into the darkness. He placed the tip of his spatha on the deck to steady himself a little. “You would not stow the oars if preparing for boarding?” 
 
    “Only on the side I would be boarding from - there, yes. But the far side? No, I would need those oars to drag the galley out of the battle if I was forced to retreat from the other vessel, see? No Magister would stow both banks in battle. But - look - they all are stowed away along the bulwarks as if this war-galley is . . .” 
 
    “Paternus?” 
 
    The look on the old Celt’s face turned ominous then. He stood, both feet planted apart to steady himself against the slow rolling of the deck, and the light from the lantern bathed him in a ruddy, shifting, glow. He saw the Magister scowl and work his jaw as if agitated and one hand fell onto the haft of the axe and gripped it tensely. 
 
    “ . . . As if they weren’t boarding another vessel at all . . .” 
 
    Something cold and hard clenched suddenly in his stomach and Flavius Sabinus turned around to glance out into the unseen west. Darkness mocked him as if denying him a vision already owed. Nearby, the whispers of men on the Sagitta seemed to echo his own thoughts and further afield, over to the far right, he felt more than saw the Medusa swinging in alongside, the wind cracking her sail while the timbers groaned a little as if under pressure. Dark shapes were crowding that transport’s railings and men were bringing up lanterns to shine into the night. 
 
    It was then that he turned back to Paternus and saw that darkness mirrored in the Magister’s face. 
 
    “Not boarding but landing,” he found himself saying in a whisper - and almost regretted seeing the confirmation in the old Celt before him. 
 
    The latter swore under his breath and nodded back. “We’d best get to this castrum of yours, Praefectus . . .” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
     
 
    That Shore Which Wrecks Only The Broken 
 
    Gleams the Most 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It was two hours later when the entrance to an unseen estuary emerged from the west and the small classis diverted slowly up into it. The night was still deep but Paternus strode the deck of the Liburnian and seemed to see in the darkness unknown things which made him call out orders and directions to the two tiller-men. Behind that Liburnian, the other vessels fell in line, following its single stern running light, nosing slowly and carefully through the darkness. Distant shouts and commands drifted over the tidal waters, soft and indistinct. The wind had fallen a little and now the command to lower the yard-arm was given. Oars were shipped out and the Sagitta bit into the waters and pulled itself slowly upriver. 
 
    To Flavius Sabinus, up along the bow, the scale cuirass laced up about him now and his hand gripping the hilt of his spatha so that the knuckles were white, the darkness mocked him. Nearby, Araxes was pacing up and down, attempting to pierce the night and failing miserably. Two slaves stood at a discreet distance bearing their helmets and scutums. All along the galley, those milites not assigned to rowing or manning the deck waited now, clad in armour and bearing rough weapons - small axes or clubs or maces. Most had eased down to rest against the bulwarks but a few were also, like himself, looking tensely out into the darkness. 
 
    Paternus, he noted, held himself near the mast, frowning, glaring at those about him, whispering out harsh commands to those who were sluggish in responding. There was a curious contradiction on the face of the Magister now - a mixture of concentration and almost eagerness. It made him look almost comical, he thought. It was as if Paternus was half-comedian and half-tragic actor looking about in a play which had yet to determine its course. 
 
    Only two hours had passed since they had found the drifting curucus - no time at all to his mind given that all was still deep night - yet everything had changed also. Blood would do that. The smell of it more than the sight of it would do that, he thought. It gave an edge to everything that no amount of order or calmness could ever take away. An unseen cloak covered all now and the men about him were wary and tense despite the dark and the cover it afforded. All the running lights - save a solitary stern one - had been snuffed out and behind him, down the line of the cargo vessels, he had sent orders to his ducenarii to man the scaphae in readiness. Now those assault craft were crewed and waiting, oars ready to be shipped out if the command arrived to release the towing ropes and move free from the lumbering transports. The remaining Barcarii were under arms and waiting on those transports, scutums and hastae to hand. He did not need to worry about them, however, despite not being able to see them in the darkness - this was an arena they had been trained in. They had fought and strove and won more on the decks of galleys and barcae than many frontier legions had on land. If it was one thing these Mesopotamian men knew it was ship-fighting. 
 
    Turning, he looked again at the Magister of the Sagitta, whose face broke apart in eagerness and concentration, two masks which collided and could find no peace. 
 
    “How much longer?” he asked, his voice a tense whisper. 
 
    Paternus shrugged back. “Not long. The estuary here narrows a little and then a small headland should emerge. The castrum crowns it. North of it is another river  . . .” He saw the magister sniff the air and look about. “ . . . Soon . . .” 
 
    Beneath his feet he felt the pulse of the rowers drag the Liburnian upriver against the tidal wash. Ripples and muted splashes fell down alongside either bulwark of the galley. He saw Araxes lean in a little and smile at him as if bemused. The Persian was tense, like a hunting hound, and he had discarded his riding cloak and stood now gleaming in burnished mail which fell to this thighs and down to his elbows. The long spatha was naked in one hand and gleamed dully in the darkness. The light, mocking, humour on his friend fell away and the mask which appeared in its stead was deadly - and he remembered again briefly that look Araxes had thrown his father as he had turned away from his last defiant act; of how the son had looked down on the father as if the latter had committed an indecorous act. 
 
    “All this for one abandoned barbarian vessel . . ?” The voice of the Persian barely reached him over the muted splashes of the oars. 
 
    “It wasn’t abandoned,” he found himself replying. “It was cast away. Her crew had docked and stormed ashore only to be slaughtered. Whoever had resisted that attack had then cut the ropes and cast the curucus adrift.” 
 
    “You don’t know that -" 
 
    “I do.” 
 
    Both he and Paternus had divined the same thing. Neither needed to debate it. That hide-clad vessel had closed to debouch its warriors ashore and then moored up. That docking had been contested but won and in the aftermath the Picts aboard had gained ground ashore and under fire. Something had happened to reverse that action then and whoever had been under attack had won ground back to the vessel and hacked the mooring ropes to push it out into the waters - to deny it as a refuge or redoubt for the barbarians. That action had been sudden - there had been no time to salvage anything, to retrieve the spent missiles, for example - and that told him that it had been a sudden sortie - perhaps a last action in desperation. Whatever had happened, it had happened quickly and men had fallen in an effort to deny the Picts that vessel. 
 
    And there was only one location nearby which might be host to such an event. 
 
    It was Paternus who broke his thoughts - his voice low but firm. “ - There, see it? On the far left . . .” 
 
    Araxes strode past him and leaned out over the railing. For a single moment, he saw the Persian’s frame as if it grew out of a dim fire, etched in a soft crimson, furzed at the edges, and even as the Primicerius began to turn back to look at him, frowning, he knew . . . 
 
    “Dawn? Already?” asked Araxes, turning, the light of an unseen flame gilding him. 
 
    The laughter of the Magister behind him only confirmed his suspicions and he broke in softly so as not to appear to chide him. “In the west, amicus? What sun have we ever seen rises in the west?” 
 
    It gilded the night like a faint blossom, indistinct and hazy, more a smear of light than anything else. Against the darkness, it was thrown into relief and appeared more like a glow at the end of a portal; inviting, almost welcoming - but he knew it was nothing of the sort. It was the opposite. Others had seen it now and were moving up a little along the bulwark to get a better view. He heard the soft whisper of one of the tiller-men - Atticus, he thought - to order some of the milites to balance out the galley in response to the sudden movement of bodies. The glow ahead grew and spread, its light shifting and pulsing as if alive, and he knew that no dawn light was ever so particular against the night. 
 
    The smile on the face of Araxes was cold against that dim fire. “ . . . Out here? At the edge of the world itself? Who knows what happens to the sun or what reverses of nature may happen?” But he sighed a little then and frowned. “You are right, of course. It is a dawn light but of a different sort from Helios itself, no?” 
 
    He found himself nodding back. “It is - Paternus, you know these waters. Talk to me.” 
 
    The old Celt smiled back. “That light is where the headland is with your castrum and those cursed Exploratores. We are downriver and a little out of sight but that will not last. The headland is low ground but here on the west bank of the river we have woods and some bog. Nothing I can bring the classis into.” 
 
    “And there on the east bank?” 
 
    Paternus frowned at that. “The east?” 
 
    “Yes, what is the east bank like here.” 
 
    “Farming land - Selgovae land mostly. Well tended. There is a hill fort a few miles eastwards inland from the river -" 
 
    “Can we beach there - now?” he cut him off, his words cold and abrupt. 
 
    “Yes - but the castrum is to the west, Praefectus. Not the east.” 
 
    “I know that, Magister.” 
 
    It was Araxes who divined his thoughts and the look of dismay on his friend’s face almost checked him. 
 
    “Flavius Sabinus, this is not the Tigris,” began the Primicerius, slowly, as if tasting a poisoned morsel. 
 
    “No, it isn’t - but it is what the Barcarii have ever fought on and always will despite what name it carries or where it winds its way to . . .” 
 
    He looked back, away from Araxes and Paternus, out across the black waters underneath, to the distant flame which gilded the night. It flickered in the darkness as if alive, dimming the stars overhead and seemed to grow even as he watched it. And for one moment, that golden face emerged and nodded to him, regal, mad, and unhesitating. He shivered for an instant and then shrugged it away. Behind him, the line of the classis began to emerge from the darkness, lit at the edges by that distant ruddy glow, its edges sparking now. The odd face shone forth, eager and frowning. 
 
    “ . . . Paternus . . .” 
 
    He let the name of the Magister hang in the cold air, not turning to him, looking out to that distant fire against the night. He felt, more than saw, the bulk of the old Celt loom up behind him. 
 
    “ . . . There is a small spur of land on the east bank opposite the castrum. It has a landing pier. Nothing fancy. But the land there is flat and shelves down into the river. We can beach the cargo ships there. That pier should have a ferry moored up to it - if . . .” 
 
    “If it wasn’t caught up at the castrum.” 
 
    “Precisely.” 
 
    “And the distance across from that spur?” 
 
    He heard Paternus sigh behind him. “About a mile. This is the Creia Estuary, silty but gentle. Upriver from here, as the estuary narrows, it is deeper but we are now in the bosom of it, the best of it.” 
 
    “Hence the ferry here across from the castrum?” 
 
    “Yes. That ferry links the farming lands about the hill fort to the main tribal heartland westwards about the Novantae Chersonesos.” 
 
    He turned to face him then. The dim glow brought out his craggy features and he saw that the Magister was deep in thought. 
 
    “How long to moor up the classis?” 
 
    “ . . . We are in the middle of the Creia now - about an hour. The tide is coming flowing upriver. That will help us. Yes, an hour.” 
 
    “And dawn?” 
 
    He looked up and sniffed the cold air and again he was reminded of a strange dark satyr in the night. “ . . . About three hours away at this time of year . . .” 
 
    Araxes whistled to himself and then cursed a little in Persian. “It will take at least an hour to row across the waters here, Praefectus.” 
 
    He looked at them both - one aquiline and delicate, his brows furrowed as if noticing a strange delicacy under his nose, and the other almost primitive, elemental, that little light playing over his rough features as if for the first time - and he found himself wondering then on this Fortune which was wrapping them all up in a wide dark cloak. What was it his father had once said about Fortune, no doubt paraphrasing a lost poet? That Fortune is not the shape of a cloak but its weave. Always its weave. Yes, that was it, he thought. And if weave was anything, it was time and that convergence of the little moments, the minutiae, which determined a man’s actions and his destiny. 
 
    “Which will put them ashore at the castrum just as Sol Invictus rises here in the east. That sun will mirror our scutums as we come ashore, I think . . .” 
 
      
 
      
 
    It took longer than an hour for the cargo ships to beach alongside the small, rotting, pier on the east bank of the Creia Estuary. There was no ferry moored up at it and the few huts nearby showed evidence of being abandoned in a hurry. The Medusa had wallowed heavily and slowed the arrival of the three remaining ships as her Magister, Coticus, had cursed and shouted at the milites under him. Twice the transport had attempted to beach only to drift uneasily athwart the narrow beach and had to be poled back out for another attempt. That delay had caused frustration and as a result the final cargo ship, the inaptly-named Isis, had had to wait offshore. 
 
    It was a delay which Flavius Sabinus found chaffing. The Liburnian anchored a little away from the pier in deeper water so that Paternus could supervise the ships under his command from a good vantage-point. Hushed commands had been shouted across the dark waters while various men had slipped overboard from the galley to man the pier and prepare the sandy area alongside it for the beaching. All six of the light assault craft had now been unmoored from their parent vessels and had been ordered to come up alongside the Liburnian and be made fast to her in the darkness. Now, all of these scaphae were roped up, abreast, on the left side of the galley, filled with Barcarii, who were intent on strapping in weapons and supplies, checking the oars and the rigging, while moving silently among and over each craft. Small commands could be heard over the scraping of the hulls and the lapping of the waters. 
 
    Up along the high prow of the Sagitta, all the officers crowded about a small oil lamp sheltered behind a cloak which had been pegged up between the bulwark and the side of the forward cabin. Flavius Sabinus drew to him the ducenarii of the Numerus. A rough parchment scroll had been laid out on the decking and by his side Araxes had taken a small stick, charred at one end and was now marking crude black smears on it, outlining the terrain. Naxios held one end of that parchment and Sabinus could sense that the Campidoctor was uneasy under the Persian’s words. The great scars along his arm were white as if alive and he could feel the latter’s disapproval emanating from him as if it were a palpable thing. He was swearing under his breath with every word the Persian was uttering and he made no attempt to hide it from the everyone crouched now about that parchment. 
 
    “Paternus tells us that the castrum - here - commands a small headland,” continued the Primicerius, marking the parchment in rough strokes, his voice low and intense. “Nothing prominent but enough of a feature for Rome to use it to command this estuary -" 
 
    “This fucking  Creia -" broke in Naxios. 
 
    He saw Araxes look away briefly, almost amused. “Yes, indeed, Campidoctor. The northern wall of the castrum is defended by a small tributary river - here - so that leaves the westward shore and the southern approaches - here.” 
 
    The black marks were rough - crude almost to the point of parody. 
 
    “And this Creia here is about a mile across?” 
 
    “A little more, yes,” replied the Persian, his tone striving to appear neutral. 
 
    “Fuck it - this is horse-shit.” 
 
    Sabinus leaned in. “Naxios, this will work.” 
 
    The laugh which broke from the Campidoctor was rough. “Will it? You want to mount a river crossing at night and then assault the shore - in darkness? Against a castrum under siege? And all with a mere six scaphae? We have no idea of the barbarian numbers or even if that castrum is still intact!” 
 
    “That fort will perish unless we provide relief,” he found himself replying. “We will have surprise and Sol at our backs -” 
 
    “No - you will have tired and unnerved men wading ashore into the teeth of barbarians all fired up for the slaughter. We have all been here before, have we not? And we all know how that worked out. Or do you forget that the last time we lost our commander under that madness? I don’t. Not for one day, you understand?” 
 
    “Naxios -" 
 
    The stocky figure rounded on him then and he saw that the anger in his face was vicious now. Spittle covered his lips. 
 
    “Don’t patronise me, Tribune. There is no legion here now to back up that madness. Or have you forgotten that, too? You want to throw these men into a repeat of the Tigris which almost broke them and saw our commander cut down before you arrived under the standards and vexilla of your legion and saved the day.” 
 
    “Your praefectus -" 
 
    “Terentius - his name was Terentius, curse you. And he was worth a more than that stinking death, caught up in mud and struck down by the arrows and lead bullets of the Persians.” 
 
    “Terentius died doing his duty to Rome, Naxios. That river assault was planned by the Sacred Julianus himself and the Praefectus carried it out as ordered. It was an honour to -” 
 
    “Honour? You talk to me of honour? What do you know of that, Flavius Sabinus? Two barcae we lost to their fire-pots - almost a hundred milites cut down as we struggled ashore in darkness - all attempting to secure a beachhead on the opposite shore of the Tigris. And we failed, you understand? We failed in that operation.” 
 
    “Until I and the First Parthian arrived.” 
 
    Naxios stared at him and for one moment he thought the Campidoctor was going to strike him. Anger and passion warred in him and then he cursed under his breath and spat onto the parchment. “The glory was yours, Praefectus, but the blood was ours. Ours. We won that embankment with our blood. All you did was wade ashore and steal the glory.” 
 
    “Yes,” he admitted, “yes, we did. And now you have the chance to do it all over again and this time avenge Terentius. You are Barcarii, are you not? Not for you the legion drill and the endless march in formations, the locked shield-walls and testudos. This Numerus will never serve in the long battle-line under the dragons and eagles of an emperor. These men will not stand on the field of Mars drenched in honour and blood. Barcarii fight under different gods and those gods are surprise and darkness and the sudden vicious fighting across deck after deck after deck. This is what your men are trained to do. It is what you have been trained to do. You are Barcarii - ship-fighters.” He found himself pointing across the unseen waters of the Creia Estuary towards the distant glow in the west. “That is not the far side of the Tigris and those are not Persians crowding its banks waiting for you behind wicker abatis and walled defences. That is a Roman fort and those are Roman soldiers under siege who need our help. Would you deny them that?” 
 
    “No -” 
 
    “Then what should I do? Tell me, Campidoctor. We cannot land to the south - Paternus will tell you that. The north has that river defending the castrum and which we would have to cross if we landed there. This is the only approach.” 
 
    “They won’t be expecting us,” added Araxes quietly. “The Tigris was different. The Persians were waiting on you.” 
 
    Naxios refused to look away from him. “A lion surprised is twice as vicious, Praefectus. That is a saying as old as Syria itself.” 
 
    “It is, yes.”  
 
    He stood up then and felt the cold rush of the wind over the top of the rough cloak which sheltered them. All about him on the left side of the Sagitta he felt more than saw the mass of the Barcarii settling in to the six scaphae. He heard the creak of leather, muffled curses as men pressed in to the tight spaces along the decking, the slow rattle of the oars being readied. All three hundred milites of the Numerus were sliding down into those light assault craft in readiness for a crossing in darkness onto an unknown embankment and then into the teeth of the barbarians opposite him. Crouched below him were his ducenarii and the two high officers of the Numerus. All were watching him and only one seemed to nod and approve of his decision. He wondered for a moment on that. Araxes could object, he thought. The crossing would not be easy. Panic could set in. All it would take would be for one scapha to catch fire and break free from the assault - and the others would waver. Araxes must know that - but he leaned back now against the railing, idly playing with the charred stick and seemed to wait as if this was all foretold and inevitable. Andronikas was silent - his face was grim and stern, waiting for his orders to move aboard the two scapha assigned to his maniple and begin the crossing. There was a pragmatic air about him which was oddly reassuring. The other two - Arzphur and Paulus - glanced away but said nothing. They had no need to. Naxios did it for them both, he suspected. 
 
    “Yes,” he sighed, looking at all of them, “Naxios is right. We don’t know if that castrum is still holding to its walls. We don’t know the strength of the Picts yet. That shore is aflame in battle and struggle and it is over a mile away across dark, bitter, waters. And we are no more than three hundred soldiers of Rome, alone in the night . . .” 
 
    The dark face of Paulus lit up with a sly humour at his words and he saw the Ducenarius finger the light charms dangling from his military belt. “You should write a book on oratory, Praefectus.” 
 
    Arzphur smiled next to him and nodded. “I think you may have perfected the art of understatement -" 
 
    Naxios cursed again. “This is not a matter for mockery. He will get us all slaughtered on that embankment!” 
 
    Before the debate could turn even uglier, he felt the figure of the Magister appear next to him. Paternus had wrapped himself up now in a rough hooded cloak and was buried deep in it.  
 
    “He’s back,” said the old Celt, shrugging a little deeper into his cloak. 
 
    Behind him, figures were heaving up a body out of the waters with eager hands. A cloak appeared from nowhere and smothered the wet form as if it were a new-born. The figure was heaving in a ragged fashion but Sabinus thought he could see a faint smile on its features. About him, the ducenarii stood up along with Naxios and Araxes to get a better view. The figure was bundled forwards towards them along with rough words of encouragement.  
 
    “Atticus,” he nodded in greeting towards the newly-arrived tiller-man. 
 
    The figure shivered suddenly but his smile widened and he rubbed himself for warmth. The man was broad-shouldered but with a lean, tight, waist and Paternus had assured him that he was the best swimmer on the Sagitta - in the classis even. 
 
    “Praefectus.” Atticus was still finding his breath and he allowed him a moment to compose. Taking a deep breath, the tiller-man nodded back and pointed down to the rough parchment markings below them all. “ . . . The castrum is still holding out. The out-buildings have been fired as you suspected. The Picts are using that light to force the defenders to hold the walls now, keeping up an assault. The main gate shows signs of fire-damage and battle. I think the barbarians tried to storm it in surprise but were repulsed. The large wharf area is a mess. I counted at least four war galleys moored up there now under guard.” 
 
    “How many Picts?” 
 
    Atticus paused then and breathed in deep once more. He saw him glance quickly to Paternus at his side but the Magister merely nodded to him to continue. The tiller-man cocked his head to one side and dropped his voice. 
 
    “Over a thousand all about the castrum. They are clumped here and there under their tribal standards. It’s a massive war band, alright. I’ve seen raiding parties before - we all have here. A galley or two. Nothing more. Some hot-headed chieftain out for honour and glory. This is different. This is blood-letting, Praefectus. They want that castrum and all those Romans in it.” 
 
    “A thousand?” Naxios swore again and stepped closer to him. “That settles it then. We can’t storm home ashore against that many. Not in the dark. This Magnus has sent us on a slave’s errand. Order the classis to retire back to Maia. Tell this Tribune that the castrum has fallen. By dawn, they will all be dead - mark my words, Praefectus.” 
 
    He looked down at the hard face of his Campidoctor and saw the certainty in it. The man was probably right, he thought. There were barely more than a hundred exploratores in that castrum - if that. How they had even held off those painted barbarians he could not fathom - but hold them off they had. And had even sortied out at one point to successfully contest one of the docking actions. Whoever the commander of those men was, he knew he was no coward or sluggard. That man had assembled his men and ordered a desperate fight out into the teeth of the Picts and cut loose the mooring ropes. It would have been a daring action and one that would have raised the morale of his men along the walls, no doubt. And it was an action which deserved to be honoured, he thought grimly, despite what was being said about him now. The memory of that war galley filled his mind again - the blood pooling across its deck, the shambles of the fighting which had covered it, and those frayed ropes, cut one after the other by desperate Roman soldiers.  
 
    And Flavius Sabinus nodded then and smiled into the faces of those about him. Yes, he thought, it deserved to be repaid in kind. 
 
    “Paternus, how many men will you need to man that Pictish war galley?” 
 
    The Magister lifted up the hood of his cloak a little to peer out. “How many?” 
 
    “Yes, you told me that it is a war galley that could hold up to a hundred warriors, yes?” 
 
    “It can -" 
 
    “But how many to crew it?” 
 
    “Twenty or so - it has a single tiller. The rest on the oars. These vessels are light on the waters and responsive. Yes, twenty should do it. Why? What are you thinking, Praefectus?” 
 
    He turned and looked back out into the night across the waters to the distant glow of a castrum under siege and lit by fires. A cold wind bathed his face and he felt cleansed for a moment, as if the gods were blessing him and the sudden thought which had unwound itself in him. It was a gamble - more so than the river crossing. At least the latter was nothing more than an assault at night into an unknown enemy. And he found himself smiling then at the disingenuousness of his thoughts. No, that crossing would be the better part of this new plan - not that that was boasting much. Nearby, he saw that the Pictish war galley had been moored up alongside the Hipparche - a trophy from the sea or Neptune or whatever dark gods ruled out here in the barbaricum. It looked rough and inelegant compared to the lines of the transport next to it but he sensed that such vessels were apt for these wild and deep waters about the diocese.  
 
    “Sabinus?” 
 
    Paternus had moved up a little towards him. Someone had thrust a cup of heated wine into Atticus’ hands and now the tiller-man was drinking it down greedily, smacking his lips in the process. Nearby, Araxes appeared unconcerned but he knew the Persian would be watching him carefully. Naxios, however, was grimacing as if in pain and glancing back at the two Syrian ducenarii near him. The Illyrian, Andronikas, was studying the parchment and nodding to himself as if attempting to learn his letters - and he almost smiled at that image. 
 
    The wind picked up a little and he found himself shivering slightly in response. 
 
    “ . . . The Barcarii will cross the Creia here in the six scaphae and we will assault the shore at the castrum at dawn, if Sol blesses us. Magister, order the Sagitta to support that landing. You have ship artillery, yes?” 
 
    Paternus nodded in response. “Two torsion ballistae - they are disassembled now and below decks. I can have them readied for action within the hour.” 
 
    “Then your Liburnian will provide cover-fire for the landing, you understand? Order the Sagitta in as close to the shore as you can to support us. Have the milites use fire arrows to disorientate those Picts as we disembark. Who can you trust to command this Liburnian?” 
 
    The look of shock on the Magister’s face was almost comical. “ - Command?” 
 
    “Atticus - can you command the Sagitta in the Magister’s absence?” 
 
    The tiller-man’s hands froze and the rim of the wine cup hung from his lips untasted. He glanced briefly at Paternus. “Me? Yes, I can. But -" 
 
    “Good. Do as I have ordered. Don’t bring the galley in too close. If those painted barbarians attempt to swim out or man a war galley to assault you, you won’t have the strength aboard to repel them. Support us but maintain a distance. You understand, Atticus?” 
 
    Before the tiller-man could respond, Paternus stepped in front of him, glaring. “And why exactly will I not be in command of my own Liburnian, Praefectus?” 
 
    “Because, Magister, I need you manning that Pictish war galley.” 
 
    “The war galley -" 
 
    “Yes, I need you commanding it.” 
 
    “Me? What in Hades are you jabbering about? This is my command - the Sagitta. Not some horse-shit barbarian vessel.” 
 
     Araxes laughed then behind him - a soft, easy, laugh which was almost indolent. “Oh by all the ancient gods and the sacred fires of Ahura, you are not thinking what I think you are thinking, Flavius Sabinus? You are, aren’t you?” 
 
    And before he could stop himself, he found himself smiling back into the Persian’s humour. “It is a gift, is it not? What fool turns a gift away, amicus?” But before that humour could deepen, he turned again to the tiller-man. “Describe in detail what you saw. Everything - in detail. You understand?” 
 
    Atticus put aside the wine cup then and leaned in to them all and uttered his words - words which were hot and urgent, all the while he remained looking at Sabinus, frowning a little, unsure of what was happening, looking briefly at his Magister by his side as if for instruction. The latter, however, Sabinus noted, remained silent, staring at him, buried deep in the hood of his cloak and he knew that the old Celt was attempting to divine his thoughts even as the words of Atticus tumbled past him. 
 
    . . . The swim had been fast and easy - the current here was not too hard, Atticus told them in his hot words, but the shore was a mess of wreckage and flaming buildings. Two rough piers were still intact, however, and all four of the remaining Pictish galleys were moored up to those wooden piles. One was listing a little on its left side - as if it had had a hole knocked in it. He had dove under the thick poles and emerged in the shadow of that war galley. Fifty paces back from that landing area stood the castrum lit up now by the fires of the outbuildings. Bodies lay about, mostly Picts but some Romans in among them - the latter stripped of armour and weapons and also brutalised without mercy, even after death. A solitary bucina could be heard above the chants and wild boasting of the Picts massing about the walls. He saw the Picts milling and rushing up and then back in slight waves but making no real attempt to storm the walls. Others further back had been drinking and feasting about their tribal standards.  
 
    “And the walls?” he asked of the tiller-man, breaking in on his description. 
 
    Atticus shrugged at that. “Manned but barely. I saw helmeted heads here and there. Not many. A couple of pieces of mural artillery - nothing much . . .” 
 
    He told Sabinus that the main gateway was nothing but a clot of dead framed by charred marks. There had been a furious battle there but the iron-bound gates were still barred shut. Of the Picts themselves, he noted, they had arrayed themselves under at least three tribal chieftains - with one appearing to command them all - a huge giant of a Pict, clad in ocelot hide and marked by heavy blue tattoos. This Pict strode about the rough lines and urged the warriors on, laughing and jeering at them in equal measure. He was crowned with flame-coloured hair and a spiked beard split three-ways down his neck. One eye was missing and that Pict disdained to cover it with a rag instead leaving its scarred whiteness for all to see. 
 
    “Paternus,” broke in Sabinus, turning to the Magister, “you know of this chieftain?” 
 
    The old Celt grunted in a dismissive fashion and shrugged. “Not sure. There are rumours of a new war-monger further up in the north - what was his name? Ru, I think. Yes, it is Ru. But his war bands have never roved this far south.” 
 
    “Why attack a Roman castrum?” asked Andronikas the Illyrian, looking up from the parchment. “And such a poor prize, too.” 
 
    Araxes nodded along with the Ducenarius. “A good question. What will this Ru gain by provoking Rome and yet reaping such poor reward for it? This castrum will not hold much this far out from the Vallum, will it?” 
 
    “No,” replied Paternus, nodding back. “This is nothing more than a shade of Rome - a last standard in the barbaricum. Nothing more. Ru - if it is him - will gain some fodder, arms and armour, but not much. A little prestige among his kin and blood, little else, I fear.” 
 
    “And the ire of Rome,” added Andronikas grimly. 
 
    “Yes, that too - and a poor return it would seem for this Ru, as you say, Ducenarius.” 
 
    “Unless . . .” Sabinus left the word hanging and glanced briefly at Araxes. 
 
    The Persian looked briefly back out over the waters to the distant glow and then nodded as if to himself, diving his thoughts in an instant. “Unless there is more than one Rome . . .” 
 
    “More than one Rome?” asked Paternus, looking between them both “What are you two talking about?” 
 
    The weight and feel of the satchel filled his mind and for a moment he wondered that he had not made the time to read more of its contents. It was too late for regrets now though. Lives depended on his next words. That satchel and its unread contents would have to wait for another dawn when the only fires were ones to read by and warm the bones. For one moment, he wondered if this Brennus was here somewhere in the night with his Arcani trailing this Ru and his Pictish warriors, hanging on their cloaks, ever wary and cautious, waiting for that one moment to strike or learn more. But then he remembered the dried blood caking the leather and knew wherever Brennus was now it was not here in this earthly realm among mortals. 
 
    He put that thought aside then and looked again into the faces of the officers about him. All were watching him, some wary, the Illyrian expectant, almost eager, he saw - and a small part of him smiled inwardly at that. He had never yet met an Illyrian who did not thirst for war and battle under the standards of Rome. Of the others, however, he saw that Araxes was smiling but it was the careful smile of a man hiding his true feelings. The others were wary - though Naxios alone seemed to colour that wariness with his usual sheen of contempt. Paulus and Arzphur were both still and distant - as if waiting for something to break this moment and render it nothing but a dream or a beggar’s wild cry in the agora. 
 
    About him, below him in the dark waters, he heard the last of the Barcarii settle into the long assault craft. Oars were being shipped out and locked into their rings while scutums and sheaves of heavy javelins were being shipped aboard over the heads of the milites. Men were strapping on their helmets and easing into the mail or scale corselets as others helped them. More than a few were glancing back up towards him and the main officers about him aboard the Sagitta. The arrival of Atticus, dripping and shivering like a freshly landed salmon, had not gone unnoticed, he thought. Those faces which looked up from the crowded depths of the scaphae were dark and uneasy - more than one was frowning or held a look which bordered on contempt. 
 
    Turning, he stared hard at Naxios. “Tell me -” 
 
    That blunt face looked back at him. “Tell you? Tell you what -” 
 
    “What happened on that Tigris crossing. Tell me everything, Naxios, you understand.” 
 
    The Cappadocian recoiled a little at his words, as if flinching - and no small part of him enjoyed that reaction. Naxios recoiled backwards and he saw him look askance briefly at the others about him. “Fuck that, Praefectus -" 
 
    But he reached in and clasped one shoulder, drawing him a little closer, over the parchment and the small oil lamp whose light gilded it. “You will be crossing more than these waters, Naxios, now - you will be crossing into the waters of the past, you understand? This is the Creia, yes, but under it - under it lies the Tigris, does it not? So tell me.” 
 
    For a moment, he saw the Campidoctor hesitate - the merest sliver, as if a breath passed between them - but then hot words fell out of him; angry words - words which railed at the orders and actions which had fallen over them in the past and so far away it felt as if it were another world - 
 
    “You were there - you know this - but fuck it, have it you way, Dominus. Terentius was ordered by that cursed emperor to take the Barcarii over the Tigris to establish a beachhead on the far bank - at night. We had six hundred of us back then - a full numerus - all proud Mesopotamian men. Nisibene men. Every one of them. We were to fight ashore and storm the Persian defences there and win it from them - and not one of us looked with pride on that order from your sacred Julianus. Not one. He knew it. Terentius knew it was a doomed mission. We all did. Those defences were heavy - that whole far bank was fortified against us - and at night? Who orders a riverine crossing at night? Only a mad man, eh?” Naxios spat onto the parchment then and glared at him, as if defying him to contradict his words. 
 
    “But Terentius accepted the order?” 
 
    “What choice did he have? We were to be the tip of the advance. Victor and the rest of your legions were to cross only after the beachhead had been secured. Wrest that embankment from the Persians - hold it - until the main field army under Victor was able to cross in force and push the Persian army back towards Ctesiphon. And so we embarked on those dark waters - all six hundred of us - in our barcae. And I remember that crossing under the stars, Praefectus. We all do - those of us who still live now. We rowed across the dark into death and not a few of us expected to see Charon waiting for us out in that darkness. Terentius ordered us to form up the barcae in two waves, eight assault barges in the first wave, four in reserve to form a second wave to support the first - archers and slingers and such. And so we rowed up into the very teeth of the defenders - and that was when Hades itself fell on us . . .” 
 
    Something made Naxios hesitate then and a faint shiver fell through him. Before the Campidoctor could continue, however, Andronikas broke in, his stolid face blank and unreadable. 
 
    “It was brutal, Praefectus. You watched from the other bank. You and your legion did - and that cursed Augustus. But you weren’t ashore as we landed and those Persians hit us with everything they had.” 
 
    “And what a fine sight it must have looked, eh?” continued the Campidoctor in a bitter voice. “We waded up into that fortified embankment, shields up and our heads tucked in, shivering like newly recruited tiros. All of us - and as we looked up, fire rained down on us. They poured everything they had on us - fire-pots, heavy javelins, lead shot. Everything. The embankment was soft and crumbling where we beached those barcae, muddy and falling apart - and that helped a little in that it softened some of the missile impact - but try wading up into ground like that and you will find it sucks the life out of you. And then we reached the first abatis defences and it all went to pieces like an amphora jar hit by a dozen lead bullets . . .” 
 
    “Naxios . . ?” 
 
    It was Arzphur who broke in then. The Ducenarius of the Second Maniple cursed in an old Aramaic dialect and then glanced briefly at the Cappadocian. “That was when Terentius took a sling bullet to the head. It cracked his helmet asunder and left him nothing but a bloody mess of a man. His body fell backwards into us and we carried him away as if he were an offering - but he was dead. His blood anointed all who held him. There was little we could do after that -” 
 
    “Do! What the fuck could we do?” broke in Naxios. “It was nothing short of madness - to storm a fortified beachhead at night! We never stood a chance. We were given an empty dice cup and told to roll whatever favour we could from it. And that first roll was nothing short of the death of our Praefectus - and I think that was when I knew how to hate an emperor for the first time.” 
 
    “And not the last, neither,” Sabinus added in a quiet voice. “But at least Jovianus died without taking the lives of fellow commilatones with him, eh?” 
 
    “Fuck Jovianus. He lost us Nisibis - our patria. Fuck him.” 
 
    Sabinus found himself remembering that night and all the despair and all the elation in it. Yes, it had been an impossible mission - one which more than a few high legion commanders had queried, himself included. But Julianus had insisted - and not one of those tribunes had understood it. And they had all waited helpless on that edge of the Tigris as those assault barges had slid into the darkness and certain death. Then had come a time when silence alone reigned - a time which seemed endless and heavy like a dark cloak over all. It was a waiting which seemed to mock them all as they stood along that embankment, geared up and ready for a battle which all of them suspected would never come. He had turned to murmur something to one of his principales - some inconsequential order he couldn’t remember now - and that was when he saw it . . . 
 
    “ . . . It was as if the stars fell down,” he said, almost in a whisper. 
 
    Andronikas looked up at him. “Praefectus?” 
 
    There had been a moment when a certain beauty appeared there, so far away, on that distant embankment. As if a little star had suddenly berthed and fallen down. Light glittered over those dark waters and seemed almost serene - but then the cries of battle drifted back into all their ears and those cries were more a lament than a paean of victory. And the more those cries rose up amid the glowing buds of fire, the more they all craned their necks away from that sight and over towards the dark purple shields about the figure of the emperor. And he remembered Julianus watching that distant battle, his face aglow with a strange, almost serene, calm. Sparks of fire were reflected in his beard - and his eyes, his eyes were distant and wide and aglow with other lights, as if he were not watching the battle opposite but instead gazing on some other conflagration which was eternal and unsung and anonymous but which pulled at his soul. Julianus gazed out like an unmoving statue bathed in distant light and not one spark of pity seemed to move in him. 
 
    “That was when the barcae caught fire?” he asked, his voice still quiet. 
 
    Naxios nodded in return and the look on his face was grim. “We had fallen back a little from that endless rain of fire and missiles. Paulus had rallied a few men about the body of Terentius and was attempting to carry it back to one of the assault barges. We couldn’t leave him to the mud and waters of the Tigris. It was then that those cursed Persians pushed forwards into us. They sensed that we were wavering. So they hit us hard. And those serpents got up close to two of the barcae and lobbied fire-pots into them. The next thing we knew, everything was up in flames. Those barcae almost seemed to explode with fire then.” 
 
    And he remembered Julianus turning savagely towards them all at that moment - how the distant sudden conflagration almost seemed to bathe him and animate him. The Emperor turned to them all and pointed to those burning almost in triumph - 
 
    “That,” said Naxios, his words bitter, “that was when the Augustus told you all that the burning barges were a signal that we had gained the shore and won it from the cursed Persians. He told you he had ordered us to make that signal if we won that ground. He lied to cover up our defeat - his defeat.” 
 
    And Naxios was not wrong. He could still see that face aglow with the distant fires, spitting out hot words, impetuous words, as if he were possessed - while all about looked on him as if he were a madman. He was the Emperor, however, touched by Roma herself, blessed by the old gods. The ancient enemy stood before them - the great capital of Ctesiphon itself lay over that river ready for the taking. All they had to do was cross the Tigris and claim it. So when Julianus turned to them all and boasted that this was the signal he had been waiting for - all wondered on his genius then and what dark gods twisted in the shade of his cloak - all wondered but none dared question him - even careful Victor, tasked to carry across the vanguard of the legions and elite auxilia. The Comes had stood there and nodded, looking out to those flames, seeing dark shapes in them that danced to the tune of defeat not victory and he nodded as if agreeing with the Augustus. 
 
    “He did. He lied. Of course he did.” He found himself sighing heavily then and leaning back against the bulwark a little. “He lied to cover up the failure of his plan. Or was it something more than that? I have always wondered on that.” 
 
    Naxios frowned at him. “More?” 
 
    “Did the assault fail, Campidoctor, or did it succeed as he planned, eh?” 
 
    “It failed - we were beaten back. Our commander was slain -” 
 
    “And two of the barges were set on fire, I know. But what happened next was nothing short of a miracle, though, wasn’t it?” 
 
    For in moments the tubas and bucinas had cried out and a dozen assault barges were in the dark waters of the Tigris, legionaries filling them eager to avenge the Barcarii on the far shore. His legion was among the first wave, along with the bodyguard of Victor, some of whom had disdained the barges and simply waded their mounts into the Tigris to swim across. And before his own commilatones had pushed away from the embankment and arranged themselves along the railings, shields up and ready, the Germanic and Celtic auxilia had rushed forwards and hurled themselves into the Tigris after them. He had looked back in awe, one hand grasping the mast, to see hundreds of light-armed men slip into the waters behind them, flinging their shields out as aids to support them - and he remembered then how those veterans of Julianus’ Gallic campaigns had swum the ice-cold waters of the Rhine itself to take war and slaughter into the hearth lands of the Alemanni. Now they were diving into the Tigris, laughing and boasting of their valour to each other, even as his own legionaries and the guard about Victor rowed out towards those burning assault barges. 
 
    “A miracle,” he echoed, lost for a moment in that reverie, “or was it planned all along, Naxios?” 
 
    He saw the Cappadocian start back as if struck. “Planned? What are you saying?” 
 
    Araxes spoke up then, frowning a little. “Sabinus - you are not suggesting . . .” 
 
    He ignored the Persian and pushed away from the railing, closing in on Naxios. “You think it was a lie to cover up a defeat? The defeat of his plans - that Julianus turned your failure on the embankment into a victory. But what if he had hoped this would happen all along? What if the Augustus planned this?” 
 
    It was too much for Naxios. Anger rose up in him and for one moment, he thought the veteranus was going to strike. The white scars along his arms almost seemed to flare up as if on fire. “You’re saying -” 
 
    “I’m saying that Julianus lied twice. He lied about the burning barges but more he lied about sending you all across to establish a beachhead which we would then exploit. You weren’t to establish a landing ground for the legions, Naxios. You were nothing more than a sacrifice - bloodletting to animate the legions under the dragons and eagles of Rome. Your blood -Terentius’ blood - was spilled to enflame us into crossing that river. And cross we did, to avenge you all, to avenge Rome, and all the defeats we had suffered at the hands of the Persians . . .” 
 
    For vengeance had come in that dark - it came in the assault barges brimming with legion troops, it came as the cavalry waded their horses through the waters, their shields and lancea high above their heads, and it came with the light-armed auxilia, pushing their scutums ahead of them as they swam alongside the heavy barges, all grinning and shouting. The advance guard of the whole field army itself crossed the Tigris towards those burning barcae and fell upon the stunned Persians in a blood-letting which only ended finally at the gates of Ctesiphon itself the next day. And he remembered wading ashore with his legion, heaving himself over the bulwark of the assault barge, hard-bitten men about him, standards and scutums moving forwards through blood and the detritus of battle, seeing the look of shock and even gratitude on the faces of the Barcarii, all clumped up now about their own broken vessels. Around him, riders emerged from the Tigris as if born from the waters, goading their horses up to the mud and fortified embankment, even as the auxilia raced alongside those mounts, rallying about and forming shield-walls, storming those wicker defences as fire rained down on them. It was glorious and eternal and even as he urged his First Parthian forwards, the shadow of his Aquila high above him, he knew this moment would be remembered in the annals of Rome as one of triumph and glory - yet even then he had glanced backwards into the night and the unseen far shore and wondered on it - on that sudden, impetuous, look on the Emperor’s face and how contrived it had seemed to him. As if he had been waiting for this moment.  
 
    “. . . You were not sent over to win that beach-head, Naxios. You never were. You were sent over as a sacrifice. Nothing more.” 
 
    He saw the face of the Campidoctor close up. Anger rose up in the man but before it could be given vent, Sabinus looked up and out to all the Barcarii massing now in the barges below him. Many were looking up at him, following their exchange. He saw reflected in their faces that ancient night seared in their memories - the pain of losing a beloved commander, the dishonour of giving ground to a hated enemy, the shame of being caught up against the last of the barges while attempting to rally a defence. But more than that, he saw their hatred for him - he who, along with others, had arrived to extricate them from that shame. 
 
    Flavius Sabinus turned then from Naxios with all his anger and looked out over the heads of the Barcarii below him among all the barges. 
 
    “This is not the Tigris,” he found himself shouting out now, not caring that his words might carry over the waters of the Creia, “and those fires over there are not ones of shame. They are the fires of defiance. Look on this war curucus here and know that Roman soldiers stormed it and denied it to the barbarians. Those Roman soldiers over there. It is your turn now to save them. Brest these waters and save them. You are the legions now, you understand? Their lives are in your hands. No other - and who better to save them than Barcarii - men who have ever fought and won glory on water. Be the legion now - not the sacrifice. Save those Romans as you were once saved. Repay that debt and show that you are worthy of Roma!” 
 
    Without looking to see if his words had had the impact he hoped, he turned back to the officers about him. Naxios was frowning hard at him, that anger held a little in check, whilst the others were staring out across the waters. Araxes had stood up a little and was looking on him as if seeing him for the first time, a slight frown wrinkling his delicate forehead.  
 
    “ . . . Be the legion now and take your commilatones over that estuary. Save the castrum. Wade ashore as we waded ashore at the Tigris.” 
 
    “You are a bastard . . .” whispered Naxios, glaring at him. “This is still a slaughter despite your fancy words -" 
 
    “Is it? Or is it a baptism and redemption, eh? Wash the blood of defeat off your hands, Campidoctor, and do what you have always been trained to do. Own this estuary. Show these Picts what men from the Tigris can do. Hate me, yes - you think I care about that? Hate me all you like but that does not change the fact that you are Barcarii. And that is Rome over there under siege. Save Rome, Naxios. Save her from the barbarians.” 
 
    “He’s right,” said Andronikas. The Illyrian stood up and heaved his scutum up across his back by its strap. “Fuck it, by all the old gods, let’s go and bless these waters with the blood of our enemies, eh?” 
 
    “He’s leading us into slaughter, can’t you see that?” He saw that the Campidoctor was gripping the hilt of his spatha in one hand and that the knuckles were white. 
 
    “So what?” came the blunt rejoinder. “I can think of worse ways to die, eh?” 
 
    It was then that he turned finally to Paternus. The latter had waited patiently with Atticus at his side, his face half in shadow now with the hood pushed back a little. The Magister was frowning uneasily and he saw that the old Celt was glancing both at him and the figure of his tiller-man as if not knowing whom to speak to first. He sensed that all the talk of the Tigris had confused him - that it was a world away from what he knew and understood here in the west of Rome. As with all ship magister’s, Paternus lived in a world which revolved about the wood and leather of a sail and all the waters which eddied out from that little anchor. This talk of the distant oriens and that ancient river baffled him. 
 
    “Paternus, this curucus is blessed in blood, is it not?” 
 
    “Blood?” replied the Magister. He saw him frown at that. “Yes, I suppose it is. If you can call the blood of the Picts on their own vessel a blessing.” 
 
    “Roman soldiers cut free that curucus and turned it into the waters of the Creia. They denied it to the Picts, Paternus. And I think it is time now to finish that action, don’t you?” 
 
    It was then that he saw Paternus gape at him. The Magister’s face broke apart in shock as the realisation dawned in him and for a moment Flavius Sabinus enjoyed that reaction. He enjoyed it and even basked a little in it - for he doubted there was much which could unsettle this veteran ship’s master. For one moment, he had the image of that ancient god hidden in the shadows of the lost temple start as if touched by a sudden flame.  
 
    Paternus gaped at him - and then turned to stare at the worn outline of the Pictish vessel as it rode against the small pier nearby. 
 
    “ . . . Oh fuck . . .” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
     
 
    The Wind Of Fate Is Constant And Bears No Relief 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It came out of the dawn like a forgotten dream.  
 
    Fitful light gilded it at first and then flared up along its hide outline as if giving birth to it. To the Picts guarding the piers, it seemed as if the darkness itself was unravelling and giving back something wrenched away from the mortal realm. Some shivered uneasily and muttered dark oaths while others stood staring, not understanding this thing which was coming back to them. 
 
    It drifted athwart the shore a little and pitched into the waters of the Creia like a drunken thing. A single torch had been rammed astern and what it lit up along that vessel was nothing but blood and wreckage. The dark hide of its hull was daubed in crimson smears. A corpse hung head down over the bulwark with a great wash of red staining the hull beneath it. Another lolled at the tiller bar, a dark hooded head tipping backwards and forwards in a grotesque parody of a man nodding. Ropes and hawsers trailed down into the waters, frayed or cut apart as if the vessel were being unseamed in the night. 
 
    Shouts and cries broke out along that uneasy shore then and a score of painted and tattooed barbarians - all clad in rough iron corselets and who wore captured Roman helmets - moved forwards into the waters as if to catch this errant wraith ship which had emerged now from the night and all its terrors. A few dashed along one of the jetties, putting aside their arms and shields, uncoiling grapnels. 
 
    Torches flared through the dawn light as this bloodied curucus - this war-galley of the Picts - drifted in towards them. Rough shouts echoed back along the wreckage of the landing area where buildings burned and crowds assembled to taunt and challenge the few milites visible atop the walls of the castrum. The fires were dimming a little and those Picts who did rush towards the walls and its defensive fossa did so more as if this was a tired ritual now. Some stood and gestured obscenely up at those walls while other barbarians drifted back from those battered defences to gaze out across the Creia to the scene of the returning vessel of the dead while wondering on what omens it held. 
 
    It was then as this curucus drifted closer - the dead tiller-man nodding endlessly into a darkness only he could see - that a savage voice broke through the excitement to bring order to confusion. Surrounded by a small guard of lithe almost naked warriors, a tall, one-eyed chieftain, wrapped in ocelot, his beard triple-braided, a thick ash spear held up high, strode past the milling Picts and out onto the jetty. The figure was huge and dwarfed the Picts about him. Barrel-chested with a tight waist, he stood on that jetty, gazing out at the war-galley as it returned from the darkness of death, and all the warriors and Picts about him seemed to shrink back from him as if from an unwelcome augur. 
 
    This Ru - if Paternus had been correct - stood amid his lean guard and looked out over the bloodied wreck as it drifted closer, seeing the corpse over the bulwark, the other hooded corpse still clutching the tiller, the ropes and stains clothing the hull of the curucus. He saw the way in which the war-galley dipped back away from the river bank as it came towards them all - almost as if the dark gods of the underworld and the deep waters which underpinned everything were vomiting up one of their own now. He saw that and for one moment even he shivered a little to see the dead returned from the night. Ru stood and shivered and looked out, his gaze intent, and he plucked at that forked beard with one hand while his other twisted uneasily about the haft of his ash spear. 
 
    For one word drifted uneasily through his savage mind and that word was ankou - the feared daemon which haunted the night and feasted on the hearts of those who strayed too deep into the darkness or were caught unawares in the old forests up in the far north. Ankou - the undead guardians whose twisted maws were always clotted with mortal blood and whose white, bony, claws always furled and unfurled in that anticipation for flesh. 
 
    Ru stood and twisted the great spear uneasily in his hand and watched that stained war-galley sidle in slowly to shore while about him his guard and clan brothers fanned out and glanced back at him, both expectant and wary. None had seen the unease he bore now on him before and it both unnerved them and also drove their own unease deeper into their hearts. He stood, this Pictish war-chieftain, among his guard with a heart which trilled now to a cold wind and that fear rippled out among his companions as that blood-smeared vessel drifted in towards them. 
 
    But if it was one thing Ru hated above all it was cowardice. Had he not in days past slaughtered his own who had stood back from the fighting up at the walls of this cursed castrum? Only this evening he had cut the throat of a Pict who had dared to challenge his desire to take and own this Roman stain. He had yanked the man’s throat back after stunning him with a blow to the head and then slowly drawn the iron blade of his hunting knife across that exposed neck. The blood which had gushed forth had only stoked the rage in him at that man’s cowardice in the face of his own authority. Cowardice alone allowed Rome to thrive, Ru knew. It cowed the old tribes here north of the Vallum and allowed them to endure the shame of this stone obscenity and let it remain unchallenged. It bled the warrior spirit from them. Ru sensed that and this giant of a Pict knew that such cowardice had to be rooted out lest it sink deep in them all. Including himself. 
 
    Fear drove an icy stalk into his heart - but to shrive back from that coldness was a luxury he could not allow himself. And so Ru with a half-grunt, half-bark, shook himself free from that fear and raised the ash spear above his head, twirling it about, yelling out to the guard and clan brothers about him to bring that vessel into the beach. Ru shouted out defiance of the wraith vessel, almost laughing against it, pushing the ankou away as he sought to push Rome away also. 
 
    That mad shout galvanized the Picts about him and like hunting hounds they splashed waist-deep into the bitter waters of the Creia towards the drifting curucus. Grapnels bit into its hard edges and slowly the war-galley was dragged into the shallows and then ground against the sandy bottom. It leaned in against the flow of the tidal waters and dipped down towards them. The grotesque figure of the dead tiller-man seemed to nod in repose then as if setting his burden down. 
 
    For a moment, Ru stood, that spear high above him, glaring at the warriors near him. His gaze swept over the ruined vessel, seeing the blood over it, the stalks of arrows which feathered it, the carnage of battle and slaughter which clothed it - and he sensed that whatever dark gods watched nearby, eager for sacrifice and blood to feed their aching hearts, wanted him to have this lost war-galley back again - that it was an omen, more, a prophesy. It was a sign from those ancient gods that whatever the Romans burned or stole or bled would always come back to haunt them. Not even death or darkness or slaughter could halt his advance on Rome. Even the ankou honoured him, he saw, as that war-galley ground itself in the shallows of the Creia and the dead tiller-man nodded one final time as if coming home. 
 
    So it was with a mad shout that Ru waded out with his clan brothers and guard, laughing as the cold shock of the water hit him, and then hauled himself up over the bulwark to brace himself on the crimson-stained deck. In his wake, came a wave of lithe warriors, swords and axes ready, small, square, shields forwards against the night. Torches flared uneasily in their wake while other Picts moved along the pier to stare wide-eyed and open-mouthed at this returning ankou-galley, this curucus of the dead . . . 
 
    To Ru, supreme in mastering his fear, proud that his kin and guard had followed him, what he saw was nothing but blood and the shattered wreckage of battle. The war-galley seemed not a vessel of the sea or the river but instead one of the dark crimson lake of the dead itself. The deck was awash with blood and the shattered accoutrements of war. Nearby, the corpse which hung over the bulwark was bathed in deep blood as if he had died where he lay now like a fraying cord, half-in and half-out the vessel, while over to his left the hooded corpse of the tiller-man looked more like something carved out of the night or from the wood of the tiller itself. His gaze passed quickly over the rest of the curucus and Ru noted that no other corpses were to be seen. The hatch to the hold was half-open, he saw, as if dragged apart by desperate hands and then forgotten. The oars were stowed away and the two yard-arms of the masts were laid up as if ready for docking. The deep rich copper-tang of blood hit his nostrils and he found himself breathing it in, almost licking its scent. 
 
    And Ru, nodding to the guard about him, crossed the small distance to the corpse at the bulwark and reached out to flip it over almost as an after-thought. He reached down and grabbed the dead-man’s scale-corselet at the neck and heaved the corpse up and to one side even as his guard fanned out and moved to examine the rest of the war-galley which the dark gods had brought back to them as an omen of their victory over Rome - and this bloodied corpse nodded then and smiled up at him - 
 
    “ - Bene Valeas -” 
 
    The phrase burst forth from the lips of Flavius Sabinus and afterwards, in the cool of the dawn, exhausted and bloodied, he wondered on where that phrase had come from - on why it had sprung from his lips unbidden and with such alacrity. Then he would ponder on it - but here, now, in the hot moment of it, he spoke and acted and wondered to see such fear flare up in the Pictish chieftain’s eyes that he could think of no other phrase to greet this warrior barbarian from beyond the Vallum. Flavius Sabinus felt that grasp on the back of his corselet, knew the strength and power behind it, and felt himself lifted up and around like a cheap wooden doll - even as he found himself smiling up into the stunned face and mouthing that phrase as if it were the most natural thing to say. 
 
    “Bene Valeas,” he said, and twisted the bronze-edged semi-spatha up and out. 
 
    Shock and horror spread out across the face of this Ru - that the dead rose to challenge him; that this thing which was dead sought for his life - and, worse, that those cursed words of Latin came again to mock him - and in that moment of horror, he back-peddled, sweeping the ash spear down and around to block the sudden thrust of iron towards him. It was a desperate move which bought him a stay from death but that was all. For Ru saw this dead thing rise up before him, nodding and smiling, a cadaver given obscene life, even as the Hibernian short sword flashed in towards him again, giving him no let nor ease. Ru fell backwards, his spear weaving about him, the deck under him slippery with blood, the dawn illuminated only by the fitful light from a few torches. 
 
    As for Flavius Sabinus, he rose up, recovering from the blocked thrust, and he lunged again at the Pictish chieftain. His body was cold from the exposed position he had adopted over the bulwark while the dried blood which he had doused over himself irked him, its copper tang filling his nostrils - but all that was pushed aside as he closed quickly in on the giant warrior before him. All about, Picts were gaping at his sudden rebirth, looking on in horror, even as he thrust hard again with the semi-spatha. The deck was angled down towards him and the shore behind him and that meant that he struggled upwards a little so that his blow fell short. It was then that a wild voice broke out over the horror spreading out around him and Flavius Sabinus saw with grim satisfaction that Paternus was standing upright at the tiller, throwing aside his hooded paenula and bringing up a wide, double-headed, axe. The Magister rose up and the voice which broke forth was wild like the sea itself: 
 
    “Up and at ‘em, you horse-shits! Take these painted barbarians, you hear me?!” 
 
    And Paternus smote that axe hard down onto the shoulder of a Pict near him and felled him as swiftly as a sacrificial ox. 
 
    Like a swarm, Barcarii boiled out of the hold, its darkness belching forth a living tide of milites, even as the hatch was pushed fully back. A score of Roman soldiers emerged from that darkness, oval scutums about them, spathas licking the edges of that rippling moving vallum, and Flavius Sabinus saw the best of the Barcarii emerge, fighting into the stunned guard and warriors about this Ru. 
 
    Everything then became a chaos of battle. Ru, furious at being duped, glanced briefly about and then turned back towards him, bellowing like a wild beast. That long spear of his arced about and then deftly parried away his iron blade, forcing him back down the deck into the wooden railing. Although the Pict was a giant, he moved with a speed which defied that size, noted the Praefectus. His lack of a shield suddenly felt itself and he found himself double-gripping the semi-spatha in an attempt to deflect the savage lunge which followed that step backwards. Ru towered over him, a battle-madness in his face, his lips peeled back and a snarl wreathing him, even as that ash spear rose up and darted in again almost like a living serpent in the Pict’s hands. He slid a little along the railing and felt the iron blade of the spear bite hard into the wood behind him. The shock of that impact almost made him curse in surprise.  
 
    Seeing that, Ru wrenched the spear out with uncanny speed and laughed down at the Roman beneath him. 
 
    “Fool!” he hissed suddenly, almost spitting the word at him. “You think a dead vessel and a few Romans on it can save this fort? You Romans are worse than cowards. Your gods are all dead and you will join them soon enough!” 
 
    The spear lunged again and Flavius Sabinus ducked a little attempting to shift to one side - to get away from the railing behind him. Cries and shouts of pain enfolded him and he sensed rather than saw fighting spilling out all along the deck of the curucus about him. Again, he deflected a hard lunge, sliding it past him with a deft twist of the semi-spatha, before side-stepping further out from the railing. Dark figures fell about him, all mixed in and confused, like a mad dream or vision deep in the old Mithraic cellars. 
 
    It was then, as that chaos fell over him, even as Ru stepped around to follow him, that he saw what he was waiting for. 
 
    It arced high above, glittering and alive like a draco, spitting fire, twisting and searing the night, unstitching it with fire. 
 
    For a single heartbeat, he saw Ru glance up at that image and freeze. It was a comet, an omen, a lance of fire through the retreating darkness, with all the light of the dawn and Sol himself in its wake - and this giant northern Celt shivered at it. Flavius Sabinus saw him look up and hesitate, that great ash spear trembling, its iron blade shifting downwards a little. Ru looked up into the heavens of the gods and saw a herald of Rome cleave the night as it retreated and superstition cloaked him then - if only for a heartbeat. 
 
    And that was when the tubas and the bucinas cried out. It was the signal which heralded more than a defiance against the darkness and the barbarism which festered in it. The fire-bolt swished high overhead and thudded hard into one wall of a burnt granary building. A dozen semi-naked Picts parted uneasily from that sudden spray of sparks. Flavius Sabinus ignored that impact and the effect it had - he ignored the figure of Ru towering over him, his head tipped up, horror filling his paint-smeared face - he turned and looked behind him, out over the decking of the war-ravaged curucus. Out to where that ballista bolt had come from. Tuba cries filled the dawn light. The longer screech of the bucinas shattered the darkness. And there, barely a cable-length back from the war-galley, stood the Sagitta, her mast down, side-on, her railings crowded with sagittarii. Torches flared into life along that decking and he saw the oars ship forwards a little and ease the Liburnian out from behind the curucus, bringing her to bear on the shore so that her archers and those snub-nosed ballistae could bring their murderous fire to focus on the Picts now crowding the wharf and the shore about it. 
 
    A second fire-bolt split the air above them and hissed deep into a panicked scrum of barbarians, scattering them like chaff. 
 
    The tubas and bucinas of the Barcarii intensified then and as that Liburnian shifted in the low waters of the Creia, nosing forward and out from the lee of the Pictish war-galley, he saw the narrow, tight, outlines of the scaphae surge forwards from behind the galley. All six assault galleys arced forwards, their prows knifing cleanly through the river, cutting it apart, the oars rising up and forwards in tight eager sweeps, even as the oval shields of the Barcarii closed up into tight lines along the bulwarks, overlapping each other, shielding the milites behind them.  
 
    He heard a low grunt from Ru above him - more a bark than a word - and smiled at it even as his vision took in the sight of the landing about him. 
 
    “Dead, eh?” he found himself shouting back, pulling his semi-spatha in close. “You boast over a hollow cup, barbarian!” 
 
    What Ru did next however took him by surprise.  
 
    The giant swivelled about on one heel and barked out something incomprehensible to all his guards about him. The spear was pulled back and arced about him and the Pictish war chieftain laughed then. He laughed, barking out mad orders, and twisted away from him. All about him, his warriors and guard fell back, leaping over the sides and into the low waters of the Creia, away from the vengeful Romans. Figures slipped past him, more shades than mortals, and before he could react, he saw Ru glance dismissively towards him - and then fling that ash spear straight at him. 
 
    He caught the edge of it hard with the iron blade of the semi-spatha but only just. The tip of the heavy spear slid past that blade, blunted but not deflected. It hit him heavily in the right shoulder grating into the iron scales of his corselet, pitching him backwards against the railing. 
 
    Pain exploded in his skull and he felt fire erupt all across that shoulder. It flared out and rippled through him like an exploding fire-pot - and for one moment, he felt again that instant the world had become consumed in fire and the smiling face of a radiant god had become nothing but madness - 
 
    The hard wood of the railing broke the breath in him as he fell backwards and without thinking, Flavius Sabinus dropped the semi-spatha and used both hands to wrench out the spear. Blood flecked him but he felt the spear fall away with ease even as he grasped it. Using it as a prop, he pushed himself up and away from the railing, battling that scarlet pain behind his eyes, choking back the nausea which was welling up in his throat. He stood up using that haft of the great spear, focusing through the sudden pain. 
 
    Ru was gone. So were his guard. With all the speed of startled birds, they had vacated the trap of the curucus and dashed back ashore and on to firmer ground. All about him, the hidden Barcarii were ranging up to the railing and locking scutums, laughing at the sudden, small, victory. He saw the dark Syrian face of Yazil, grinning and licking his lips, emerge over the rim of his scutum even as the man edged up and began to shout after the retreating Picts, taunting them in a mercurial Aramaic he knew these northern barbarians would never understand.  
 
    “Yazil,” he shouted out, over the din, “shield now!” 
 
    Grinning, the Syrian nodded and ducked out from his companions. Within moments, he was up against him and handing over his shield. The dark saturnine face took in the wound on his shoulder and seemed to smile at it. 
 
    “Your baldric, Praefectus - you want me to hook it over your shoulder for you, eh?” 
 
    “Only if you want me to have you flogged,” he snapped back without thinking. 
 
    He wrenched the leather baldric and empty scabbard away from the man’s hands and flung it over his right shoulder. Pain coursed through him and for a moment he leaned backwards into the railing. 
 
    “Praefectus?” There was a sly light in the Syrian’s eyes, he noted, even as he feigned concern. 
 
    “Here,” he replied, dismissing the implied weakness, “a gift for you. The war chieftain’s spear.” 
 
    He tossed the ash spear at Yazil and turned away from the Syrian, ignoring him, and reached down to retrieve his weapon. Paternus was striding up to him, swinging the axe about to scatter the blood from it. He saw that the Magister had shed his hooded cloak and stood now clad in a tight mail corselet. A separate mail coif covered his head and fell low about his neck and shoulders. The figure of the Old Celt ranged towards him across the bloodied deck and he saw him reach up and pull that mail coif free from his head. Paternus was smiling but that smile was grim. 
 
    “I thought that horse-shit, Ru, had you there, Flavius Sabinus,” snapped the Magister as he reached him. 
 
    “It looks worse than it feels - ”  
 
    “Liar,” came the brusque reply. “Here, let me look at it.”  
 
    He felt a hand probe into the wound and gritted his teeth as something was wrenched out and then thrown aside. “You’re blessed, it seems. That barbarian’s throw was off. The tip got in and snapped a few scales but the cursed thing hasn’t shattered anything inside, I warrant. Keep your shield up high to cover it, understand?” 
 
    “I don’t need lectures from a sea master - ” 
 
    “True! Very true, Tribune.” Paternus laughed at him then and turned away.  “Atticus is bringing the Sagitta about now. This had better work or we are all dead men.” 
 
    The cries of the tubas and bucinas reached a sudden frenzy and he looked out and saw the narrow assault vessels knife in hard all along the exposed shore. Each one ripped through the sand and shelved high, the oars rattling up and in, even as the milites aboard boiled out over the sides, forming up and pushing forwards. Oval shields rippled outwards in protective screens as the file-closers and biarchi shouted out quick, hard, commands. The rowers shipped their oars and stood up, plucking up bows or slings and began to support that push forwards, away from the beached scaphae, loosening arrows and hot lead, shouting out encouragement as their commilatones braved the enemy shore. Again, high overhead, a fire bolt cleaved the fading night and exploded against a wooden shed. 
 
    Flavius Sabinus nodded to himself, not caring now about the pain burning through him. The landing was a success - his gamble to use the war-galley as a distraction and a Trojan Horse had paid off. Using the Sagitta to nose the wallowing vessel inshore while also shielding the scaphae had been a dangerous manoeuvre but necessary. It had allowed the assault force to get in close before being detected and therefore land ashore with surprise at their backs. Now, he saw all six of the assault vessels beached and emptied of Barcarii save for the missile troops - some of whom were now jumping down from the rowing benches and moving up in the rear of the armoured infantry, firing up high over their helmeted heads. All along the wharf area of the castrum, men of the Numerus Barcariorum Tigrisiensium moved ashore in tight lines, their oval shields closing up into hard neat fulcums for cover. 
 
    It was a cover desperately needed. 
 
    “Pity you didn’t gut that Ru, eh, Praefectus?” 
 
    He didn’t need to see the look on the Magister’s face for the tone in the voice was explicit enough. 
 
    The giant Pict, his face wild with rage, was rallying the warriors about the landing area and flinging them hard into the advancing lines of the assaulting Romans. With a courage he almost admired, he saw this chieftain bark out orders and defiance, seeing the figures about him tense up and summon forth reserves of anger. Almost as one, the Picts turned and flung themselves on the advancing Barcarii. He saw the lead elements of the assault shiver then and the shields bunched in a little to hold that mad rush. Crimson flecked the bright yellow image of Sol held on those shields and here and there he saw tight groups of Romans dig in and pull up a triple rank of oval shields where that charge was fierce and determined. Like a wave rushing ashore but slowing and hesitating, the Barcarii were checked by the sudden advance of the Picts who fell on them with all the ferocity and wildness for which they were reputed. 
 
    Looking off to one side, he saw the Sagitta nosing in a little, her oars up above the water, ready to dip and brake the Liburnian’s momentum if ordered. He could make out the tiller-man, Atticus, up against the curved prow, glancing down into the shallows while shouting back to his companion, Bellarus, and a replacement tiller-man, ordering the Sagitta to sweep a little broadside to the jetty area. Again, the ship-board ballistae bucked and two flaming bolts cut hard through the dawn light and into the mass of Picts forming up now around the jetty. 
 
    Screams followed their impact and dark bodies scattered apart in panic. 
 
    But it was too few. The heavy artillery was little more than a distraction. Sabinus understood that in an instant - even as he saw almost a thousand barbarians mass all along that landing area and surge forwards while the Barcarii pushed up from the beached scaphae. The artillery fire could support the landing assault but it could not tip the dice in its favour, he realised - unless - 
 
    He turned to face the Old Celt. “How good are your ballistarii?” 
 
    “Good?” Paternus frowned at his question. 
 
    “Yes, curse it, you heard me! How good are they, Magister?” He almost shouted the words out over the din of battle. 
 
    Another ballista bolt flamed through the early dawn light and caromed from a tree bole, scattering sparks in its wake. He saw Atticus raise his arm up high and then the oars dipped down into the rough waters, braking the Sagitta slowly before it slid in too close to the shallows. For a moment, the Liburnian wallowed unevenly and then righted itself. All along the deck, the milites were raising scutums to ward off an uneven scattering of light javelins and slingshot from the shore. Fore and aft, the ballistae crews were hunkered down, desperately reloading their artillery pieces. Sweat and concentration crowned their faces. 
 
    “Good enough”, grunted the old Celt in reply. “I wouldn’t wager them against legion troops, though -” 
 
    Before the Magister could finish, Sabinus leant out over the bulwark and waved high to catch Atticus’ attention. Pain flared up through his shoulder and for a moment he wondered on the grim humour of the gods - that the spear of this Pict, Ru, had to find that shoulder of all the places on him. The tiller-man, however, was looking backwards, up to where Bellarus and the replacement were straining against the tiller-arms. He was shouting out something and both men were leaning hard into the wooden bars, nodding fiercely in return. He saw the Liburnian nose a little outwards, presenting the right side to the shore. Oars rattled up out of the shallows, scattering water like rain. 
 
    “Atticus, you fool!” he shouted out, ignoring the pain in his shoulder.  
 
    It was then that the tiller-man glanced up, a startled look on his face. Next to him a small scrawny figure hefted a shield about, attempting to cover both of them. 
 
    “Praefectus?” 
 
    Words or commands were useless over the din of the fighting and the rattle of the missiles falling about them all. Instead, he pointed urgently to the two artillery deck pieces and then over to the shore. Atticus frowned and looked out to where he was pointing, turning a little as he did so.  
 
    The shore area was a bloody confusion now as the Roman troops hunkered down against the assault, raising strong triple-walls of shields. All three maniples had slowed to a halt and he saw the three Ducenarii shouting out in frustration to the milites under them to hold the line, all the while the light exculcatores behind them were attempting to break up the Pictish assault with short, hot, volleys of barbed javelins and lead shot. He saw Araxes and Naxios to the rear a little, up against a beached vessel, looking earnestly about and almost shouting at each other. The figure of the Cappadocian was shaking his head but he sensed that the Persian was arguing with him as if the real battle was being fought between them and not some paces in front of them. All about, hundreds of barbarians were yelling and throwing themselves almost with abandon on the Barcarii, worked up by Ru and the chieftains under him. 
 
    “Atticus, do you see?” he shouted out to the tiller-man, knowing the futility of his words reaching him over the din. 
 
    But the latter smiled then and nodded back, once. Then he spun about and shouted along the deck of the Liburnian. His words were hot and urgent and in an instant, all along that galley of Rome, men sprung into action. The oars splashed down into the waters of the Creia and the upward-curving stern swung in closer to the shore. Now the Sagitta was fully side on and exposed to the hot rain of missiles. Figures gasped and fell backwards into the decking as javelins and lead-shot cascaded over the vessel. Shield-boards cracked apart and almost in an instant a light feathering of arrows bristled about the hull. Atticus, followed by that scrawny figure wielding the oval shield to protect them both, shouted out more orders and the oars dug down into the waters on both sides, bracing the Liburnian against the swell from the shore. It was then that Flavius Sabinus saw what he had been hoping for: both ballistae crews swivelled their artillery pieces about as if they were one form and in an instant those torsion weapons bucked and twin tongues of fire cut through the chaos of the battle along the shore. That sight almost seared his vision and for one mad moment he thought he felt the heat from their passing wash over him but it was just the pain flaring up in his shoulder as he twisted to track the two bolts. 
 
    One flew high and crashed into a supply wagon, exploding in a small ball of fire, but the other - 
 
    It embedded itself deep in the guard about Ru almost as a bolt from the gods above. It flared hard into that knot of bodies, tearing through them like cloth, searing the edges and ripping apart the flesh which it encountered. It finally embedded itself in a tall armoured Pict next to Ru who attempted to duck aside from the fire-bolt. Screaming, flames scorching him, the armoured Pict fell backwards into Ru, even as the war-chieftain looked about in horror to see flaming death fall upon him. 
 
    The second volley from the ballistae was more deadly now that the crews had found the range and the Liburnian was poled-in to the shallows. Two more bolts arced out in the blink of an eye and half-a-dozen Pictish warriors about Ru fell to their vengeance. The last bolt would have taken his life but for the fact that the Pict ducked aside into the press of his guard and used them as a shield instead. Screams rent the air even as the fires left in the wake of the bolts spread among the dying and the wounded. Ru ducked and stumbled backwards, his giant form slipping through his small guard, as the ballistae bolts arced in towards him. And in that moment of hiding, as he twisted away from the fires of Rome itself, his absence rippled out more powerfully than any command shouted from on high. 
 
    It was an absence which Flavius Sabinus was determined to take advantage of. Hauling the shield up with a painful gasp, he raised up the semi-spatha and nodded once to Yazil at his side. 
 
    “You and your commilatones with me,” he ordered, and then hauled himself over the bulwark of the curucus. 
 
    The shock of the cold water hit him in a heartbeat and for one moment it felt like a balm from the gods, washing the pain and the fire in his shoulder away. Dark forms fell in around him and he waded out from the side of the war galley behind him, feeling his leather boots slip and slide on the bottom of the shore. A wash of water pulled at him and he tipped unevenly forwards a little. He felt a hand under one arm lift him and then he was free of the wash and moving up onto the shore. All about him, Barcarii were falling in and marshalling their shields forwards, spathas out and ready. He saw Yazil at his side, smiling hard and fast, his tight narrow face looking like a rat feasting on a rare morsel. 
 
    He had landed in the waters on the left flank of the Third Maniple. Up ahead, the milites were hunkered down under their shields, attempting to ward off the incessant rain of missiles and waves of barbarians. He saw Paulus shouting out commands to hold the ranks while leaning in to one solitary body and brace it as the man wavered backwards, his scutum shivering suddenly from an axe blow. Paulus dug in to push that Barcarius back into the human vallum even as the draco standard near him swayed a little from the pressure of the Picts before them. 
 
    It was now or never, he thought, even as another arc of fire cleaved the dawn sky above him. The giant was gone into the scrum of his warriors and guard, ducking back from the sudden cascade of the ballistae bolts - and in that moment’s absence, he had to strike. 
 
    Without looking behind him, he moved swiftly forwards, up onto the shore, arcing about around the edge of the Third Maniple. Bodies lay underfoot but he ignored them. He hunched in low behind the oval shield, feeling the weight of the scale corselet on him, how the heavy rim of his iron helmet pressed down on him, causing his neck to bunch in. Pain flooded through him but he ignored it and gripped the ivory hilt of the spatha in readiness - even as they crested the edge of the Roman lines and broke into the trailing mass of Picts before them. 
 
    And before he even knew it had happened, Flavius Sabinus was in among the press of barbarians, bludgeoning one aside with the shield even as he swept the edge of his spatha across the naked chest of another before him. Scarlet flared across his vision and he forged on deeper into the mass of bodies, cutting a swathe through them almost unheeded. He heard laughter at his back - the cruel laughter of a Syrian drunk on bloodletting - and knew that the Barcarii were following him, wading in after him as he cut deep into the Picts. He shouted out then but his words were garbled, mad, more sound then sense, and the laughter behind him only deepened. 
 
    Leading the small knot of Barcarii, he hit the Picts hard on the flank, breasting out of the Creia, even as the ballistae bucked again and sent twin waves of fire overhead. The confusion, the mad shouts, the bodies falling, and the sudden showers of sparks and greasy smoke all combined momentarily to allow him and his Roman guard to push deep into that flank. Warriors fell back, their faces blanching in shock, even as he lashed out and cut into them. A tall wide-eyed Pict spun about in alarm before him, twirling a small square shield in defence, his axe high - even as he lunged in under that shield and plunged his spatha deep into the barbarian’s gut. Hot blood flared across his vision then - he felt it on his face - and he tipped the shield slightly to push that wounded form away from him. It tumbled a little even as Yazil stepped up and stuck his own spatha in cleanly down past the man’s neck - in and out in that old legion move. The quick kill - the mercy thrust. Yazil’s blade was in and out and the Pict slid down as if a cord had been cut. For one moment, that act struck him as incongruous in Yazil - but then he was forging on, deeper into the mass of Picts, pushing such reflections away from him with a callousness he found all too easy. 
 
    More Picts surrounded them but all were falling backwards, or turning in surprise, or ducking away in confusion. Fear was infecting them, he saw. Those that were presenting something else, he homed in on and cut down without mercy. About him, his Barcarii sensed his urgency and echoed him. A small cadre of Picts attempted to rally, bristling with spears and axes - but they were into them with the force of a wind, scattering them in an instant like chaff. They hacked and slashed without discipline now - forging ahead on a breath of confusion and chaos. Sweat cascaded over him, blurring his vision, mingling in with the drenched blood on him. The rush of the initial charge up out of the Creia was fading a little now and the awful ache in his shoulder was flooding back. A huge stripped tree rose up before them, its roots snaking up out of the clotted earth, and he found himself stumbling in towards it. A single ballista bolt lay embedded high up in it. Tongues of fire lapped about it as if eager to burrow into the iron-coloured bole. Picts were seething around that tree in confusion and he saw several yelling and pointing to another figure up against that tree - 
 
    And he saw finally what he had been looking for. 
 
    Ru stood in against that dark iron bole, his face blanched, one hand wiping sweat away. A small guard was rallying about him - all lean, semi-naked barbarians, white-eyed and wary - while he himself hunkered down a little and flinched again as twin tongues of fire arced through the early dawn light. Both bolts sped past on either side of the tree however and it seemed to Flavius Sabinus as if the light from them gilded that Pictish chieftain like an exotic mosaic.  
 
    “Ru!” 
 
    He shouted out the barbarian’s name without thinking - and the large frame swivelled a little in response. A grin swept over the Pict’s face - and all the world and confusion and fire in it fell down into a little patch of earth between them. And for one instant, he thought he saw relief fall over the Pict’s angry face - relief at seeing something he could fasten on to. He sensed that feeling; he understood it. He, too, had once stood in a chaos and fire and felt the edge of that world slipping away. He knew the hunger for certainty - the urge to grip and hold on to something tangible.  
 
    Flavius Sabinus shouted out the chieftain’s name above the chaos of battle and the latter seeing him again turned to face him, almost brushing his guard aside as he did so. The clash which followed was fast and hectic and total. The giant Pict barrelled in towards him like a wounded ox. The strands of his beard flared out as if alive and before he even knew what was happening a double-bladed axe swung about the edge of his shield and slashed in towards his shoulder. About him, Pict and Barcarius fell in almost as a chorus to them both. That blow came in hard and he leaned into it almost on instinct, getting in under it, thrusting with his own semi-spatha in response. And then they were tangled in together, falling in against each other in their eagerness to clash. The over-powering mass of the Pict hit him hard and he sensed rather than heard the barbarian’s voice mocking him. Ru crashed into him with all his mass but he twisted a little and slid about him, ducking under his shield and sliding the edge of it about him as if it were silk. Fire flared up about his shoulder as he swung the semi-spatha about and attempted to work the tip into the man but Ru leaned outwards and dashed it aside with a sudden sweep of his axe. The bole of the tree loomed up then and he twisted a little to hedge in towards it. Ru swung again - only this time the axe danced in towards his helmeted head, sheering the horsehair crest a little as he moved to avoid it - ducking backwards, in to the tree. And he felt that axe slam hard into the iron bole and Ru grunt a little as it remained lodged there. He saw him strain to yank the weapon out, muscles bulging up along one arm, his face tight and fierce with the sudden exertion. The Pict had swung hard and embedded the axe unexpectedly into the tree and now worked to recover it - and that was all the opening he needed. 
 
    He side-slammed the massive figure with the scutum, throwing him off, denying him that chance to recover the axe, even as he worked the short iron weapon up and over its edge, pushing it hard into him. He felt it cut through the figure with an ease which surprised even him. Blood spouted out and a cry of anger and pain greeted his ears - but before he could work that blade in deep, Ru had dropped the axe and fallen back against the tree. One hand swept down and battered the semi-spatha away as if swatting a fly aside and the Pictish chieftain shook his head as madness, pain, and anger flooded through him. Blood poured out of the gash in his side where the spatha had lodged but the cut was not deep nor vital, he saw. 
 
    And what few gods remained watching whispered to him then that it was now or never. Strike now or lose all, they whispered, smiling, their dark eternal faces bathed in an almost eager light - and he struck again, pushing his shield in to pin Ru against that iron-coloured bole, even as he dropped his grip on that shield and then hefted the semi-spatha up in both hands. He gripped it high and leaned in hard with it against the Pict in a brutal killing blow which was neither glorious nor graceful. It was nothing but the act of slaughter; blunt, slow almost, and as inevitable as the iron blade which takes the life of a cow or a sheep. With both hands, Flavius Sabinus plunged that short weapon deep in under the belly of this Ru, pushing it up hard, feeling the hot spray of blood and guts wash over his hands, leaning all his weight into that thrust, knowing that if he did not take his life now, the other would instead own his. 
 
    A great gasp of breath fled Ru’s lungs and the Pict fell back against the tree. Blood gouted out of his throat as if his soul fled from him on crimson wings. His whole body seemed to slacken then and sink in about the long blade of the spatha. One hand fell over his shoulder and almost seemed to want to embrace him as if in parting. He shrugged, grimacing a little, and that hand fell away, unheeded, from him. 
 
    The iron bole of the tree rose high above him, gilded in fire, smoke wreathing it - and for one moment, Flavius Sabinus fell into an uneasy world of shifting edges where sparks and the gilded weave of flames fell past him. The ground seemed to heave a little as if shuddering below and he found himself reaching out a hand to push against that tree and steady himself. Ru lay dead beneath him, his form crumpled in on itself; less now than it had been, nothing more than a cloth of failed dreams and madness. Light and dark flitted across that broken form and for a moment - as he buttressed himself against the tree - he wondered on the futility of it all. His shoulder ached in pain but also tingled a little from that last brush from the Pictish chieftain. It was almost as if this Ru had attempted to pass on something - a remembrance, perhaps - of his life. And he had shrugged it away. 
 
    He stood, one hand on that tree, flames rippling about him, the ground wavering, his enemy dead at his feet, and all he could see was another world now deep in a Persian landscape where fires sprang up and wood burned and the face of a god looked down on him in madness and glory, drunk, mad, a divine mosaic which twisted and turned, all the tesserae tumbling about as if uncertain . . . 
 
    “Tribune?” 
 
    Of course, it had to be the rat-face of Yazil which broke though the madness rising up in him. The small face of the Syrian leered in towards him, grinning, but the eyes were dark and suspicious. He saw that the Barcarius had slung the oval shield across his back and was gripping the ash war spear in both hands now. The man had swivelled about and was glancing at him and outwards also even as the remaining Barcarii had ranged themselves about the bole of the tree, shields out and overlapping a little. Ru’s guard had fled, he dimly noticed, with the death of their chieftain. 
 
    “Not Tribune -”, he found himself shouting back, almost too loudly. He pushed himself away from the tree and looked about. The edge of the world seemed to shiver then and settle a little as if steadying under him. That image of the twisting golden face vanished like mist. 
 
    Yazil spat and nodded, his grin widening, though there was precious little humour in it, he noted. “Praefectus, I know, I know. You should fine us a silver coin, eh? Every time we use the wrong title, eh, Praefectus? Make a tidy little sum if you did that. I could collect it for you.” 
 
    “For a clipping, I expect?” 
 
    The Syrian shrugged and glanced about again, the war spear tense, ready. “Why not. Military duties, no, Praefectus?” 
 
    Nearby, a Barcarius laughed at that. “More fat to gild the rat!” 
 
    Another raised a hand then and pointed back out into the dawn light towards the Sagitta. Two fire bolts arced out from the Liburnian and sped overhead up towards the castrum and the Picts massing further up towards its battered walls. He couldn’t see where they landed but sensed that all around them the pressure from the barbarians was easing. The dawn light was growing from the east now and all along the river front, the overlapping scutums were heaving forwards, hard commands rippling out even as the vexilla and draco standards leaned outwards as if straining to be let free. Still the Picts flung themselves on the Roman lines like rabid dogs but he saw that those towards the rear or up near the castrum were wavering a little and looking about as if uncertain. That uncertainty remained unchecked and only grew. 
 
    He knew then that killing Ru had not been enough - they had knocked the keystone out but now they had to topple the whole edifice while it wavered. 
 
    “Yazil - how many?” 
 
    The Syrian shrugged as if counting up his winnings. “Eleven of us - twelve if you count yourself, eh?” 
 
    “Just over a contubernium then, miles.” 
 
    “Not enough for what you are thinking, Praefectus -” He saw Yazil look out up towards the castrum. A dark frown coloured his face and obscured his eyes. What little humour had lain in him vanished now. 
 
    “Which is why we will succeed - never underestimate the audacious act. It isn’t foolish until it fails.” 
 
    The other grunted back warily. “This isn’t the place for rhetoric - we won’t make half the distance, let alone those walls.” 
 
    “This isn’t the place for talk, either. Action not words. Hasn’t Rome taught you anything?” 
 
    But a part of him knew he was mouthing those words as much to himself as he was to the Syrian. The words were cheap - nothing more than worn-out copper coins easily thrown about from hand to hand - and meaningless unless followed through. If they did not act now then the death of Ru might have been for nothing. It had created a moment of opportunity - nothing more. Unless they seized that moment, it might has well have been for nothing.  
 
    “Time to earn that spear, Yazil,” he said, and shifted again, picking up his shield from the ground and tightening his grip on the spatha. He shook the blade a little and blood scattered from its tip. 
 
    “It’s just a spear . . . Ah, fuck it,” Yazil sighed then and the old fatalism of the Syrian rose up in his dark face. “If Ishtar and Mithras wanted me dead, they could have struck me down a score of times along the Tigris, eh? Why bring my blood across the whole world only for it to be spilled in some poxy Celtic water whose name is hard to pronounce.” 
 
    He found himself laughing at that - at this Yazil’s fatalism, the pragmatic acceptance of whatever will the old gods threw down across your path. He had seen it a thousand times across Mesopotamia and Syria and up among the ancient crags of the Masius mountains - a world-weary shrug and that cynical smile; of dark, almond-coloured, eyes looking out on a realm riddled now with the whims of mocking gods. It was a look which rose up over Yazil and turned that rat face into the mask of a cynical philosopher. He recognised it in a moment for he had seen it enough times reflected from a bronze mirror or floating uneasily on whatever waters he had been looking down upon. 
 
    “Act or speak, eh, Yazil?” 
 
    “As Ishtar wills,” the other nodded in reply, almost by rote, unslinging the shield carefully. 
 
    They pushed away from that tree, moving up into a tight hard knot of overlapping shields, spathas and spears out, through the wreckage of battle and up towards the smoke-stained walls of the castrum up ahead. The sun was not yet up above the horizon but the light was flooding over all, giving everything a dream-like, ethereal, quality. Smoke roiled about the edges and dark fires flickered deep behind that smoke. Figures moved and split apart as if being birthed in that bright darkness and even as they left the iron bole of the tree with its anonymous corpse he sensed that the world they fell into was more than chaos and its shifting boundaries - it was animated but uncertain, uneasy almost, awaiting something - and he knew exactly what it was that it needed. 
 
    “On me, form up - if you fall behind, the gods alone will care for you!” 
 
    He shouted out those commands and pushed on, up towards the battered walls ahead, aware that the milites about him pressed in, swearing and calling out the names of obscure gods almost by rote. He felt Yazil squeeze in beside him on his scutum-side and saw the long ash spear edge out ahead of him, probing the half-light as if testing it. There was a smile fixed to his face but it was more a rictus grin than anything else. His eyes were narrowed and smoky below the rim of his helmet. 
 
    The first rush of Picts upon them was nothing but a half-hearted affair - almost as if both groups had stumbled upon each other in error. A score of painted barbarians were on them, brushing into them, yelling obscenities in surprise, and then a concerted push through them scattered them all and they vanished in an instant as if they had been nothing but dream phantoms. Behind him, one Barcarius laughed out loud at that brief exchange as if not quite believing it had happened. But then a second wave hit them and all thoughts of dreams and phantoms vanished. 
 
    “Forwards!” he shouted out, above the din of battle, “Up to the gate-way!” 
 
    What followed was vicious and sudden. Now the fighting was in earnest - the Picts caromed into them without let, wild, unheeding of their lives, stricken with a battle-lust which amazed even him. His shield shivered as if a storm had struck it and without thinking he ducked down behind it and worked the edge of his semi-spatha around its edge almost on instinct. Behind him, the Barcarii tensed in and tightened up about him. Yazil swore uneasily and slipped a little behind him - wedging his own shield in hard to his own - boss to boss - while darting the ash spear forwards as if it were imbued with a life of its own. Painted and tattooed figures fell on them all and it felt as if the night and all its violence had descended on them alone. His shield shivered suddenly from a hard blow which tipped it a little to one side - and he found himself leaning in to that blow, deflecting it, even as he lunged out with the iron blade of his spatha - a single, fast, thrust - before pulling the weapon in again behind the rim. A nameless figure before him gasped suddenly and fell back even as he felt a slight mist of blood wash over his face, below the rim of the helmet. That momentary gap allowed him to push forwards and he felt his boots crush something which writhed beneath him. A quick curse from behind, a flash of iron, and the sudden stillness underfoot told him that the Pict had been despatched as they moved forwards. The air above was riddled with the hiss of arrows and the burr of light javelins. Behind him, those few Barcarii not on the rim of their little group raised their shields overhead in a desperate attempt to protect themselves from that sudden rain of missiles. 
 
    “Push forwards!” he shouted out again, his breath ragged and uneven.  
 
    He heard a grunt on his left side and saw Yazil stagger backwards, his shield slipping down and away from him. Blood covered his face as if he had bathed in a sudden press of wine. Then the Syrian recovered and swore under his breath. With an anger he found surprising, he saw him wrench away his helmet and toss it aside, revealing a great welt on his forehead. Blood gushed from it, blinding him, and he wiped a ragged arm across his brow, attempting to clear his vision, stumbling a little as he did so. Without thinking, he stepped in towards Yazil and bunched the Syrian in behind him, locking his shield in towards the Barcarius on the other side. The Picts in front of him swarmed about that shield and he felt more blows on the boards - one clanged hard from the iron boss and shivered up along his arm and into his shoulder, causing him to curse suddenly. 
 
    Yazil swore again and attempted to push forwards back into the front but he edged him backwards again, shouting out over the din: 
 
    “Use that spear overhand - both hands - work it like a contus!” 
 
    A swish of arrows overhead made him look up suddenly and one of the Barcarii grunted in pain nearby. Dull thocking noises told him that the volley had hit its mark. Without thinking, he hunkered down and forged on, pushing the oval shied forwards, his helmeted head tucked in behind it. An angry curse at his rear told him that Yazil was leaning in close behind him, thrusting the Pict’s war spear up and out above them, using two hands. Everything closed in on him then - bodies, shields, even the curses of the Barcarii about him, all seemed to press in on him. More Picts were swivelling about from the tight lines of the Numerus now and funnelling their anger and ferocity on this small knot of Romans and Flavius Sabinus sensed that it was only a question of heartbeats before their small group would be overwhelmed. Darkness and the flickering of torches clouded his vision. More arrows rained down - a shield above him slid closer over him even as he felt it shiver from the impact and he mumbled a swift unheard prayer to the Barcarius behind him for that protection - 
 
    It was then that the man to his left stumbled and went down on one knee. A hideous stalk protruded from his shoulder in the slight gap between his scale corselet and the neck-guard of his heavy iron helmet. Blood flowed down the scales. Cursing in agony, the man dropped his spatha and wrenched at the arrow and winced again as it remained caught deep in the bone. 
 
    “Fuck this -” 
 
    All about him, the milites stumbled a little and seemed to shiver in response. For a moment, he risked peering up and over the rim of his shield - a Pict was lunging in towards him, his painted face more an animal mask than anything mortal, a fire bolt arced over them all and caromed from a stone wall nearby, showering everything in sparks, Yazil was pulling that spear back and up from a downwards thrust, leaving a mist of crimson in its wake, another Pict was tumbling backwards, a great welter of blood across his throat - 
 
    Of course, the fire bolt - 
 
    In a moment of almost divine realisation, he understood. He understood what Atticus was doing and he thanked the tiller-man under his breath, a sudden grin emerging on him - 
 
    “There!” he shouted out, swerving a little to his left, “Up there - now! Into the wall!” 
 
    Even as he shouted out those words over the medley of the fighting, another fire bolt flashed through the darkness and exploded against the harsh stone of the fort’s wall. It flared up in a wild halo and then vanished as suddenly as it had arrived but in that moment of illumination, he saw and it was as if the world itself had been rent apart to reveal it secrets. 
 
    He broke from the overlapping shields then and forged a quick, hard, path up towards that embankment of stone even as the light faded and darkness flowed back. He swung the shield out wide to shove a barbarian aside and slipped through the gap, sweeping his spatha out to his right to cover that side - and without realising it, he was slipping through the Picts like a shade of the night. A deeper darkness rose up before him like a black vallum and its weight threatened to crush him but in relief he found himself not falling back from it but instead leaning in and pressing his back into it, into the cold stone and the comfort it afforded - 
 
    “Here, you bastards, here! Up against the walls - form up about me, you hear?” 
 
    His words seemed to be swallowed up with indecent haste. Everything before him was madness and chaos - bodies tumbled and writhed as if caught up in some ancient Dionysian ritual, all frenzied and hazed by wine. The earth beneath him seemed to shiver from it as if rebelling from the bloodlust. A gasp nearby alerted him on instinct and he raised his shield even as a wild axe-blow clanged from its iron boss. Twisting, he worked his semi-spatha back out from the edge, attempting to cut the attacker but before he could connect, the Pict gasped again and stumbled aside in agony, clutching at his back. Yazil emerged then from the barbarian’s wake, bloody and cursing, swinging the spear above his head, and darting in towards him and the stone wall. In his wake, came the rest of the Barcarii, bruised, bloodied and exhausted - one, he saw, had lost his spatha and was clutching his shield in both hands to cover his tent-companions. Another was cursing wildly in a lurid Aramaic while attempting to wrench on the stubborn arrow still embedded in his collar bone. 
 
    They all fell in about him then, panting and heaving like wild animals. 
 
    “These jackals don’t know when they are beaten!” one Barcarius laughed, hauling his shield up and stepping against the heavy stone vallum, almost in relief. “Don’t they know they are hunting lions, eh?” 
 
    Yazil shivered a little and shook his head to clear the pain. “What now, Tribune?” 
 
    He looked up briefly. The wall was high and shrouded in darkness and for one mad moment he thought he saw movement far above - but realised it was nothing more than an illusion or the mockery of the gods. Another shower of sparks suddenly flared up a little away from them on their left side. The light was fitful and already fading but in that momentary glow he saw what he was looking for - 
 
    “There - the gateway!” 
 
    With the harsh stones of the wall buttressing them, the small group of Barcarii wormed its way up to that gateway. The Picts lunged hard into them but the oval shields and the desperate Romans behind them managed to fend them off. Flavius Sabinus found himself grabbing Yazil and thrusting him along that wall, managing the latter’s anger, even as the Syrian thrust again and again, attempting to clear a path for them with that long spear now wielded overhead with two hands. The remaining Barcarii hunkered in, shields up and overlapping like the scales of a monstrous beast wrought from the depths of the earth itself. A final fire bolt shattered from the wall and in that halo of sparks, they all saw the stout wooden doors of the main gateway mere heartbeats away. It was all the Praefectus needed. Shoving himself out from the protection of the small fulcum, he reached that gateway and hammered the pommel of his semi-spatha hard into it, his voice hoarse now and ragged with his breathing. 
 
    “Open up - open up in the name of the Augustus!” 
 
    For a moment, it felt as if the stout wooden portals were mocking him, remaining mute and inviolable. He rammed the ivory pommel again into the wood and felt the dull thud reverberate up along his arm into the fire in his shoulder. 
 
    “Open up, for the love of all the gods!” 
 
    A grunt behind him, followed by a swift curse, told him another Barcarius had been struck hard. He didn’t dare turn around to look, however. 
 
    “The Tribune, Magnus, has sent us -” 
 
    Before he could finish, a torch flared into life high up and a young, raw, face suddenly emerged atop the battlements. It was frowning and anxious. Blood lay smeared along the forehead and he saw a fine thread of blond hair fall down below the rim of a gilded helmet.  
 
    “We can’t open the gates!” 
 
    For a moment, he stood there, looking up at that young face, seeing the apparent innocence in it, now marred by blood, finding that wisp of yellow hair oddly incongruous amid all the battle and slaughter. 
 
    “Can’t?” he found himself echoing back without thinking. 
 
    The face nodded down at him. “You are too few and we are down to no more than twenty milites. If that gate opens, we won’t be able to hold it - the Picts wills swarm in and we will lose the castrum!” 
 
    He found himself laughing then and the Barcarii about him looked on him in surprise. He laughed up at the young face and the naive stubbornness in it and almost admired this Roman officer - admired that this man was holding a doomed fort even to the extent of keeping the gateway closed and damning the Romans now clustering about it. Fear and determination warred in that face, framed by the lock of gold and the smear of crimson, and for one moment, he thought he was looking up at a poor cupid wrenched from the marble palaces of love and thrust unceremoniously into the slaughterhouse of Homer instead. 
 
    “You fool,” he shouted up, pointing his semi-spatha back out to where his Numerus was embattled along the edge of the Creia. “I don’t want in!” 
 
    “What - ” 
 
    “Open the cursed gates and rally your milites on me for an assault out!” 
 
    The face flinched as if struck. “Out? There are only twenty left and all wounded -” 
 
    “Now is the time to hit them, Praepositus. Hit them hard! We have slaughtered Ru, you understand? That chieftain is dead. His blood is all over me. It is not about the castrum now. It is about them.” And again, he pointed his semi-spatha out over to where the lines of the Barcarii along the shore were wavering and struggling against the Picts. Beyond them, he saw the lines of the Sagitta faintly illuminated against the fading darkness and watched as two fire bolts arced out from that Liburnian and explode deep in the mass of the barbarians. 
 
    “I won’t abandon the castrum!” came the anguished reply.  
 
    He admired him, then. A sudden fierce pride burned in him at this young Roman and his stubborn defence. That officer must know that all inside were doomed yet still he held the vallum, as it were, against the barbarians, despite the cost to him and his command - and Flavius Sabinus found himself taking a step back, outwards, away from that gateway, to look more fully on him. Shields flowered in about him, protecting him, warding off blows, even as the men behind them grunted and cursed at the effort. 
 
    He looked up at this young face and lowered his weapon a little, smiling. 
 
    “ . . . We brought your ship back, you hear? We brought it back.” 
 
    “What ship?” The face frowned back down at him. 
 
    He ignored him, smiling still. “That was you, wasn’t it? You stormed the pier back there and cut that curucus loose. You did that, didn’t you? We brought it back to honour you. The gods gifted it to us and we have brought it back. That alone allowed us to surprise the Picts here and establish a beachhead. Do you see it? You allowed us to do that. That action you commanded allowed us to get ashore here. Now help us finish that. I don’t want in to this fort - I want all of you inside to come out. This is where the fight is now. This is where your action has led to. Finish it, Praepositus.” 
 
    The face looked down at him and for a moment remained still and closed-off. The wisp of blond hair lifted a little from a gust of wind but the eyes were remote, distant. He held that look, waiting, not daring to push this Roman any further. He had said his words and they were all he had. Whatever happened next was all on this commander of a shattered castrum. And so he waited and he felt the heart in his chest pounding even as the fight raged behind him and all his guard struggled to hold that flimsy line of shields against a mass of cursing Picts. And then soft words reached him as if an old friend was whispering into his ear beside him. 
 
    “You brought it back?” 
 
    He shrugged back up at the Roman commander. “It seemed apt - poetic, even, no?” 
 
    A slight smile appeared above him. “The gods have a strange sense of humour, I think.” 
 
    He nodded back and then found himself sighing. “ . . . Let us finish this now, one way or another . . .” 
 
    For a moment, that young face remained looking down on him, that smile frozen, glassy almost - and then it vanished. The torch disappeared and in its absence he almost doubted that he had seen anything up atop that wall save a phantom or daemon of the night. 
 
    “Praefectus?” 
 
    Yazil twisted about him under cover of the shields. He darted the heavy ash spear out into the throng of Picts up against them and then grunted as he recovered the long weapon. Blood smeared the air in its wake and a painted barbarian tumbled backwards, shrieking in agony, clutching at his belly. 
 
    Before he could respond, a dull clanging reverberated all about him, as if Hades itself was cracking open to release all the shades of the Underworld up into the messy fires of the dawn light. That clanging shivered the gateway and the ground underneath him and made the Barcarii about him step outwards in alarm. More than one looked about, his iron helmet bobbing in alarm and confusion. Dust fell over him like a shroud and then the twin doors of the portus before him shivered as if struck. Fire flared up along the widening gap between them and then with a harsh command both wooden doors fell back into the interior of the castrum. Men crowded that small interior between the outer vallum and the interior gateway - a small, hard, clump of battered Romans, all wounded and exhausted, framed by torches, shields and the flaring iron tips of long spears. At their head stood this young Roman, a heavy gold-sheathed helmet thrust clumsily on his head now, tiny gems glittering in the harsh light. He was tightening the buckle of the chin strap even as the miles next to him was handing him a battered oval scutum. And Flavius Sabinus found himself laughing at that image - of this officer strapping on his helmet as if about to stride imperiously onto the parade ground before his assembled command. He laughed though his voice was cracked and the lips dry. 
 
    “No time -” he shouted out, that laughter rising up out of him. And without waiting, either for his Barcarii or the newly-arrived Romans in the portus, he swivelled about and cleaved hard into the mass of Picts before him. He cut into them and shouted out at anyone who would listen to follow him, to charge the barbarians, to drive them all back into the waters of the Creia and drown them all - 
 
    And that laughter and all the wildness in it were like wings to him. 
 
    What followed was nothing but madness and slaughter and confusion. He remembered little of the detail of it save the blood and the exhaustion and the sheer weight of the Picts all about him. Men staggered before him and then vanished as if swept away by the gods - nothing more now than echoes or wisps of memory. The ground shivered below him as it were a living thing and more than once he slipped and went down on one knee only to heave himself up again, his shield up high and his spatha thrusting out. Overhead lay nothing but a thin razor burr of javelins and it felt as if he could simply reach up and pluck one from the misty air and fling it back into the heaving ranks before him. More than once, he saw that young Roman officer, this praepositus of the castrum, forge up beside him, that gold-sheathed helmet glowing with a martial lustre, even as the man swung in hard with his spatha, gasping from the effort - and he saw that this man, though young and cupid-looking, worked his blade with a skill which was cold and earnest. And there deep in all the slaughter and the madness, a small part of him wondered at Fortune and the games she plays that this earnest Roman had fought and spilled blood over the same deck he had. 
 
    Before that thought could gain traction in him, however, a sudden shout ahead brought him around and there before him - as if rising up from a wash of the dead - came the stubborn lines of his Numerus and all their painted shields now glowing with the radiant symbol of Sol in the dawn light. Blood flecked that eternal symbol as if honouring it while above those battered lines of shields rose the mighty dracos of Rome, snarling, their silk tails whipping as if frenzied on a high wind. Blood and slaughter fronted that inviolable bulwark of shields as he breasted up against it while all the Barcarii behind him and the Romans from the castrum fell in around him almost as if in prayer.  
 
    “You took your time, Tribune . . .” One laconic miles shouted out from behind that triple-layer of shields - even as a nearby Centenarius bawled at him to keep quiet and observe the standards. Muted laughter echoed about him, both behind the shields and at his back. 
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    The Cursed Alone Are Favoured Of The Gods 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That sudden and violent charge out from the castrum broke the last resolve of the Picts. Like a hammer onto an anvil, it shattered their courage and even as Flavius Sabinus found himself and those survivors halting up against the hard lines of the Numerus, the mass of barbarians all about him turned and melted back into the retreating darkness almost as if fleeing the rising sun itself. What they left behind was blood, ruin, and the pitiful cries of the wounded. 
 
    To Sabinus, shaking himself free from the exertion of that last struggle out from the gateway of the castrum, the sudden reversal felt unreal - as if he had fallen into some dream state which had looped its coils about him like a Sarmatian’s lariat. Even as the Centenarius - unseen behind the overlapping shields - barked out that order to remain silent and observe the standards, he turned about and felt a massive pressure behind him ebb away. It eased off with startling speed and for one moment he wondered if it had ever existed in the first place such was the speed of its dissipation. Nearby, about him, the soldiers of the Barcarii and the survivors of the castrum were gasping for air as if surfacing from wine-dark waters - one had fallen to his knees in relief while another was holding on to a comrade whose gaze was blank and far away in unseen fields. All were bathed in the dust of battle. Behind them, though, dawn was rising and the ruddy light of it flared across a shattered landscape which seemed in full retreat. Like a tide falling away, the Picts had turned their backs and were melting from that warm fire as if from life itself. Many had thrown away their weapons and those small square hide shields - making a dash away from the shore here and the walls of the castrum. They ran like startled deer and the panic in them was infectious, he sensed. It rippled out and hundreds of these warriors were falling backwards now, leaving a mosaic of debris behind. Only a few rallied against that rout and fell back in some semblance of order - a tall figure clothed in a ragged guard centring that retreat, barking commands and battering those about him to hold to their courage and the memories of their ancestors or whatever gods these northern barbarians clung to, he sensed. These few chieftains rallied what guard they could and fell back facing the serried ranks of the Romans in good order. 
 
    He didn’t care, however. They were few and would never be enough to reunite the retreating Picts and renew the assault on the castrum. The battle was over - and despite the whim of the gods, they remained victorious on the field of battle. 
 
    For what seemed to him like an endless moment, he stood and absorbed it all. An odd silence seemed to fall over him and he breathed in deep as if the light from Helios behind him was for him alone. Everything before him was chaos - the chaos of war and battle and slaughter - but it was a chaos owned now and in retreat. Or so it felt to him. Smoke wafted over the scene before his eyes, framing it, gilded with the warm tints of the rising sun. The walls of the castrum, smeared with dark stains and rising up from a litter of debris, stood defiant and bathed in the growing light giving the illusion of being blessed. He saw that the portus was still open as if peace had settled its cloak over the land and all were welcome. There was something incongruous about the sight, he thought, even though he had been the one to command those gates to open. That sight now was jarring amidst all the blood and ruin. He saw a shield angled awkwardly near the gateway up against the stone wall and sunlight glinted from its iron boss. The yellow rays of its sun-digmata stood out in harsh relief against the dark blue of those waters the Barcarii always fought over. A slight wash of crimson muddied that device, though, and he knew that the oval shield lay there because the miles who owned it no longer needed it. 
 
    A wracking cough nearby broke in over him. “ - Marmarus, that was Marmarus, a poor lad from Antioch.” 
 
    Yazil was frowning, he saw, and looking up towards the castrum and that solitary shield framed now in the dawn light. His face was pale - almost bone-white - and blood poured down his neck, staining the dark blue tunica under his mail corselet. Both hands grasped the heavy war spear and he lent into it, breathing heavily. 
 
    “Gens?” he found himself asking, out of habit.  
 
    “None to send monies to, Praefectus. The lad was a waif blown in by an unlucky wind. He took the military oath the day before we sailed down the Euphrates to meet the exercitus of Julian.” He saw Yazil cough and grimace in pain. The Syrian swung about a little then and faced the young officer from the fort. “Hope your miserable hides were worth it, eh? Hope you all appreciate this -” 
 
    “Yazil,” he began, iron filling his voice before he even realised it. 
 
    “What?” Yazil snapped back. “Good men are dead here, Praefectus. Good Romans - and all for what? This poor snail’s shell of a fort in the middle of nowhere. That Magnus back at Calunium has sent us on a beggar’s journey to a quick cremation, that’s all. Just saying, Praefectus.” 
 
    It was then that this Roman officer and commander of the castrum here swung about and frowned. Around him, his milites were exhausted and wounded. He saw that these were tough, rangy, Romans, all veterani and all clad now in the old garb of long service on the frontiers of the res publica. These were not parade troops or barbarian foederati but men born from a long line of frontier soldiers never not stationed among the embers of war. Now these few survivors of the castrum relaxed a little and stepped away from his Barcarii, watching the retreating Picts with wary eyes. Their Praepositus, this cupid-looking Roman in his ridiculous helmet, stiffened a little at Yazil’s words and reached up to unclasp the heavy cassis from his head. Blond locks fell down across his face, gilded with crimson, and he saw that this young face creased suddenly into a cold rebuttal.  
 
    “Whatever wounds you have, miles, are grazes compared to what my commilatones here have suffered.” 
 
    The words were terse and clipped, he noted, and the affront below them was held in check with an effort. The helmet was passed over to a nearby man who was looking at Yazil as if dog-shit was on his boot but he couldn’t remember how it had got there. 
 
    For a moment he let the tension and anger breath. Yazil had spoken out of frustration as the passion of battle ebbed away in him - as it was in all the Romans about him, Barcarii and these milites from the castrum - but this Roman officer had the right to respond to it; the duty almost, he thought, in front of his men. 
 
    Yazil shrugged as if nothing had happened. “Cheap words -” 
 
    A soldier nearby swore at that and moved to step closer. One hand whitened about the hilt of a spatha. Still he waited and allowed this moment to deepen.  
 
    “You have lost comrades,” said the young officer, weighing his words carefully, the Latin clipped and precise. “I grieve for you. But their lives were given in saving something. Their blood saved this command. Their sacrifice will be remembered, miles.” 
 
    Yazil’s laugh was more the cough of a jackal than real humour. “Fine words, Dominus, fine words. You read poetry like this one here, I suspect. Doesn’t hide the fact that we are left here as far from Rome as can be - and all covered in blood. If this is your command, I hope you have buried coins elsewhere, Dominus.” 
 
    He turned away, contempt written across his dark features, and reached down to tear off a strip of wool to bind the wound across his skull. 
 
    In that moment of exchange, he had remained silent and watched this young Roman, observing him. He saw that the man was barely out of twenty summers, if that, with fine features and a delicate look on him. He was not only young but looked young, too. The blond hair was neat, impossibly so for such a remote command here in the barbaricum, and he was clean-shaven in the old fashion of Rome. Blood lay smeared across his forehead but was not from a wound, he noted. This Praepositus was frowning at the insubordination which had just been shown to him but even as Yazil turned away dismissively he saw that he seemed a little unsure how to respond. Nearby, a tall veteran, his throat gilded by a heavy gold torq, stepped in, anger clouding his face. 
 
    It was time to impose his own presence, he decided then. 
 
    “Flavius Sabinus,” he said, then, and extended his arm. 
 
    The cupid-face blinked a little and looked at him. “What?” 
 
    “Praefectus of the Numerus Barcariorum Tigrisiensium - I am Flavius Sabinus, of Nisibis, once the great bulwark of Rome in the east.” He stepped in between Yazil and this officer. “The unit title can be hard bucellatum to chew on - call them Barcarii, if you will. We are ship-fighters. Naval escorts and riverine troops. Magnus despatched us as your relief - and just in time and for the amusement of the gods, it seems . . .” 
 
    Without thinking, the other reached out and gripped his extended arm. “Barcarii? From the east?” 
 
    “We were,” he nodded back and shrugged a little. “We are here now.” 
 
    “Magnus sent you?” 
 
    “He did. We are to use our ships and expertise to throw a wooden vallum across the Ituna here. Of sorts.” 
 
    “Magnus sent me here also - barely a month ago now.” 
 
    Something cold twisted unexpectedly in him then. “You are not the commander here?” 
 
    And the young cupid face cracked then into an almost embarrassed smile, crinkling at the edges so that the golden hair almost seemed to glow. “Me? How absurd!” He turned to the tall veteran beside him, inviting him to speak. “Gallo?” 
 
    The latter paused for a moment and then grunted out a reply. “Our Praefectus was killed when these cursed Picts assaulted us three days ago. Cut down, he was, while out hunting with his guards - not half a day from here upriver. The Picts brought his head back on a spear and hurled it into the castrum.” 
 
    “So you see, Flavius Sabinus, this command is not mine - or if it is, it is one barely a couple of days old. No, I was posted here under mandates from Magnus merely to gather what intelligence I could and then report back to Calunium on the swiftest tide possible. That feels like an age ago, however. A different lifetime . . .” 
 
    Underneath his casual words, Sabinus sensed that this Roman was still absorbing all that had happened. Although the words were spoken softly and almost casually, he saw that he was frowning without realising it and that one hand was now brushing the blond locks away from his forehead as if it appalled him. The young man’s gaze flickered uneasily about. The coldness deep in his gut tightened then and he nodded back to reassure him. 
 
    “Your rank? Title?” 
 
    “Ah, my apologies, Praefectus, Aelius Aelianus, tribunus vacans, although now in temporary command of this castrum, it seems.” He shrugged a little as if refusing a cheap wine and then threw him a lop-sided smile. “I was with the comitatus in Hispania until last year and then posted to Britannia and sheltered under the cloak of the Dux at Eboracum. Then assigned to Magnus -” 
 
    “And then hurled up here . . .” he finished for him. A heavy frown had settled over him and he looked about. “Something of a recurring digmata, it seems.” 
 
    “Sabinus?” 
 
    Before he could answer, he heard a shout and turned to see Araxes and the Campidoctor jogging up towards him. Both subordinates looked strained and tense. A small phalanx of Barcarii escorted them. He noted that the Persian was staring hard up past the castrum and towards the last of the fleeing Picts. Dawn was in full glow now and lent a mocking glory to the battlefield, he noted. Next to his friend, Naxios was stony-faced. Sweat beaded them both under the rims of their helmets. 
 
    He turned briefly back to this Aelius Aelianus. “Later - there are words to be spoken.”  
 
    He stood out from those survivors of the castrum and moved to meet his two brother-officers. Yazil was gone now, dissolving into the mass of his commilatones no doubt, taking that ash spear with him - he suspected the Syrian would sell it on and make a fine stipend from it, he thought. 
 
    Araxes nodded as he arrived and glanced out to the walls of the castrum. “Orders, Praefectus?” 
 
    Next to him, the Cappadocian spat into the blood-caked ground and glared about as if looking for a fight. His brow was thunderous. 
 
    “Take the posteriores centuries from each maniple and throw them out as a screening force. I want scouts hard on the trail of these Picts. There must be still a good few hundred of them - I don’t want them rallying over the far horizon and getting ideas about coming back, understood? Be careful of being lured into a trap - trail them and harry them but don’t get drawn into anything more than a skirmish. Understand? We don’t have the troops to wade in after you if you get tripped up. I want hunting eyes on them, nothing more. No engagement.” 
 
    He saw Araxes nod then and a slight gleam of excitement flash in his dark eyes. If it was one thing his friend enjoyed more than gambling it was the hunt. “Dominus . . .” 
 
    “Naxios, get the remaining priores centuries inside this castrum - those not wounded or who bore the brunt of the fighting here, I want them up on the walls. Secure everything. Until Araxes reports back I want us to assume a war posture here. Shore up the portus and detail some tent-sections to scavenge what missile weapons can be used. Get the wounded inside and tended to. Aelianus, what’s the state of the valetudinarium here?” 
 
    The young officer shrugged. “Worse than a beggar’s cloak - all the medici are dead. The building is nothing but a horreum for the slain now.” 
 
    “Naxios - see if you can revive it. Give priority to defending the castrum first, though. No point in tending to the wounded if we can’t protect them.” 
 
    “Picts, too?” the other grunted. 
 
    He found himself looking out over the battleground. Mercifully, there were few Roman casualties, he saw. Those that were wounded or had suffered grievously from the weapons of the Picts were being hauled out from the lines now and moved to the rear ranks. Most seemed to have cuts and slight slashes - one or two were seriously wounded from where a shield had splintered apart or a helmet caved in. He noted barely a dozen bodies being wrapped up in their sagum cloaks. In contrast, however, the ground before the Barcarii was littered with dead and wounded barbarians. The savagery of their charge up against the serried ranks of the maniples had brought them straight onto the spears and spathas of the Romans and the havoc wrought upon them had been fierce. Scores had been slaughtered and many more lay now writhing across the bloodied ground in agony. A few were attempting to crawl away or bury themselves among the slain as if seeking a place either to die or find refuge. One tall Pict was struggling to get upright using a broken spear, slipping again and again back down into the mud. The whites of his eyes stood out against the bloody mask of his face. 
 
    “Dispatch those too wounded to survive. Be merciful about it, Naxios. Tend to the rest under guard once our wounded have been secured. We can use them later.” 
 
    “Use them?” He saw the Campidoctor’s face screw up with distaste. 
 
    He shrugged and tried to make light of it knowing that it would fall flat on the Cappadocian. “Taking life needlessly diminishes us all.” 
 
    “If you say so, Praefectus.” 
 
    Naxios turned away from him and he could sense the disdain as if it dripped from him. Harsh orders were barked out and nearby the line officers and file closers stiffened in response. Already, Araxes was striding back into the rear ranks and calling out for the centenarii of the rear, or posteriores, centuries to rally on him for orders. He saw the three ducenarii of the maniples echo those commands as slowly the long hard lines of the triple-locked shields broke apart and dissolved. The Campidoctor fell into those ranks, his voice allowing no relaxation or congratulations, refusing to allow the milites to give in to the relief beginning to sweep through their tired and aching limbs. 
 
    “Those Picts won’t rally, Flavius Sabinus.” 
 
    He found himself smiling coldly back into the young face of the Tribune. “Care to wager the lives of your men on that, Aelius Aelianus?” 
 
    But the resolve in the officer surprised him. 
 
    “It’s not that. I am not being diffident here. This is Novantae land - this is all their territorium up to the edge in the west where the ocean lies. They are a proud people but fickle. And these Picts here came at us from the north and the sea together, you understand?” 
 
    He did and he found the cold knot in his stomach deepening. “You are saying they had passage across this land?” 
 
    “They must have - how else could they have ambushed the hunting party up north? No, I think the local Rex here acquiesced with these Picts and allowed them free reign up to these walls - but now . . .” 
 
    He divined the other’s thoughts. “Now, with their power shattered, these Novantae will turn on them . . .” 
 
    “I suspect so. If for no other reason than to show loyalty to Rome and take advantage of a bloodied animal.” 
 
    “All the more reason to bind up their wounded then, Aelianus, eh?” he replied, and a slow smile crept over his face. 
 
    “Praefectus?” 
 
    He found himself nodding back into the young Roman’s face. “Walk with me, Aelius Aelianus . . .” 
 
    He turned on his heels and moved past the disassembling lines of his Barcarii and down towards the battle-smeared jetty. All about him, men were forming up and moving swiftly forwards into the castrum. Harsh commands were being shouted out and arms rattled into new readiness. Already, long loose lines of Barcarii were fanning out in the wake of Araxes as the centenarii of the posteriores centuries under his command re-aligned their ranks from the tight lines of the shield-wall into a long thin skirmishing screen. The remaining centuries were re-forming into tight columns under the harsh eye of Naxios and the three ducenarii before jogging up and into the dark interior of the castrum. Turning, he gestured to the Tribune and strode out onto the wood of the jetty. Wreckage covered it: shattered weapons, cleft shields, the odd twisted body of a painted barbarian - the face frozen now, white, marble-like, he noted; the inevitable mask of death which was both a tragedy and a comedy. Beyond that scena, he saw the Liburnian yaw about and begin to sidle in towards the mooring piles along the pier - the men aboard her were shouting out in response to small precise gestures from Atticus. A few stood up along the bulwarks and readied long lines of ropes. Others were ranging along the deck and clearing spent missile weapons from underfoot as the Sagitta prepared to dock in the shallows. Nearby, against the pier itself, he saw Paternus up against the bulwark of the war-galley shouting out orders to the tiller-man and gesturing up to the mooring piles. The latter look tired, he thought, and a little lost - as if being apart from his command and seeing it now under the orders of another diminished him somehow. The dark pain in his shoulder blossomed then as he knew it would now that the glory of battle was passing. It flared through him and out of habit he reached up and massaged that shoulder, feeling the ache twist harshly under the pressure from his fingers. He hesitated from probing into the bent scales of the corselet where the tip of Ru’s spear had hit home. 
 
    For a moment, he paused and stood apart from it all on that jetty, suspended between the wash of battle all along the shore of the Creia with its castrum and the roiling waters of the estuary. The latter was gilded now with the fires of dawn and that light was seeping across the shattered landscape like honey. He paused and turned to face the young Roman beside him and it felt that both of them had stood away a little from it all - as if an old god had cloaked them in some ancient weave which misted reality away from them . . . 
 
    “Tell me . . .” he said, softly, allowing that distance and weave to settle over him, looking into the other’s face as if it were the only reality worth holding on to. 
 
    The words which followed were small and distant - almost lost - but he sensed that this young Aelius Aelianus had no other manner in which to convey what had happened. It was all still too raw and being processed deep within him. His words were suturing those events even as he uttered them. He understood that. And so he waited while this officer spoke and gave his report even as a frown deepened over his young face and his voice grew more distant and more cold as if the horror of it all was finally beginning to wash through him. 
 
    His mandates had been simple, he told him. Report to this ‘Castrum’, inquire of the barbarian movements here, assemble any numbers or information fed back by the Arcani, and then return to Calunium. Magnus had urged him to be swift but unassuming. The Tribune had also advised him that a relief force would be despatched to the castrum soon but details were vague. The century here would be detailed to return to Calunium eventually. Use that information to salve any wounds which might be festering here, the old Tribune had told him, but be discreet about it. 
 
    “Discreet?” he broke in, frowning. 
 
    Aelianus shrugged and looked out past him to where the Sagitta  now closed on the jetty. A long rattle of oars fell over them as the Liburnian manoeuvred in towards them. “This century has been posted here for over a year. He . . . suggested that perhaps its loyalties might not be unwavering, shall we say?” 
 
    “So you were spying on them also?” 
 
    The latter nodded back. “I felt that was intimated, yes.” 
 
    “And?” He found his gaze drifting back to the survivors moving slowly back up to the castrum now in the wake his Barcarii. They were barely twenty left of the original century, he realised. All tall, scarred, veterans, and all now what was left of that century after three days of siege and fighting. 
 
    “His name was Longinus, the centurion of these Exploratores. He was like an old lion trapped in a cave he neither liked nor wanted but could not escape from. The natives here - these Novantae - call this place Arbeia after the river which cuts across the castrum’s northern vallum and flows out into the Creia. Longinus hated that word. He refused to allow his men to use it. This was a castrum of Rome and one he wanted away from and so he refused to allow them to become habituated to it.” 
 
    The word caught his attention and a pang of unease rippled through him.“Arbeia?” he found himself repeating, without realising it. 
 
    Aelianus nodded back. “An old Celtic deity, I am told - the river goddess here. That river winds up-country to an ancient spring far in some low hills back there. The river and the goddess and the spring are all one and the same - Arbeia. Longinus refused to allow that name - that superstition - to clothe a military castrum of Rome. That detail alone told me these men were still loyal, of course. Magnus had no cause to be suspicious. None at all.” 
 
    He smiled coldly at that and then found himself looking north past the glowing walls and the long slow wreath of smoke which framed it now. Of course, the river - this Arbeia - was hidden now but still his gaze sought it out as if hunting a lost destiny. The unease in him deepened imperceptibly.  
 
    “You are smiling? At a name?” asked Aelianus, at his side. The young officer turned to look with him, frowning a little. He saw him reach up and brush those gold locks aside as if they irritated him. 
 
    His words which followed in reply seemed oddly distant to his ears, as if he were hearing himself utter them deep in a dream or some muddled prophecy - and he realised he spoke without thinking almost. “ . . . My men - this numerus - are Mesopotamian men. Our patria is Nisibis, far in the oriens. We lost it some four years ago to the Persians under Shapur. Our home was taken from us. And we have been posted westwards ever since - from Cappadocia, to Thrace, up along the Danube, into Illyricum and then Gaul and now finally here into this ancient island. And then Magnus posts us here to this ‘Arbeia’ and to every single one of these Nisibene men that name will echo a lost world and a lost hearth. To their ears, they will hear not your Celtic goddess but the sound of the deserts, the gallop of light horse, the sighing of the palm trees, and that endless lapping of the Tigris which is life and balm to us all . . .” He paused then and mouthed the word again under his breath to taste it further. The echoes in it confounded him. He did not know enough of the land and gods of these Celts here in the far occident to understand their customs - but he wondered on what fickle twist had posted them to a place whose name echoed the land of his ancestors. The name was too similar to a dozen synonyms of places scattered further eastwards down the territorium of Nisibis and the deep Tigris, he thought. That whole long stretch of land about the river was known now as Bet Arbaye down to the ancient ruins of Nineveh east of the Singar highlands. Arabi roamed those desert wastes and the deep marshes up to the stubborn walls of Arbela, that last echo of what had once been Rome east of the Tigris - all gone now, however, all surrendered. All lost. Persia had officially renamed that ancient land as Arbayistan, re-forming the old provinces once surrendered to Diocletian decades ago. 
 
    And now here they all stood - on ancient soil whose name echoed all those old memories and roots.  
 
    “If I am smiling,” he replied, slowly, turning to face Aelianus again, “it is a bitter smile, Praepositus. The smile of one caught up in the mockery of the gods . . . Ignore me. Tell me more. These Novantae here? Did your Longinus suspect them of treachery?” 
 
    “What Roman doesn’t of barbarians? These tribes here are no different. We hold alliances with them but they hold alliances with others to the north and it is all a delicate web. Their Rex here is feeble, old and almost blind. Some say the gods have abandoned him. Here the Rex and the land are tied together in fertility and blessing. If one is raddled, the other will suffer. Young bucks are moving to oust him. But still he sits on his sacred throne here.” 
 
    “Here?”  
 
    “Two days march westwards - on the coast, the land they call the Chersonesos after the Greek manner. The capital of the Novantae lies there up against the Hibernian Sea. This Rex squats still, crippled, coughing his last. He should have faded months ago but his wife manoeuvres to keep power and she is a fierce one indeed. A lioness guarding her ailing mate. Longinus warned me about her. She is loyal and her claws are long and bloodied. She keeps the young bucks in place while her mate slowly fades . . .” 
 
    “You think it was she who allowed these Picts passage then?” 
 
    He nodded in reply. “Hard to see who else had the authority - this was no small hunting party or war band out for glory. No, this was something else. A thousand Picts united under one lord? Such numbers do not slip easily through a land like mist. They must have been escorted under treaty - and to hit us from the land and the sea? That tells me this was planned and organised, Praefectus. And one does not organise such a thing without the approval of the natives.” 
 
    “But why incur the wrath of Rome with this?” he found himself wondering out loud.  
 
    “Would she? What word would drift south to the Vallum - that Picts had savaged Arbeia? Would she not howl at the horror of it - that calamity had fallen upon them all from the painted barbarians far in the north? No, I suspect that she knew that the fate of Arbeia would fall on the shoulders of these Picts and the Novantae here would be seen as helpless victims also.” 
 
    “And now she will be hunting down the survivors to prove her worth as an ally of Rome . . .” he mused. 
 
    “I suspect so - no, the real question I would put before the augurs does not concern these Novantae. That is nothing but dirty politics.” 
 
    “What are the Picts doing massing such numbers and assaulting Rome?” 
 
    “Indeed.” 
 
    The air was cooler now as they stood out on the long jetty. The Liburnian drifted closer, slowly edging in towards them, her milites crowding the dock-side bulwark ready to leap ashore and fasten the mooring ropes. He saw Atticus shouting out commands to one of the tiller-men, laughing a little. The small figure seemed to be enjoying his temporary command, he thought - and a sudden idea percolated through him. He pushed it aside, though, and looked into the exhausted face of his fellow officer. 
 
    “This Longinus was out hunting?” 
 
    Aelianus nodded back - and he noted that a haunted look emerged on his young face. “Three mornings ago - one of the patrols had come back reporting that a wild boar was upriver along the north side of the Arbeia - massive thing, tusks like Sarmatian scythes, they said. It had rushed them and but for a sudden shield-wall might have gored a few. They had clashed shields and driven it off - but Longinus had taken a fancy to hunting it. So out he rode with a party of six guards. I think it was one of the few moments I had seen him smiling and even then there was a gall to him . . . 
 
    “We thought it was a party of traders at first. They rode slowly up to the open portus on the west, laughing and tossing a few coins to the slaves tending the fields out here. The sentries took no notice of them. It was late afternoon and I was up on the south-west turret there. The ballista needed tightening and I was checking the torsion springs. Nothing but routine. That was all. And everything was as it should be . . .” 
 
    His voice trailed off and Sabinus waited patiently, careful not to push him. What followed next was a quiet voice, a small voice, and he knew that this Aelius Aelianus was talking as much to himself now as he was to him. 
 
    “ . . . I saw it first, I think. Or at least was the first to raise the alarm. It was the shape of curucus, a war-galley, emerging out of the Creia from the south. It moved close inshore as if seeking refuge but all along its bulwarks men were bristling with shields and spears. And then behind it, I saw another emerge, and then another . . . Five all told. Five curucis, crammed with warriors, hundreds of them. I think I froze a little then. We were barely eighty men - less now that Longinus was out hunting that bloody boar across the Arbeia . . . I looked on in horror as all along the battlements, men stood up and stared out, their faces paling in fear. 
 
    “It was then that those traders rushed the open portus, shucking off cloaks and revealing their war-gear underneath. That was the first I saw of this Ru - he leapt from his mount and strode into the shadow of the gateway, laughing, shouting out harsh commands, and as he reached it - he tossed a dark thing away from himself into the open ground of the castrum before us . . .” 
 
    “The head of Longinus?” 
 
    He nodded in reply. “I can still see it now - rolling about like a swollen piece of fruit. It was grotesque. The head of the commander here lay on that ground, pale, bloodied, hacked and mutilated. And we all stood staring down at it as that Ru laughed at us all. And all the while those war-galleys edged in closer even as the Picts nearby with Ru rushed into the portus to secure it. He had sprung a perfect trap on us . . .” 
 
    “But it failed?” he prompted. 
 
    “It was the ballista,” Aelianus shrugged modestly in reply. “Nothing else. I wish I could tell you that we rallied and heroically drove them back out of that portus, fighting to avenge our fallen commander. I wish we had done that - but we were all frozen in horror. Ru had severed the head in more senses than one. He stood there in the shadows like a daemon, laughing, shaking the blood from his hand, mocking us as his guard and warriors fell in around him to secure that gateway . . . And I remember recoiling from that moment. All about me, men were paling in fear. I saw one miles step back and drop his spear. And his face became this white thing, like marble, but fluid, seeping over him . . .” 
 
    “The ballista, you said?” he prompted gently. 
 
    He saw the Praepositus shake himself a little and smile ruefully at him. “Yes, I had primed it to test the torsion springs. And out of habit, I had loaded a bolt. I was going to test fire it. That was all. Out over the walls into a bush. Ru was in the shadows of the portus to my right but his guards were still leaping from their mounts and rushing up to support him. So I swivelled the artillery piece about - I wasn’t thinking, you see - this was all instinct, training, really. I swivelled it about, lined it up, and pulled the trigger. Instantly, the ballista bucked from the recoil and slammed me back. I hadn’t braced properly. I cried out in pain even as the bolt flew out and hit one of the warriors dashing up. It took his head clean off. It almost seemed to explode before my eyes. What followed was almost comical . . . Almost. Ru glanced backwards at his fallen guard, frowning. Others about this dead warrior looked up in surprise. I don’t think they had been expecting such a quick defence. They hesitated and in that moment -” 
 
    “You loosened off another bolt.” 
 
    “Two, actually. I had previous training on these weapons in Gaul. I managed to get two more bolts off. One missed but spooked one of their horses into a panic - but the other, the last one, went straight through one Pict and then impaled the warrior at his side. The screams which rose up from that impact were chilling - and it changed everything.” 
 
    Sabinus understood what would have happened next. He had seen enough sieges and battles to know how an unprepared enemy can react to seeing the havoc wrought by one of those infernal engines of war. These Picts would not have expected such a swift response - and one so brutal and bloody. It would have stunned them like a thunderbolt from the gods themselves. 
 
    “You halted that attempt to storm the portus?” 
 
    Aelianus nodded back. “Enough to give the milites here time to rally. It checked the barbarians enough. I think Ru was a little shocked to expect the blood of his guard to be spilled so easily . . .” he saw him smile a little at that, almost ruefully. 
 
    “So they turned to a siege? They were prepared for that?” he asked. 
 
    “No, but they had no choice. We drove them back out of the portus and got the gates closed - it was fierce but we did it. I think that was the biggest loss we suffered in one action. Gallo, there, commanded that - I stood up in the tower shouting out orders - half of which I can’t remember or which made no sense. I was nothing but noise, really, showing that I was in command now. They needed to hear something - anything - to rally them. So we got the gates shut and lost a dozen good men in doing so. But the castrum was secure. Ru attempted to storm the walls but lacked the means to do so. The curucis arrived then and all those painted warriors stormed ashore along the jetty, ravaging and pillaging the supply sheds. It was then that we saw another band cross the Arbeia from the north - about two hundred, all on foot, a few mounted scouts out front . . . I think if Ru had better command, that second band could have hit us as the war galleys arrived and really hammered into us. But it was delayed and lost the element of surprise. We were blessed, it seems . . .” 
 
    “Fortune favoured you.” 
 
    “Fortuna indeed . . . After that, it was a hot, fierce, evening holding the walls. We were down to about sixty men now but enough - just enough - to keep them at bay. Barbarians are never good at siege-work. They lack the patience; the art of war in that respect. Rome will always prevail and hold the vallum against them.” 
 
    And again Nisibis rose up in his mind; its stout walls, the imperious towers, ever vigilant, always defiant; the wash of Persian dead lapping up against those walls, the slaughtered mailed nobles, the archers all twisted in death, the grotesque corpses of the war elephants, burst apart by the Roman engines. And all given away in a moment of truce and shame . . . 
 
    “That night,” continued Aelianus, “we recovered what we could from the debris of battle and kept watch on the walls in case the Picts attempted to mount them under cover of darkness. Little happened, however, save that those barbarians were shouting and cursing among themselves through the night. I think this Ru was beating them into submission after the failure of the attack the day before. The next day, they assaulted us like rabid dogs and we had a hard time holding the walls. I was losing men slowly but inevitably throughout the day -” 
 
    “So you made a sortie out to the jetty?” 
 
    He surprised the young officer with those words and the latter looked up at him quickly. “Yes - how did you -” 
 
    “No matter,” he said, brushing his question aside. “You took a gamble with Fortune. Why?” 
 
    For a moment Aelianus stared at him, frowning - but then he shrugged a little and resumed his report. “Morale, frustration, anger - I don’t know. I had to do something. We were leeching blood and there was no bandage to stop it. So I rallied two contubernia on me as the sun set and we sallied out of a side port and rushed the jetty. It was fast - so fast I can barely remember it now. We stormed them as they were pulling back a little and settling in for the evening. We cut some guards down, hurled a few fire-brands into the tents, mocked their ancestors - laughed like daemons stealing gold - and then I saw the curucus up against the mooring piles. And I think that was when real anger smote me. I saw its hide glistening as if mocking us and before I knew what I was doing, I was ordering the milites under me to cut the mooring ropes and shove it off. The few Picts up about it either fled or were cut down. We owned that galley and denied it to them - if only for a few heartbeats . . . It was a small victory, little more than a single draught of wine in the dust of battle - but I will remember that moment even as Charon ferries me across the bitter waters . . .” 
 
    His face became still then and Sabinus saw that underneath its youth and rawness lay something else; something iron-like. He made a sudden decision then but parcelled it away for later. 
 
    “That was, what, yesterday evening?” he asked, quietly. 
 
    “No, the evening before that. We managed to rally back to the castrum and hold the night. Ru was enraged and stormed about the walls shouting obscenities up at us but he was careful to stay out of the ballista range. The next day - yesterday -everything was quiet. Tense but quiet. The rains came and a low mist crept in from the Creia, masking everything. The Picts harassed us but held back then night came again and again it was all quiet.” 
 
    “So Ru was lulling you all until the dawn this morning?” 
 
    Aelianus nodded in reply. “He had refreshed his warriors, tended to the wounded, allowed them time to work up a hate for us - and come dawn they hit us hard all along the walls - and that was when we began to lose . . . It was simple numbers in the end. He hit us again and again - first a wave of arrows and lead bullets, then a sudden rush on all sides - he would wait until we had taken wounded and then he would pull his warriors back to savour his victory. He could afford his losses. We could not. And so it continued all through the day into the evening. We were down to about twenty then and knew that he would allow us a respite through the night. Despair will worm its way into your heart as much as a spear tip will. Come dawn, Ru would unleash one final assault and we would all go down in a savage blood-letting . . . That night was the hardest night I have ever spent . . .” 
 
    Sabinus found himself looking up at the walls of this ‘Arbeia’ and for a moment stood in the boots of this young Roman officer, walking the posts, cloaked in darkness, looking into the eyes of dead men and making what few poor remarks he could to stiffen their resolve.  
 
    “You held the castrum, Aelius Aelianus, and have discharged your honour as a Roman -” 
 
    “No,” the latter broke in ruefully, “you arrived and saved us. The honour is all yours.” 
 
    “Is it? It was your actions on the first day which allowed that to happen. If you had not cut loose that war galley, we would not have found it last night drifting out into the Ituna. In finding it, we knew you were in mortal danger. Our arrival was down to that single action, Praefectus. You saved this castrum, not us. You summoned us.” 
 
    He reached out and gripped the other’s shoulder, despite the pain flaring up along his arm. He could see the doubt in the other’s eyes - and more, the loss behind it, the loss of comrades and of Longinus, how that loss had fallen on his shoulders as a burden of command. Now that the siege was over he knew that all the doubts held in check would come flooding back to haunt this young officer - what could he have done differently? How many men would still be alive if he had acted better? Already, those worms were working into him. So he reached out and gripped his shoulder to reaffirm his words. 
 
    “You are thinking on those lost. Don’t. That is a madness you will never break free from. It is a black cloak easily put on and never shrugged off. Look to those alive instead. Those souls are all yours thanks to that ballista action which repelled Ru at the beginning and your assault of the jetty. You alone did those things and now we are here and the castrum still stands and Rome holds this piece of the barbaricum. Remember that in the years to come, Aelianus.” 
 
    His words came easily - after all, as a Tribune years ago he had said many similar things to the ducenarii and centenarii in the legion under him all though his victories and, yes, his defeats, too - at Samarra where Julianus fell to that Saraceni lance; in the portus of Ctesiphon itself with Victor reeling in the saddle, shouting out the command to fall back - that cursed recala which haunted so many of them in the days and nights to come; further back to the bleak deserts south of Singara and that night battle of Eleia where impetuosity and vengeance got the better of so many legionaries that victory almost became bitter defeat . . . All hard words spoken again and again to those under his command - but now he spoke them and for the first time something in him made those words warm and almost personal; as if he were speaking not to a principales under him but instead to a younger brother or cousin caught up in some bitter family dispute.  
 
    Before him, this Aelianus looked back and seemed almost to shy away from his words, flinching even, but he persevered. “ . . . You seized the moment, Aelian,” he said, adopting a familial tone, “and that action saved lives and saved this castrum. You have won honour here though it may not feel like it now . . .” 
 
    “Honour? Is this what honour feels like?” 
 
    “No, this is what responsibility feels like. You have twenty men left. That is your command now. You must face them and be accountable - but more, you must look them in the eye and make them understand it was your actions alone which saved them. If you do not do that, they will always hate you and - more - you will hate yourself.” 
 
    He saw that Aelianus was staring up at him. “You speak as if you have personal experience of this, Sabinus.” 
 
    The laugh which broke from him was a bitter one. “In more ways than one, Aelian. I commanded a legion once - a legion under the eyes of many Augusti these last few years. A legion which fought against the Sassanians and always held the line. Many of my officers have stood where you stand now. You are not the first and are far from the last to feel what you are feeling now. As for me - I am a Praefectus now of these Barcarii and they hate me in way your milites will never understand. I envy you -” 
 
    “Envy?” the other echoed, in surprise. “You are mocking me, Flavius Sabinus, I think.” 
 
    He pulled his hand away and stood back a little, shaking his head. “No - the opposite. I command a Numerus of bitter men who look on me as one who betrayed them. And I did. I broke them under orders from an Augustus I adored but who also was breaking himself. And out of loyalty and love and stupidity, I followed that order all the while knowing it was a poisoned one. But I had no choice. And now here I am in charge of the very men I broke. Punished by a capricious emperor who had been mocked - shamed - by my father . . .” 
 
    He paused then and turned away conscious he had spoken too much, too soon. He could see pity beginning to emerge on the young face of this officer and an instinctive gall was rising in him. Pity was the last thing he desired. It was no balm to him at all - worse, it only added to his own feeling of shame. No, he had spoken too much and so he turned away and looked back up to walls of this ‘Arbeia’. 
 
    “So you see, Aelian, our arrival was a summoned one though perhaps not an expected one. Tell that to your men. Tell them that you saved the portus and later summoned us - that the sally out on that first day was the single act which saved this castrum. Make them understand that they held this piece of Rome - that their actions in defending it was worth the sacrifice of their commilatones. They need to believe that - in you. Or that despair you feel now will infect them and we will lose not just a castrum but all these Romans, too.” 
 
    “You make it sound so simple . . .” 
 
    “It isn’t. But it is the truth. A truth they need to hear - and from you alone. You understand? Your days as a vacans are over, Aelius Aelianus. By the authority invested in me under the auspices of the Sacred Augustus, Flavius Valentinianus, I commission you praepositus of the century assigned to hold this Arbeia. These Exploratores are yours now, Tribune. I will write the mandata later.” 
 
    “My first command . . .” Again, he saw a boyish smile break over this young face but he also saw the tiredness and anguish deep in his eyes. It stained that face like a shadow. Aelianus looked away with him back up to the castrum. “And one I now relinquish to you and your Barcarii. Arbeia is yours, Flavius Sabinus - and now I suppose I should speak to my command as you suggested . . .” He nodded to him and stepped away. 
 
    He watched him walk back up to the castrum, picking his way through the debris of battle all the while adjusting his armour and weapons, attempting to improve his bearing as a Roman officer should before his men. That made him smile a little - but before he could lose himself in that moment, shouts and the creak of wood fell over him. Along the edge of the pier, the Sagitta finally moored up and a riot of movement and shouting encompassed him. The milites aboard leapt onto the planks of the pier and began to wind the heavy ropes about the posts as the oars were shipped in and stowed away. Atticus was moving back up to the two tillers at the stern of the Liburnian, clapping the shoulders of those he passed, laughing and joking with them, his small frame almost vanishing into their ranks. He saw that the galley had taken only superficial damage from the action - some cuts and scores along the painted sides from the arrows - a few gouges where the hot lead had impacted into the high bulwarks or up the main mast - nothing more. A medicus was tending to a few men stretched out on the main deck while two forms remained nearby wrapped up in their dark blue sagum cloaks. Two fatalities, then. Perhaps a dozen wounded and from the looks of them, he surmised, not too seriously: arrow cuts or the hot bruising from a lead shot, nothing more. His Barcarii had suffered more but at least the milites under Paternus’ command had not taken too much of a loss. Neither the Sagitta nor any of the scout craft had suffered damage - even the war galley of the Picts was still intact, secure now at the edge of the Creia despite its bloodied and grotesque appearance. 
 
    Flavius Sabinus looked out along the jetty and the river-bank, noting the curucus and how it bobbed a little on the rising tidal wash now while near it the six scaphae swayed a little in that wash as if echoing it. The dark blue of all these vessels shimmered under the rising dawn light and it was then that the notion which had come to him a few moments earlier came back to him. 
 
    And that was when he realised that he and Paternus had unfinished business . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “No, I have mandates from Magnus -” 
 
    “This changes everything, Paternus. You know that.” 
 
    “Does it? That is for the Tribune at Calunium to decide, no?” 
 
    Sabinus leaned into the bulwark of the curucus and sighed. Next to him, the large frame of the Magister stepped in and he saw that Paternus was angry. He did not blame him in the slightest but this was greater than another’s ego. He had to make him see that, he realised. 
 
    “You want to unload all these supplies and sail back to Calunium?” he asked, not flinching from that angry gaze. 
 
    “Mandates -” 
 
    “Be cursed, Paternus. If you take your classis and leave, we will all be condemned here. You must see that.” 
 
    The Magister laughed in reply and turned away. He picked a long rope and began to coil it slowly up over his forearm, winding up the rope in slow measured movements. “You have defeated this Pictish war band, Flavius Sabinus. The castrum is secure. Let me take these poor survivors back to Maia and respite. And then I will sail on to Calunium for new orders. There is a trade mission to the petty reguli in Hibernia - it will be a delicate mission and a hard-won reward after this. You have a new vessel - this curucus - to add to your scout vessels here. You have your own classis, Praefectus. You don’t need mine.” 
 
    But he did. Something larger was happening here in the barbaricum and until he understood what it was no one was secure - not this castrum, this ‘ Arbeia’, not the men under him, not even Calunium across the Ituna Estuary. No, all he had done was earned a respite this morning - but from what he had yet to divine. 
 
    He looked at Paternus, watching him wind up the rope, noting how the long coils which formed about his forearm were neat, fastidious almost. The old Celt had leaned back a little - there was a slight breeze ruffling the grey locks about his head. That ancient face looked distant now, remote, and he knew that the Magister was fading a little into the uninterrupted space where old shadows and ancient ritual clothed him in his own world. Paternus wanted back on the seas and among his milites, alone and in command of what little world he owned; master and Magister of a temple of wooden planks and leather sail and braided rope. He looked over to the long lean line of the Sagitta moored up now along the pier, its dark blue hull gleaming in the light of the rising sun. The forms of the men aboard, all clothed too in the same dark blue, moved across that galley with ease, securing the lines and ropes, tying down the oars, pulling up the two steering-boards and lashing them tight inboard on the Liburnian - and he felt that pull then; the pull of a world apart from the mess and confusion and blood they all stood in now. Paternus was of Rome and not of Rome, he realised. This Magister lived in it only to float away from it and sail alone on the dark waters which lapped about the res publica.  
 
    “I know what you are thinking, Praefectus,” Paternus grunted, tying off the end of the rope and putting it aside. He reached up and unbuckled the mail coif about his neck and lifted it free, shaking his head a little. He smiled at him but it was a cold smile. “You want my ships to mount an expeditio, don’t you?” 
 
    That surprised him. “I haven’t mentioned anything about -” 
 
    “You don’t need to. Why else would you want me and this classis to remain here? I have one Liburnian galley and four cargo vessels. That is not a fighting force, is it? No, all this classis is good for is troop movement and supply. I am not a clown in some Greek farce to be duped or mocked. No, you are planning something and you need my men and ships, no?” 
 
    He did and was surprised that Paternus had divined his intentions so quickly. The Magister was sharp - he had to give him that. But then he remembered the sailing up into Calunium as they entered the Lunae estuary and how this old sailing Magister had taken him up to the prow and advised him about the world he was about to enter. This old Celt had noted the discrepancy in the official rank and what the principales about him had called him. He had warned him about that. And later, on the sailing deep in the night across the Ituna, he had seen him toss that missive from his father into the sea and again attempted to impart a little wisdom into him. Paternus was not quite the remote and abandoned god he affected to be, he thought - or else why bother? Why take him aside and try to reason with him, an outsider, a Roman from the far-off east whose customs and lineage were strange and unknown? No, something else lived in Paternus, he sensed, something which anchored him or at least drew him out of his solitary command here on the dark waters of the Hibernian Sea. 
 
    “You were right about Magnus. I should have listened to you. He goaded me and cracked the shield I was hiding behind. He played the fox to my stubborn hare and won. You warned me and I didn’t listen.” 
 
    “More fool you, Praefectus.” 
 
    “I didn’t listen because like you I am stubborn - and also filled with pride. Bitterness will do that, Paternus. You sensed that, didn’t you?” 
 
    “I did, yes. It wasn’t hard to spot in truth!” 
 
    “No, I expect not.” He paused for a moment and turned to stare out across the waters of the Creia. There, far off, he could see the small smudges of the transports making their way now across from the landing jetty on the other side. The sky above was bruised and low with roiling clouds afire with the dawn light. There was a dank wind on the air and the waters of the river were ruffled and in turmoil. A small fire from one of the towers of Arbeia had been lit under orders from Naxios to signal to those cargo vessels that the castrum was secure and begin the crossing of the Creia. They looked small to his eye - small and insignificant - but that belied how necessary they were now to him and the plans settling slowly in him. 
 
    He changed tack on a whim then. 
 
    “Have you ever heard of the Arcani, Paternus?” 
 
    “Those wraiths? Who hasn’t? Mongrels and criminals cut loose from the regular ranks and tossed across the Vallum to spy and ferment discontent in the tribes to the north. Thieves and violators, all of them. Not worth the spit from my lips.” 
 
    The contempt in the Magister’s voice took him aback. “You’ve had dealings with them?” 
 
    “Praefectus, you never want to have dealings with those spawn. The Arcani are not men of Rome. They are curs, nothing less. Chaff blown about by a contrary wind, mark my words. What Rome cannot use, she throws beyond the Vallum like newborns left overnight on the dark rocks to survive a storm. Many cross that Vallum. Few ever come back . . .” 
 
    “One did and I met him. At Calunium.” 
 
    Paternus looked at him then and frowned. “At Calunium? What madness is this?” 
 
    “When we docked and walked under escort to meet Magnus we blundered into a street fight - some trader was attacked and robbed. Blood was spilled. It was hot and vicious.” 
 
    “Yes, I heard about that. It stirred up Magnus - bacaudae, I heard told. Some grudge about unpaid debts and iron smuggled across the Hibernian Sea, eh?” 
 
    How odd, he thought, how odd that Paternus mouthed the very same rumour he had been told in the principia of Magnus. Almost by rote. Something clenched in his gut then and Sabinus looked hard at the face of the old Celt, seeing the cracked lines and the edges limned with salt. The latter’s gaze was unwavering and intense - too much so, he realised. And suddenly the venom this Magister had used in describing the Arcani felt wrong. 
 
    “No,” he said slowly and in a quiet voice, holding that false gaze, “no, it wasn’t. It was all staged like a poor rural mime and all to meet me. They were Arcani, Magister, all of them and they spilled blood and took life to lure me away so that one alone could talk to me - talk to me and give me something . . .” And Paternus flinched then. It was a small thing, a little evasion in his eyes, and Flavius Sabinus knew then that he had him like a hound running a hare to ground.  
 
    “ . . . But you suspected that, didn’t you? There were no bacaudae at all . . .” 
 
    He left his words hanging and waited. Something in him enjoyed the fact that for the first time in their acquaintance he was the one schooling this Magister. He had breached his cosy darkness and thrust a harsh light into its recesses now. 
 
    He saw Paternus look away briefly as if distracted and then glance back at him. It was a slight look, shy almost, and then the Magister put aside the mail coif he had been holding and placed his hands on the bulwark, leaning in to it. 
 
    “ . . . Harsh are the ways of the Arcani, it is said, and what honour is theirs is tattered and soon lost . . . And yet . . .” 
 
    “Paternus?” he urged softly, waiting. 
 
    The Magister sighed heavily then. “And yet it is whispered that they are the best of us, Sabinus, you understand?” 
 
    “But you just called them thieves and violators -” 
 
    “Rhetoric, boy, just rhetoric. Smoke to hide the flames. I did wonder on that brawl in the agora. Whispers were flying about and that bacaudae nonsense was too easy to believe. You’re saying the Arcani staged all that just to meet you?” 
 
    “I am - to meet me and give me something . . . Why would they do that, Paternus? Why me and why now?” 
 
    “You are asking me questions for which I have no answers - but I will tell you this: nothing but blood will come of that compact. The Arcani rarely come back from the barbaricum. It is their hunting run and once that blood-scent is tasted, the vanity of the respublica soon fades from them. In order to hunt a wolf, one must become a wolf, and that is the Arcani. If these Arcani travelled back to Calunium to meet you, something drove them back into the soft embrace of Rome; something dark indeed . . .” 
 
    “You haven’t asked what it was that I was given, Paternus.” 
 
    “No - and I don’t want to know either. That burden is all yours, Praefectus. If one of those wolves has placed his scent on you, I do not want any part of it. You have been marked . . . but this is why you do not want my classis to leave, isn’t it? This attack on the castrum here is all part of this - that meeting in the agora.” He leaned in, frowning down at him. “You suspect something, don’t you?” 
 
    “Enough to know that the mandates of Magnus are not worth the parchment they were written on now. That Tribune tossed that poor Aelian up here a month ago to get reports from these Arcani. And nose out the loyalty of the milites here. He despatched us also. He is worried about something. Too many Arcani, he said, and not enough reports coming back. Now either he is worried or . . .” 
 
    “Or what - spit it out.” 
 
    He chose his next words carefully. “Or this Magnus wanted to remove certain men and units from his command at Calunium. Why would he want to do that, Paternus? Tell me what I am missing here in this diocese. Help me as you tried to help me when we first arrived at Calunium.” 
 
    What Paternus said next surprised him. “Tell me about Nisibis, Flavius Sabinus . . .” 
 
    “Nisibis? What has that got to do with -” 
 
    “Tell me,” echoed the Magister, and his voice softened a little as if seeking distraction or, more, consolation. “Tell me about that ancient city far in the east of Rome . . .” 
 
    “Not of Rome now,” he found himself replying, frowning a little. “All lost to the Persians - all of the old territories and provinces east of the Tigris and south to Singara. Shapur holds them all now and Rome has retreated westwards to Amida and Callinicum. An emperor of Rome surrendered up a piece of Rome itself . . .” 
 
    “Not that, Flavius Sabinus, tell me of the city . . .” he urged, his voice oddly insistent. 
 
    And he found himself talking about that city - and his words tumbled out of him almost in relief - as if a poor amphora had been upended and its cork thrown away. A veil was rent and he saw his patria emerge about him - from within himself - and his words dressed it up and the pride in them - the pride and the bitterness - should not have taken him aback but it did. Even here, so far from Mesopotamia and the Tigris, the wound of that loss still ran deep. And so he talked and narrated a proud city, shield and bulwark to Rome in the oriens, whose battered walls had held off three great sieges from Shapur; describing a cauldron of all the peoples and tribes south of the Armenian highlands and the Masius mountains, where Saraceni, Jews, Syrians, old Greeks, distant, lost, Cordueni adrift from their hearths, all mingled and thrived among the Roman troops and garrisons; he told Paternus of the Mygdonus river which guarded Nisibis, of the rich agricultural territorium south and east of the city, of the high cool Masius mountains to the north, and the great Singara massif to the south which shielded Nisibis. He told this Magister how Nisibis was known as the ‘impregnable city’, the ‘bulwark of the provinces’, and more. And as he spoke and those hot eager words fell out of him, he saw and felt again its melting pot of peoples and festivals and ritual - the old market parades and ancient ceremonies celebrating Ishtar or Cybele or Venus, the solemn masses of the new Christian faith, the long processions of bloodied saints and martyrs, all held up high over tear-filled faces, their relics and small icons encased in gold and silver. He spoke and Nisibis arose in him; magnificent, eternal, the glory of Rome . . . and the more magnificent he painted it, the deeper the bitterness in his voice became. 
 
    He stopped abruptly - aware that the Magister was watching him intently. 
 
    “But all that is gone now, Paternus. All gone. Her peoples were marched westwards to settle Amida. The Persian signum flies over all now. We are exiles in Rome - Romans lost in Rome itself.” 
 
    The other nodded in sympathy. “That is a hard burden to bear, Flavius Sabinus. I do not pretend to understand that loss. Here the Vallum stands still. Here Rome has not retreated. Yet. We strive and labour and sweat to hold this limes, Praefectus. And hold it we do despite the neglect and the apathy and the ignorance of those who cluster about the imperial throne far away in Gaul or Germania or Italy. Your frontier has been given away. Ours here stands still but it is raddled and creaks now under the strain. It will fall in time - through neglect or stupidity . . . Or worse . . .” 
 
    “Magister?” 
 
    “This diocese is a spoila for the empire, Flavius Sabinus. What threatens the imperial consistorium is always dumped here. Across the sea and left to rot. This is an island and an exile also. Britannia shines with wheat and great rivers and white cities but it is a remote place also - and whatever displeases the Augustus or his mighty Praetorian Praefects is left to rot here. You understand? Unlike your Nisibis, this Vallum is where the worst are thrown whom the emperor dares not kill but cannot keep near. And so we stand and hold back the tide of the barbaricum even as the ground beneath our feet slowly erodes away through mistrust and fear. You have pride in your city - this ‘impregnable city’ - we are left looking over our shoulder at the dagger pointed at our backs . . . You are exiled from beauty, we are drowning in rot . . .” 
 
    “That’s why you want to sail back to Calunium, isn’t it?” he hazarded, on a whim. “You want those mandates to sail westwards to the Hibernian lands and steer clear of all this, don’t you? The sea is your escape and your consolation, Paternus.” 
 
    “It is,” the other nodded in reply. “Under canvas, I am free of all that suspicion. When this Liburnian is far away across the wine-dark waters, I do not have to worry about blood being spilled in the agora or the dark looks from other officers or the suspicion thrown about me when I am carrying passengers from the south or further - from Gaul,” he said, looking - glaring almost - at him. 
 
    “I am not your enemy, Paternus -” 
 
    “No,” agreed the Magister, “but no doubt you are someone’s, eh? More - the Arcani have you marked now. Their scent is on you. Why you and not Magnus at Calunium, eh? But you know that answer already, don’t you?” 
 
    He did. 
 
    “The Arcani do not trust anyone in Calunium,” he replied. 
 
    “Have they erred in trusting you, Praefectus who is not a Praefectus?” asked Paternus and the mockery in voice was barely disguised. 
 
    The hard words of Brennus rose up in him, of the barbaricum, and vengeance, and loyalty to Roma, she who was poor now and shrouded in funereal rags, of the doggedness of the man and those under him, who spilled blood like barbarians but who thought only on their lost patria behind the long dark Vallum many were fated never to see again. This was a man - a soldier of Rome - who began his long report with the words of Virgil and the sentiments of exile. He knew that feeling. He understood it more than most. Of course he did. How could he not? Brennus had written dark words and it was as if he had written them for him alone. That was a conceit, of course, but one which resonated powerfully in him. The image of the meeting in the dark corridor, its lattice-work of light and dark criss-crossing him, appeared before his eyes - and that scarred face loomed in towards him, warning him, guiding him almost. What was it that the Miles Arcanus had said to him - that not all lures were a trap? Not every welcome was well-meaning . . . 
 
    He made a decision then. 
 
    “Paternus, yes, I need your classis. I need you. I could order you to stay. I have that authority. You know that. We are dancing here about each other but it is time to put an end to that, I think. I have been given a shape of what I am and where I have come from and you have warned me about this diocese. Something is fermenting here. We both know it. The attack on this Arbeia, the murder in the agora, Magnus flinging Arcani north of the Vallum and then sending this Aelian and us also after them. I smell smoke but cannot see the flames yet but they are there. Mark my words. And if I am right - if my suspicions are correct - this will come to a head very soon.” 
 
    “All the better to sail back to Calunium and the garrison there -” 
 
    “Not if it is already suborned.” 
 
    “Suborned? What madness is this?” 
 
    “If not Magnus, it will be another. It always is. Gold is pouring across the barbaricum, Paternus. Roman gold and the face on that gold is not the emperor’s. You know what that means. And Calunium stands with one wall unbuilt. No garrison alive will be able to defend that.” 
 
    “From what?” the other objected, frowning hard. “This is all conjecture, Sabinus.” 
 
    “From betrayal, of course. Sail back to Calunium and Magnus and this rumoured trade mission and you will be sailing into the wolf’s mouth. I swear it.” 
 
    “And the alternative? You are offering me a clipped coin on the one hand and - what? What is the alternative, eh?” 
 
    “Stay here under my orders. If the Vallum falls in red ruin - if the provinces south of it crack apart in betrayal and war - then we alone will rise above that intact. We will hold Rome apart from that chaos. This castrum, my Numerus, its light galleys, and your classis will be enough, Paternus. Just enough . . .” 
 
    He saw that Paternus understood him then and the shock on his face brought him no joy whatsoever. Paternus blanched and turned from him. “A tyrant? You think a tyrant will usurp the Purple here?” 
 
    He nodded back, watching the Magister carefully. “The Arcani gave me more than a meeting, they gave me their intelligence, Paternus. And it hints at a powerful cadre here in the diocese - gold will be the least of its power. Gold always changes hands to serve a greater purpose. And this gold bears no face we know . . .” He chose his next words very carefully. “I could order you to stay but I will not. This must be your decision. If a rebellion - if civil war - is raised against the Augustus, the south will fall in chaos and blood as Roman will turn against Roman and the Picts here will swarm the Vallum unchecked. Your classis gives me mobility and supply here at Arbeia. Without those transports - without you - we will all be left here, cut off from whatever is going to happen. This is your choice, Paternus - sail south back to Calunium and a Tribune who is either alone or already lost, or order your transports to berth here and come under my command and we will have something here. Something which will give us more than an edge.” 
 
    Paternus looked hard at him then, measuring him, and he felt what a tiro must feel when stepping aboard the Sagitta for the first time and coming under the Magister’s harsh gaze to be tested. “You want more than a garrison here, don’t you, Flavius Sabinus?” 
 
    “If the Vallum falls, we must be able to operate effectively to retrieve that situation. We must become more than a garrison at this Arbeia. We must become a field exercitus able to move or strike back, you understand? And what better place to operate from in retaliation, Magister, than this small and remote castrum? No, I need your classis to raise this garrison and those few scout craft into a more effective field force. But you alone must make that decision. I will not order you into this, Paternus. You must stand by us because you know it is the only decision which makes sense.” 
 
    “You are asking a lot from me -” 
 
    “I am returning the favour.” 
 
    “Favour? What favour in Hades name?” 
 
    “The favour you gave me when you schooled me about the fox.” 
 
    “You mean the one you never took to heart?” 
 
    He laughed at that. “Think of this as an apology of sorts!” 
 
    “If this is how you apologise, Flavius Sabinus, remind me never to earn your displeasure!” 
 
    He saw the Magister hesitate. Dark thoughts flitted across his face and the old Celt cursed under his breath then and looked out across the Creia estuary towards the approaching transports. One had drifted a little downstream from the other three, wallowing a little in the tidal wash, its huge sail billowing out as if struggling to break free from the mast. Sabinus recognised the Medusa and wondered on Coticus, her Magister, and that excuse of the poorly-stepped mast. The other three transports were sailing across in a long line, edging carefully on a light breeze from the distant east, their wide blue sails high and square. A small wing of gulls followed those vessels, he saw, as if escorting them. 
 
    “Drop the scaphae,” Paternus grunted suddenly, “drop it, you lazy bastard, and tow that vessel across . . .” 
 
    “Magister?” 
 
    The old Celt stood looking out across the estuary to his vessels and seemed to shrug himself deeper into his heavy woollen cloak. “I promise nothing, Flavius Sabinus, nothing, you understand? I need to speak to those Magisters - I won’t order them about like you your ducenarii and centenarii. I will lay this out and ask for their opinion. If a Magister is to command the milites under him, he needs to believe in whatever Fortune he has embraced. Or they will scent his unease - and that will breed rebellion or mistrust. I will speak to them. I promise nothing . . .” He raised up the hood of that cloak and threw it over his head, shivering a little as if a cold wind suddenly fell over him. “I pray to all the old gods that you are wrong, Praefectus, I really do. That’s the thing with spoila - when it collapses, it does so with speed and a momentum few can halt. This diocese is fragile - too fragile . . .” 
 
    He turned from him, all wrapped up in the hooded cloak, and moved to leave the curucus. The figure of the Magister was dark and absolute against the dawn light and Sabinus sensed that he was deep in that solitary place he clung to with all its shadows and musty webs, the ancient ruins about him breeding comfort and familiarity in him. He watched the Magister depart the Pictish war galley and stride along the jetty, seeing how the cloak clung to him, protecting him; hiding him almost. And a part of him envied him a little then for this Magister did not understand exile or loss or bitterness in quite the manner he did. No, Paternus would never know that feeling of utter loss when one’s patria was torn away - for the old Celt carried that place deep in his heart or carried it with him as the galley he sailed on. Paternus’ home was his ship, his crew, the sea he always desired to hide on. He was an unmoored man; a man whose exile was not the vast waters of loss or defeat or abandonment but instead all those dark shadows in the atriums and the agoras and the castellums of Rome itself. Paternus always sailed away from such moorings for they ensnared him in a web of deceit and shadows. And Flavius Sabinus found himself wondering then if he could ever really trust such a man; a man who always sought to leave a place rather than root in it . . . 
 
    A sudden shout caught his attention and Flavius Sabinus turned from the figure of the Magister, wound up in his hooded cloak, to see that a figure was gesturing high up on the battlements of the castrum. A high cloak fluttered up and then back and forth and he knew that this Arbeia called to him. He had tarried too long out here on the pier with Aelian Aelianus and now Paternus. His Numerus was inside now and had secured the castrum. A signal beacon had been lit to bring the transports across the Creia. Araxes was harrying the fleeing and demoralised survivors westwards, back along the edge of this Arbeia, into the hinterland of the Novantae. It was time to step into his new command and survey its wreckage. 
 
    Pain tugged at his shoulder and for one moment he sought out that iron tree, still aflame from that solitary ballista bolt, and wondered on the corpse which graced its roots now. Ru had fallen to his hand and for one moment he lamented that - the loss of a warrior soul; a man who had knitted together so many wild souls and bound them into a mighty force. Men like that were few enough in the mortal world, he mused to himself, flexing the shoulder a little, feeling it bruise against the scale armour. Few and rare - and that final moment came to him again as Ru had fallen and his hand had almost caressed him as if imparting something. But what, he wondered? What was in Ru’s last thoughts as death took him and his last sight was the man who had cut the bond which anchored him to life. It almost felt like gratitude, he thought, as if this Pict was unburdening his fate and placing it on the shoulder of another. 
 
    Another shout shook him out of that sudden thought - and Flavius Sabinus found himself cursing under his breath at such nonsense. He cursed and put all that nonsense away, looking up to the castrum and its battle-smeared vallum, across a field of the dead and the dying. The Pict was dead The field of battle was his. The Barcarii had been victorious. All else was nothing but folly and the fatigue often felt after battle. 
 
    Ru had been no Homeric soul and he been no mighty warrior avenging the death of a friend. There was no poetry here. Only blood and fickle Fortune . . . 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER EIGHT 
 
     
 
    In Bitterness We Drown, But Never Completely 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Arbeia was a ruin. 
 
    He walked through the open portus and what he saw was more than the effects of a sudden assault and siege. Those events stained the battlements and the open ground within the castrum, yes, and marked the inside in blood and soot, all interleaved with the shattered wreckage of spent missiles and broken shields - but under that violent layer was something else which surprised him. It took him a moment to sense it fully but when he did the unease in his gut tightened perceptibly. It was decay. This castrum was more than battered and shaken, it was decayed, as if it had been already abandoned a long time ago. He strode in through the south portus, shaking his shoulder a little to ease that pain in it even as a slave appeared suddenly at his side to relieve him of his heavy helmet and shield. He paused then as he unburdened himself and glanced about, seeing the detritus of war and then slowly underneath that, a darker ruin; one of abandon and neglect. 
 
    Before him, a mass of Picts squatted uneasily in the main open area of the castrum under guard. All were exhausted now and subdued, he saw. They had been stripped of weapons and what little armour they had worn. A heap of those spoils lay under the eaves of a burnt-out building - a store-shed of some kind. Those spoils were poor but would make a suitable gift to the chieftains and the Rex - the crippled and dying princeps - of these Novantae, he thought. A thin screen of Barcarii stood over the Picts while he saw that a medicus moved efficiently among them, ordering a few slaves to bind up wounds or dress cuts. Nearby, a small line of painted bodies were stretched out and covered in poor cloaks now stained in blood. He glanced quickly at that medicus - Nadim, he remembered, an old lean Arabi, from Singara, whose hands had the thinnest and deftest fingers he had ever seen - and he noted the cold reserve in the man’s face now. Blood stained those hands and he moved over one groaning Pict, almost caressing the long ragged cut which marked the barbarian’s upper chest. Nadim ordered a slave near him to apply a linen wrap about the chest and stood up then, wiping sweat from his brow, frowning at the remaining Picts clustered about him. The man’s face was long and narrow - haggard almost, he thought, framed by grey locks and a long wispy beard which gave him more than a passing resemblance to a goat - much to the amusement of many of the Barcarii, he remembered.  
 
    “How many?” he asked, aware that his voice was a little too cold and abrupt. 
 
    The Arabi from Singara shrugged and glanced about. “About two hundred, Praefectus, maybe a little more.” He wiped the blood from his hands and Sabinus saw again how long and delicate those fingers looked - and a part of him wondered absently if the man had ever thought about dancing the small dice most legionaries played with about those bony fingers. “Most are hardy enough to be enslaved and sold-off - or shipped back with the transports. I expect Magnus could use them in the legions further south.” 
 
    “Perhaps. We will see. Tend to them and keep them under guard. Who is in charge here?” 
 
    Nadim nodded over to a figure standing under the burnt remains of the building near where the pile of weapons and armour was growing. “Antiochus there, Paulus’ Centenarius . . .” 
 
    He turned and gestured to the Centenarius to join him. He knew Antiochus as a blunt and dedicated miles, an Armenian who was simple in his appetites. The milites had nicknamed him ‘Onager’ for his harsh anger in battle though he was stoic enough when not fighting. Nadim bent back to his work, ordering one of the slaves to lean in close to him, whispering harsh orders. 
 
    “Praefectus,” said Antiochus, approaching him and nodding. 
 
    “Centenarius,” he replied, looking back at the Picts. “We can hold them here?” 
 
    The latter screwed his eyes up and looked thoughtful for a moment. “They are beaten now but like all wild animals, hunger and rage will smoulder in them. We don’t have the iron to chain them all, Dominus. And there are only three hundred of us.” 
 
    “You’d end their lives?” 
 
    Antiochus smiled harshly at that. “It would solve a problem, Praefectus, but  . . .” 
 
    “Spit it out, Centenarius.” 
 
    “There’s good fighting blood in that lot. We could use some of that in the Barcarii, is what I am thinking. We’ve been watered down for too long, if you ask me. Soon there’ll be no wine left in us.” 
 
    He looked back out over the mass of huddled Picts. Many were staring up at them with wary faces - one or two seemed to dare him to look back at them, challenging him almost - but most were downcast, looking uneasily about. A few were murmuring under their breaths, calling on whatever dark gods they believed in to aid them now. All were warriors, though. This was not a poor tribe broken by its neighbours and forced into exile to find new lands. These Picts were all fighters and men of experience, he realised, either on land or the dark seas about this edge of the imperium - and that made them valuable. 
 
    “Anyone there caught your eye, Antiochus?” he asked, lowering his voice without realising it. 
 
    The Centenarius understood his drift. “That one - see him? The one with the blond braids and a perpetual scowl. The others keep looking to him. I’ve ordered the lads to watch him like wolves . . .” 
 
    The Pict was an elder among the young, he noted, grizzled and rangy but with a tightness in him that spoke to hunger - but for what, he mused? Power? Freedom? Even now this warrior was looking about, more alert and calculating than all the other Picts squatting now around him. A great welt covered his forehead and stained the blond locks with a dirty crimson. 
 
    Antiochus anticipated his next question. “You want we should get his name, Praefectus?” 
 
    “Not yet - let them stew a little in the pot here - but keep an eye on him.” He changed tack. “Where’s Naxios?” 
 
    The Centenarius pointed up to the north-western tower. “There with the Ducenarii.” 
 
    “Good - watch these Picts, Antiochus. I need them but for what yet I am not sure, you understand?” 
 
    “Praefectus,” the latter nodded back and stood away to resume his guard under the shadow of the burnt building. 
 
    He strode quickly across the small open ground and mounted the steps up the wall towards the battlements. A small group of Barcarii moved past him bearing a corpse like a litter in their arms. One arm trailed down from the cloak thrown over it and he saw from the gold bracelet wrapped about the arm that this was not a Barcarius but had to be one of the Exploratores who had defended this castrum over the last three days. Eighty men all told, he mused, now reduced to twenty and under the command of this young Tribune from Gaul - and he wondered then on the taste of defeat despite the fact the castrum still stood and the enemy were laid low in the dust of defeat. 
 
    Once atop the battlement, he glanced back down across the open ground of the castrum and saw the distant figure of Aelius Aelianus standing before the survivors of his century. He was talking to them and gesturing out beyond the walls to the unseen jetty and the ships tied up there now. The men were attentive but seemed listless to his eyes and that did not surprise him. Fatigue would be rooting in them all now; fatigue and perhaps something worse: despair. The Tribune seemed animated enough, gesturing out to the unseen galleys, but he sensed that the fire in his words was not reaching the hearts of those survivors. 
 
    A cool breeze washed over him then and he turned away from the small group of survivors across the open ground. For a moment, he allowed that breeze to cleanse him as if he had stepped in to the baths - but then the smell hit him and any sense of relief or repose in it vanished. That wind carried a burnt edge and the faint smell of blood mingled in with it now. 
 
    “Praefectus, this castrum was lost a long time ago.” 
 
    Of course, it had to be Naxios who spoke. About the Campidoctor stood the three Ducenarii and a small guard of milites. The latter had edged away and were lounging now against the stone battlements, resting their shields and spears, looking out over the shattered landscape beyond. The broken, ugly, face of the Cappadocian filled his vision then. His bluntness was cold but lacked the usual anger, he thought, and a part of him wondered on that. 
 
    “It’s a ruin, Naxios - yes -” 
 
    “A ruin which was abandoned by Rome decades ago - longer even. Look at it, Praefectus. We have saved that which was not salvageable. These bloody Exploratores have been squatting in nothing but a broken-down shell. I am surprised the Picts even bothered to assault it.” 
 
    “But they did. And that worries you, Naxios, doesn’t it?” 
 
    He saw the man flinch at that and knew he had hit home. Much as he loathed the Campidoctor, he could not fault his experience in the exercitus of Rome. And his bluntness now was as crude as ever but it lacked the hot anger which normally fuelled it. Behind him, the Ducenarii were looking out over the castrum, evaluating it, frowning a little and shaking their heads. Even Andronikas, normally so stoical, had tipped his head to one side and had puckered up his face as if confronted with a dilemma he had never come across before. 
 
      “Look at it, Praefectus,” Naxios urged - and for moment, he almost softened his voice as if speaking to an ally. “Look hard - these Exploratores have been here, what, over a year, yes? And you can see their patch-work on the battlements - there, and over there. See the roughly-cut stone blocks? And the south-east tower - it’s practically collapsed and has been shored-up. See the angle of it? No, this castrum wasn’t occupied by these men, it was recovered by them. This castrum was abandoned a long time ago.” 
 
    He couldn’t fault his words. Naxios was astute in his observations. He had noted it the moment he had walked in through the south portus. But now, with the Campidoctor pointing out section after section to him, he could see that he was right. This ‘Arbeia’ had been Rome once but that had been a long time ago. So long that the walls had sagged and the stone-work cracked here and there. The burnt-out barrack-blocks still smoked now but even so he could tell that they had been recent constructions put up against the inner walls. Other areas in the castrum were equally new - crude almost, as if thrown up in haste. There was a roughness here inside the castrum that spoke to a hasty occupation after long neglect. 
 
    “ . . . There was no garrison before these Exploratores from their base south down the coast . . .” he found himself murmuring out loud. “Was there, Naxios? That’s your impression?” 
 
    The Cappadocian shook his head. “Not that I can see. Magnus sent those lads up here to resurrect an old castrum long since abandoned and then he left them to rot up here three days north of the Vallum. We aren’t relieving them. We’re following them - into oblivion . . .” 
 
     But that didn’t make sense. He frowned and thought back to the meeting with Magnus and that old parchment he had unrolled across his desk. This castrum lay marked on it - but, yes, it was unnamed, he remembered. The Tribune had simply referred to it as the ‘Castrum’, as if it lay so far north from any other place of Rome nearby that it did not need a name to distinguish itself. Magnus had been specific about his mandates - to garrison this castrum and throw a net of galleys and scout vessels across the Ituna Estuary and extend the Vallum out into these dark waters. In order to do that, he needed an anchor point north of the estuary; a place to resupply and dock the vessels tasked now to patrol and protect this estuary. And this ‘Castrum’ looked perfectly placed to his gaze as Magnus had pointed it out on that parchment.  
 
    “Magnus has sent us to occupy a lost place - a place lost to Rome,” he mused out loud, turning those thoughts over. “This garrison regained the castrum and rebuilt it under his orders - and with the approval of the tribes here, these Novantae. He must have bargained with them to get permission. Bargained to be allowed back in here after so long. This was Rome once but then given up - surrendered, even. The Novantae would regard it as theirs now. Must have. But he bargained it back under the vexilla of Rome and put the century here under Longinus. Why? That was over a year ago - long before he knew he was getting naval reinforcements. This ‘Castrum’ was never intended for us back then. What was Magnus planning?” 
 
    “And what did he bargain for it, Praefectus?”  
 
    He looked at Naxios then and nodded. “What indeed . . .” 
 
    Andronikas looked at them both. He could see that the Illyrian had been following his thoughts closely. “I hear this place is called ‘Arbeia’ by the Novantae, yes?” 
 
    He nodded back and looked out over the northern edge of the castrum. A river wound its way westwards and glittered now in the morning light. Reeds crowned its banks and a small scattering of sandy islands dotted it. “Named after that river there, yes. Arbeia is the river and a goddess who reigns at the spring and headway of this river - all this land north of the castrum and westwards up to that spring is called Arbeia, Andronikas.” 
 
    “But Magnus called this place ‘Castrum’?” asked the Ducenarius. 
 
    He saw what he was thinking. “You think he did so because there was no itinerary left at Calunium which named this place? That it did not survive in the records?” 
 
    “I am thinking that. Rome built this once and then left - a long time ago. This place fell from the itineraries. Then your Tribune gets an idea to raise the standards up here and somehow he finds out about this old castrum. This place with no name now that anyone remembers.” 
 
    Naxios grunted at that. “Whatever he has been planning - and which we have blundered in to - it has been in the weaving for over a year, Praefectus.” 
 
    It was the earnestness in the Campidoctor’s face which caught his attention. Naxios was always contrary and hot with it. The Cappadocian loathed him and made no effort to hide it - and he understood that. This was a man who had seen his commander cut down on a doomed river-assault and then stood helplessly when he had later arrived bearing the mandates from the emperor himself - mandates which had cut out the heart of the Barcarii who were still reeling from that night-time assault. The fires which burned later that day seared more than wood, they marked Naxios also, and all those Barcarii who remained alive, even as the exercitus had turned away from Ctesiphon to begin its long trek into disaster. No, Naxios hated him and what he had done. Many of them did - but most dissembled that hate. Naxios hadn’t. He wore it almost as a torq of honour about his neck. But now that hate, its hot anger, was gone. Naxios looked at him and all that he saw facing him was a cold professionalism and a blunt evaluation which caused him to pause. 
 
    Naxios hitched up his military belt almost on reflex. “That story of throwing up a wooden vallum across the Ituna is horse-shit, I am telling you.” 
 
    He came to a decision then and part of him was surprised at what he said next. “I think you are right, Campidoctor.” 
 
    Nearby, Arzphur baulked at that. “You’re agreeing with Naxios?” 
 
    Next to him, Paulus laughed but it was a sour sound - more a bark than anything else. “I have seen everything now!” 
 
    “What you say makes sense, Naxios,” he persisted, ignoring the others. 
 
    “But?” 
 
    He smiled at that. “Why should there be a ‘but’?” 
 
    The Campidoctor sighed then and he saw that old, cracked, face fade a little. “Because we both know it changes nothing, does it?” 
 
    “You think we should abandon this Arbeia?” he asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “I do - but I also know we can’t now. Those cursed Picts have changed everything. If we leave now, we leave a hornet’s nest buzzing with anger. Whatever is going on with the Novantae here and in the west will worsen - and no doubt those Picts who survive their flight northwards will bring more barbarians back. They always do. They will want revenge.” 
 
    “They will, yes. And there in the east a few days march away towards the Vallum are Blatobulgium and Castra Exploratorum and then the Vallum itself. That is Selgovae land. Federates of Rome. If we left now for Calunium, we would be exposing all that to war and butchery from the north.” 
 
    “So we stay here as if nothing has changed?” asked Andronikas. 
 
    He shrugged, still looking at the Campidoctor. “We follow our mandates. Until . . .” 
 
    Naxios cursed under his breath. “Until you thread your way out of this maze.” 
 
    “What choice is there? The moment we slid ashore here and raised our standards, we have bound ourselves to this place. We have won it through blood and battle. This Arbeia - that name which the Centurion here resisted as un-Roman - is one we understand, do we not? We are Mesopotamian men. Are we not all Arbeian deep down? Does the Tigris not glitter in our hearts - and here we are on some mad errand beyond the Vallum of Rome and we find a slight echo of our patria.” 
 
    “This is not our home, Praefectus,” began the Campidoctor. 
 
    “No - but it is an echo of it. Do you want to abandon it again? I don’t think you can now, can you, Naxios?” 
 
    It was then that the old anger returned to the Cappadocian’s face. “I never abandoned our patria in the first place! If I had had my way, we would all have stayed and held the walls of Nisibis as we had always done. No cursed Persian had ever taken Nisibis until Jovianus gifted it to them -” 
 
    “To save all our lives, Naxios. Remember that.” 
 
    “And you think this is a life now worth that sacrifice? I know I don’t. You can dress that up as much as you like, Tribune, but we all know that you are as complicit in all this as Jovianus was. That poor Augustus betrayed the Tigris into the hands of the Persians but it was you who forced that hand. Don’t forget that!” 
 
    “I had orders,” he began, before he could check himself. 
 
    “Orders that you knew were grotesque! Orders that condemned us all - and you carried them out as if you were somehow being honourable. That wound on your shoulder doesn’t heal because you lack medicine - it festers because the gods want to remind you that what you did was as much a betrayal as what Jovianus did later.” 
 
    His words were hot, blunt. And they smote him with all the force of his rekindled anger. That moment of quiet understanding or accord vanished as if it had never existed and he saw again in that harsh face all the condemnation which the Barcarii felt for him and which Naxios alone truly exposed. Around him, he saw the two Ducenarii - Arzphur and Paulus - look away as if embarrassed but he knew they silently agreed with the Campidoctor. Andronikas stared at them as if they were all unruly children speaking out of turn. For all his fighting qualities and discipline, he knew the Illyrian lacked a deeper understanding of what was festering here - despite having fought through it all with the others. For him, the world was like the cracked mountains and deep gorges where he hailed from - harsh, unforgiving, lacking sentimentality. For Andronikas, to dwell on those emotions or sink into bitterness was a weakness which the world outside would soon punish. Part of him wished he had that quality - that stoicism - but he knew that there was a blindness in it which made such a blunt outlook dangerous also. Up by the battlements, the few guards had turned to look at him, their sun-burnt faces wary and distant now. They stood against that stone as once they had all stood high over Nisibis and braved the storm of Persians eager to drag them from that refuge into a cruel death below. Now, this small castrum was nothing but a pale imitation of those days far away and long ago. They stared at him, closed-off and immobile, and he knew that whatever victory had been won today would soon fade as the old bitterness and enmity returned to them all. 
 
    He looked Naxios hard in the eye and nodded then. “Yes, you are right. I have been marked by the gods. I am a crippled man. And, yes, what I did I also hated but still did it. And you think that makes me a coward - and perhaps you are right -” 
 
    “I am -” 
 
    “But it doesn’t matter. I am your commanding officer. This Numerus - these milites - were given to me to command, weren’t they?” 
 
    “Jovianus was punishing you, you fool,” broke in the Campidoctor. “Any beggar in the agora can see that!” 
 
    “No, Naxios, he was punishing you also. Remember that.” 
 
    “For what? Being loyal to our patria - our home?” 
 
    “Of course. What did you think he was going to do with a Numerus which begged to be allowed to remain and defend Nisibis? It was disband you or move you westwards - and what better way to reinforce that and remind you also of your disobedience than by placing over you the very man who had broken you back at Ctesiphon? No, Jovianus took two different coins and melted them together into one new contrary one. We are bound, you and I, a Janus coin now, and that anger you always feel is born from that, isn’t it?” 
 
    He saw Naxios flinch a little away from that truth, his face tightening up like a carved mask. His anger was raw and he knew that soon the Campidoctor would take it out on those under him who hesitated at his commands later. 
 
    He did not care. Naxios may be right but it changed nothing now - and he sensed the Campidoctor knew that. The heat in his words - the anger boiling up in him - was born as much from frustration at the situation they were in now as it was from what had happened in the past. They were all crippled in one manner or another, he knew. Be it the suppurating scars across a shoulder or the bitter canker of broken pride and a lost home in the heart. All were scarred men - save that in him they had a standard to lash out at that rose above their own ranks. He focused their anger and bitterness - but he baffled them also for he hated himself more than they did. As Araxes had pointed out to him recently, he did not allow them their hate for he already despised himself more than any of them ever could . . . 
 
     He sighed then and looked away, out over the landscape westwards, down along the Arbeia river, seeing it glitter and twist away from the castrum into a long wide land punctuated by low woodland and stretches of moor. Far in the distance, on the horizon almost, a small crumple of hills rose up and he suspected that this river began there in some deep grove, marked now by idols or offerings or a small wooden temple to this goddess. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter - none of that matters, Naxios,” he said, quietly. “We have spilled blood here now. We cannot leave.” 
 
    He paused then but the Campidoctor remained silent also, balling his fists up into hard white knots. He let that moment hang and then gestured down to the small group of survivors about Aelius Aelianus. “Once the cargo vessels are moored up, break out what wine we have and make sure they all get some. It is the least we can do - and Naxios . . .” 
 
    “Praefectus.” The title and rank was almost spat out. 
 
    “Have you ever wondered on why Julian gave that order?” 
 
    “Did you?” 
 
    “I didn’t need to. It was the only order he could give. One day, you will understand that and realise just how little worth any of us had in his eyes at the end.” 
 
    Before the Campidoctor could reply, he turned and walked away, reaching around to begin unlacing the clasps of his armour. The words felt cheap and too easily spoken. He knew that but still it felt good saying them. 
 
    A few moments later, having divested his scale hauberk and passed it over to a nearby slave, he pushed through the milling Barcarii intent on reinforcing the defences of Arbeia and made his way over to where the Exploratores stood before Aelianus. All looked bruised and exhausted, their faces smeared with soot and the dark smears of blood. The Tribune stood before them, still talking, but the heat in his words and gestures was fading now. One miles, taller than the rest, stood a little apart and he remembered that Aelianus had called him Gallo. This man - after the young Tribune - was the highest ranking survivor of the century now.  
 
    Drawing closer, he raised a hand to get all their attention and drew them a little towards himself. He saw Aelianus nod to him and give a small smile - as if relived that he had arrived.  
 
    “Tribune,” he said, nodding to him. 
 
    “Praefectus,” came the quick - almost too quick, he noted - reply. 
 
    “I need that man there with me.” He pointed to Gallo. 
 
    “Of course - Gallo with the Tribune.” 
 
    “Dominus,” the latter said, swivelling about. 
 
    He turned then and strode away from the clump with the miles in tow and headed out to the west gateway. Its heavy portals were open now and a small guard of Barcarii manned it while above, along the battlements, more stood watching out, wary and alert. He passed through that gateway and halted outside it, surveying the land as it fell away westwards. From this level, the distant bruised hills were unseen now and across his view fell moorland and the trailing rags of woods. About them both, underfoot almost, lay the remains of the battle and its inevitable aftermath. Flies were massing in their cohorts and at the edges of all the blood he saw a small scattering of dogs appearing, panting and wary. 
 
    “Praefectus,” said the man behind him. 
 
    He turned and looked at Gallo. The man was tall and a veteranus and he noted that the man regarded him with a blunt look - as he hoped he would. He had grey eyes and those eyes were unflinching now and unsentimental. 
 
    “You arrived with Longinus?” he asked. 
 
    “I did, yes.” 
 
    “There was no garrison here, was there? This was a ruin.” 
 
    “It was.” 
 
    “And?” he prompted. 
 
    “And what?” The man looked at him, unflinching. 
 
    “And what did you make of that?” 
 
    “ . . . The Tribune, Magnus, ordered us up from Castra Exploratorum to -” 
 
    He took a step closer to him. “Not that. What did you make of that, Gallo.” 
 
    “Ah, that’s it . . .” he saw him sigh then and look out over his shoulder to the land beyond. “Longinus could tell you better than me, Dominus, but he’s gone now. What did I make of it? Mandates are mandates, eh? Ours were simple. Garrison this castrum. Raise the standard of Rome here among the Novantae. Repair the walls and ditches. Await replacement in due course. Nothing complicated about that, is there?” 
 
    But he sensed the slight mockery in the man’s voice and the way he looked past him now. 
 
    “But you don’t believe that, do you? Neither did Longinus.” 
 
    “You should talk to that Aelianus - he took command -” 
 
    “And has only been here a month, yes? Whereas you had been here a year I am told.” 
 
    “A year - a very long year, Praefectus - and you want to know what I think?” And he looked at him then and his gaze was frank, earnest almost. “I think Magnus needed us out here. He needed something of Rome in these lands, is what I think. And the poor lads here were thrown to the wolves as a result.” 
 
    “The Novantae,” he began - but Gallo shook his head at that and dropped his voice a little. 
 
    “Are nothing but horse-shit - crippled and evasive. These tribes are listless. Nothing more. Toothless and worse. No, forget the Novantae.” 
 
    “Then why place a garrison here, Gallo? Why rebuild a lost castrum? Because this castrum was lost, wasn’t it? Lost or abandoned a long time ago. What was Magnus really doing?” 
 
    The man shrugged and reached out to scratch his jaw. He saw that those grey eyes remained locked on him. “Something else out here - not the Novantae - something else, eh?” 
 
    “What?” he persisted. “What makes a Tribune of Rome throw a century out into the barbaricum so far from the Vallum?” 
 
    “Perhaps . . . Perhaps not what but who, eh?” 
 
    Another shrug accompanied his words and he sensed that this Gallo had given him all he had. The shrug had a finality to it and he knew enough of milites to sense when one was closing up on him. Gallo had said all he was going to say. 
 
    “ . . . Report back to Aelius Aelianus. Tell him wine is being brought ashore once the cargo vessels dock from across the Creia. I have ordered it to be sent up to you all.” 
 
    A smile cracked the veteran’s face at that. “You will need a fucking lot of wine, Praefectus . . .” 
 
    “You will all have what you want - but if there is one thing I have learned in my time under the eagles and dragons of Rome it’s that there is never enough wine . . .” 
 
    Gallo’s smile widened even further at that. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Araxes returned barely an hour later, all covered in the dust of a long tramp, his breath heaving, as he led the three posteriores centuries in through the western gateway. 
 
    He had had his wound seen to by Nadim once the last of the Picts had been patched up. The Arabi had merely grunted and applied some oil and dressing to that shoulder. It was bruised and ached as if he had been hit with a ballista bolt but the skin was unbroken - apart from the weeping scars, of course. Nadim had remained silent during that examination and bandaging. He knew enough not to advise him - had tended to him enough times in the past to know that any words from him were wasted. Sabinus almost hated him now for that - hated the silent condemnation which seemed to rest in that long haggard face of his - but he knew also that this was nothing but a reaction to the man’s intimacy to his wound. He suffered Nadim to examine him and bit back the shame which such closeness brought up in him. 
 
    Now, he stood out from the western gateway, flexing that shoulder, clad only in his tunica, a heavy sagum thrown over his shoulders to ward off the chill, his head bare. A slave hovered nearby, discreet and mute. Behind him, he heard the shouts and orders of men shoring up the castrum - this Arbeia - as debris was cleared away. Hammering fell over his ears and somewhere far back in the castrum a heavy saw was chewing its way through rough wood. Distant shouts from down by the Creia told him that at last the cargo vessels were approaching and making ready to dock along the two jetties. A small detail, all divested of armour and weapons, was rolling up the corpses about the castrum and piling them up some distance away, downwind. Soon a funeral pyre would be lit, the smoke wafting away from the battered walls, and poor words would be uttered over that pyre to both cleanse the land now and aid a speedy passage of those lost souls into whatever afterlife they believed in. The Latin of those words would be spoken slowly and with reverence as was right to honour men fallen in battle, no matter that they had risen against Rome, and many gods would echo in them, he knew: Christ, Ishtar, Mithras, the unnumbered Saints and Martyrs of so many creeds now that his head hurt to even try to understand them, the moon and sun idols of the Saraceni, and more. All would be summoned in that quiet Latin by those among his Numerus who wore the sacred white of whatever religion they honoured. Later, once the ashes had been washed away, they would argue and swear against each other and seek to convert - but that was after, always after, for honour among fighting men always came first while the blood was still fresh.  
 
    Araxes emerged through the haze of that activity with a long line of Barcarii behind him, their oval shields muted with dust and thrown over their backs now. Their faces were wary and tired, he noted. The Centenarii of the three centuries stood apart a little and urged the milites on in hard, insistent, voices, looking about with narrowed eyes. Seeing him standing there, out from the portus, the Primicerius turned and nodded to the lead Centenarius before stepping aside to join him. He saw that the Persian was smiling despite the ache which filled his body. Dust covered his mail armour and as he reached up and untied the chin straps to his helmet, lifting it up carefully, he noted the sweat which poured down across his face - as if someone had cracked an amphora above him. He gestured to that slave behind him and the Persian passed the helmet over to him along with his shield, nodding to him as he approached. 
 
    “Report?” he said, as the slave moved away with his burden. 
 
    The smile which greeted him was wide, casual almost. “As a hunt, it was poor, Sabinus, but . . .” 
 
    “I am not in the mood for your teasing, Araxes.” 
 
    The smile only grew, he noted. “How is your shoulder, my friend?” 
 
    “Don’t mock me. It has been bandaged up  - what more is there to say? What of the Picts?” 
 
    The Primicerius dropped his humour then and shrugged, looking back out into the west. Nearby, the long files of the Barcarii jogged past them both, dust drifting up from their feet, the clank of weapons and armour falling over them both. A Centenarius shouted out a harsh order to close up ranks as they began to file in under the open portus. Someone high above threw a mocking comment down to them and laughter rippled out in response. 
 
    The Persian stepped in a little and lowered his voice as the last of the Barcarii filed past them. “As I say, the hunting was poor. These Picts fled westwards along the edge of this river. It is too wide for them to cross here, I think, though there must be a ford across from the castrum. We trailed them and waited to harry them if they rallied but none ever did. I doubted if even one of those painted barbarians even looked back here. No, they fled and are still fleeing . . .” 
 
    He waited patiently. Something in his friend’s manner told him there was more and if it was one thing he knew about Araxes it was that the Persian loved the theatrical as much as he did the dice and the wine cups. 
 
    “ . . . But we were not alone out there, Sabinus . . .” 
 
    “Novantae?” 
 
    The long soft face seemed to grow serious then. “We never saw them but those Picts weren’t just fleeing us and this castrum, they were fleeing whatever was in the woods out there. They veered away from the darkest trees - exactly where I would expect them to run to. They veered away from that tangle and attempted to follow the river - hoping to find a crossing, I suspect. They didn’t. Eventually, that river dove into thick foliage and trees and they disappeared into it. One Pict alone stood back and hesitated. He looked back at us and seemed to drift towards us a little - we were strung out on a low rise - but then one of his comrades barked something to him and he turned and vanished into that thicket. I had the sense that he was debating about whether to come to us and throw himself onto our mercy . . .” 
 
    He found himself stepping forward a little, drawn towards that land which fell away westwards. The dark smudge of the forest stood out starkly against the moorland which fringed it. Here, about the castrum, the land had been cleared back from the walls and the long fossa which encircled it. Arbeia occupied a wide flat spit of land where the river flowed into the estuary and he could see that whereas the north side of the walls were washed almost by the Arbeia itself and the east was crowded with the remains of the landing area and the burnt-out supply sheds, here on the south and west edges the land fell away into those moors and the dark woods beyond them. A few patches of dirt had been wrested from the wildness and bore the marks of farming and small areas where the Exploratores here had planted seed. The soil was rich and loamy, he saw, but beyond that small fringe - and a wide flat training ground westwards - the land was desolate as it rolled away into those unseen distant hills. There was a single uneasy track winding out from the portus here and which threaded its way into that wild mix of moorland and forest but it soon faded from his view - more illusion than anything else. 
 
    Araxes nodded as if diving his thoughts. “We trailed them as you ordered but we were not hunting them. Others are doing that now, I suspect, Sabinus . . .” 
 
    “Listen to me, Araxes. We have blundered into a deeper thing here than Magnus presented to us.” His voice was clipped and abrupt and he needed his friend to understand to him. “This castrum was abandoned a long time ago. It was a ruin. These poor Exploratores did not garrison it. They recovered it. He sent a Tribune here a month ago to gather intelligence and test the resolve of the garrison here, making vague promises about relieving them in time. And then we arrived and he immediately posts us here.” 
 
    “His mandates were specific, if I recall,” replied Araxes, looking at him and lowering his voice. The Persian reached up and wiped the sweat from his forehead slowly. “We both suspected there might be other plans afoot . . .” 
 
    “The naval barrier makes sense. It does. And this castrum is perfectly suited for an operation like that . . .” he mused. 
 
    “But?” 
 
    “ . . . I think that the original reason this castrum was recovered had nothing to do with such an idea - or that Magnus merely wanted to extend Rome this far north and west from the Vallum. No, there is something else at play here. Why send a Tribune to test these men’s loyalties here? Blatobulgium is a day’s march east and south. Another day after that is Castra Exploratorum. Then the Vallum. A year is not that long that a century of Romans might go rotten. And why here? Forget the naval operation, Araxes. I think that is something spun on top of this original plan. Magnus saw an opportunity with us. So what was that original plan?” 
 
    “Why does Rome ever station troops in the barbaricum, my friend?” 
 
    “To protect the federate tribes and the traders who venture beyond the res publica . . .” He saw the Persian smile at that - the naivety of it - and found himself smiling back with him.  
 
    “Protect? Watch, surely, no?” 
 
    “What if . . . What if this was never that, Araxes? What if Magnus was not placing a guard but instead throwing out a lifeline . . .” 
 
    The words of Gallo came back to him then and he turned to face the dark forest on the horizon. It was mid-morning now and the light was high and strong. Before him glittered a verdant land - a rich tapestry of green. The long edge of the forest and its outliers was rough and thick, he saw. The moorland which broke into it only threw those trees and copses near it into relief. He had seen these forests on their march westwards in the comitatus of the Augustus Valentinian these last few months - in Gaul and up along the remote Belgic lands. There was a primal quality to these forests which had struck him then and he was reminded of it again now as he looked out. This land was ancient but wild and only barely cultivated unlike the great canals and oases about the Tigris. 
 
    “What if Magnus was building a golden bridge into the barbaricum?” he mused, staring deep into the green fastness. 
 
    “For what?” 
 
    “Not what, my friend, whom . . .” 
 
    The image of a scarred face rose up in him then and behind that face loomed a mass of scrolls and tablets and the words of exile and loss and patria all couched in the elegant lines of Virgil. Lines which echoed now in him as if written for him alone . . . 
 
    I sing of arms and a man . . . 
 
    And he felt that he almost understood Magnus then and the dedication this Tribune had for a lost soul far away and unheard from. A dedication which made him recover a lost castrum and man it with a century of troops all in - what - hope, was it, he mused? Hope that this soul would find his way back to that patria surrendered so long ago. 
 
    “This isn’t a guard over the barbaricum, Araxes. It is a beacon; a beacon in the night . . .” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Midday saw Flavius Sabinus and a few staff together with Aelius Aelianus tour the castrum and assess the damage it had taken in the three days of siege. 
 
    The bulk of the Barcarii, together with the crews of the classis, had been detailed to clear away the debris of the battle from the interior and the dock area while also man-handling the supplies inside the walls. To the shouts and heaving throng of small gangs of men, all stripped-down for heavy labour - the eternal munera of the Roman military - he led the small group of his principales about the walls and the exterior of the castrum. 
 
    Arbeia was a small place - a compact square fort with turrets at the corners which protruded outwards and high gateways over the entrances. A single fossa encircled it but was choked with debris and collapsed here and there through neglect. The dock or landing area with its two rough piers was nothing more than an extension of a shallow beach along the edge of the Creia here. Further north slightly, the Arbeia emerged and its wash swept clean the shore downstream allowing wide cargo vessels to run right up to the piers, he noticed. The castrum was situated as a result on a small headland, protected on two fronts by a river and the estuary. The remaining two fronts had been cleared back to provide a killing ground if needed. 
 
    The damage, he noted, was superficial; a few burnt buildings, nothing which couldn’t be replaced or repaired, given time. Some of the barrack blocks had suffered fire-damage - one had been burnt down entirely. The grain sheds down by the wharves had been totally destroyed - and one pier was damaged but could be shored up easily enough. As he walked slowly about the perimeter of the walls and then moved outside to examine the ground, he realised that it would only take a few days to get the castrum back into a defensible condition. A month would see it restored completely if they could requisition labour and materials from the Novantae here. 
 
    A cold wind had risen now that the sun was high and a low band of clouds was scudding in from the west, he noted. About him, his officers and the little guard with them, were all huddling in to the thick cloaks now. Most had thrown off their armour and donned the fur caps of Pannonian origin or the older Phrygian ones which marked their Mesopotamian roots. He saw that Araxes disdained to cover his head and walked with him now, allowing his long hair to blow wild in the wind. The odd thought struck him then that he doubted if this shore - this castrum - had ever seen a Persian noble. About him, the others stood and looked about - Naxios was quiet, assessing the state of the walls, he noted, while the Ducenarii were muted. All were exhausted now that the battle was over and the song it had sung over them had faded. A nearby slave held a small bladder filled with wine and it was being seized upon by them a little too eagerly, he realised. 
 
    “Thoughts,” he said, finally, as they came to halt on the training ground which lay a little out to the west. 
 
    The Cappadocian shook his head. “If I hadn’t seen a century of Romans cling on to this place, I would have given it up as a poor work.” 
 
    Andronikas nearby nodded in agreement. 
 
    “Explain,” he invited. 
 
    Naxios grimaced as if he had eaten something which did not agree with him and then pointed up to the walls. “The corner towers there, they are too low and don’t protrude much. They will provide little cover to the walls. And the walls - see how low they are and how long? A few scaling ladders could soon overwhelm the defenders - especially given that any covering fire from the towers will be ineffective. The fossa is too wide and shallow - where’s the outer embankment? No, this is a castrum which was thrown up in a hurry and then abandoned before someone with true engineering skill could steady it. That’s my opinion.”  
 
    “Aelianus?” He turned to look at the young face of the Tribune next to him. 
 
    “My thoughts also when I first arrived a month ago. Longinus told me that there was a stone inscription under the main east gateway dedicated to a praefectus - presumably the first commander - during the Consulship of Commodus and Burrus. My knowledge of the consul years is hazy but if that Commodus is the Augustus . . .” 
 
    “That puts the building of this castrum almost two hundred years ago,” he finished for him. “Any other inscriptions?” 
 
    “None, Praefectus.” 
 
    “So it was built in a hurry and then just as hurriedly abandoned.” 
 
    “Or built over an earlier one . . .” Paulus gestured out over the training ground. “See the edges there and the low line running along it? Might be the worn-down remnants of an earlier wood and turf work - a legionary camp perhaps?” 
 
    He looked out and followed the line which the Ducenarius had pointed out to him. He noticed it now. It was hard to see with the sun high but there was a low mound running along one edge of the training field, he saw. Following it back, he thought that it seemed to run too conveniently right up to the corner of the north west tower of Arbeia. 
 
    “So this was originally a legion encampment and then it was reduced in size and remade in stone - and whoever did that, did it hurriedly . . .” he mused, looking all about wondering on the size of the initial encampment. 
 
    Arzphur nodded in agreement and reached out for the wine bladder. “One of those ancient campaigns north of the Vallum, perhaps? A staging post to throw the legions northwards into the mists and mountains up there?” He took a long swig and wiped his lips, handing the bladder over to Paulus next to him. The latter took it, smiling his thanks. 
 
    “And once that campaign was over and the laurels won, it was abandoned . . .” he finished for him. 
 
    “Something like that, Praefectus.” 
 
    Naxios swore under his breath. “And now we poor bastards have to man this mockery.” 
 
    He saw Araxes turn then and gaze at the Campidoctor. A serious look had come over the Persian’s face. “Is that not what the Barcarii have ever done, amicus? Taken a poor thing and made it the shield of Rome? This may not be Nisibis in the east or the Tigris or the Singaran highlands but it is an anchor-point now and one we must hold - if Magnus is to build on that idea of his to throw a vallum of wood and canvas out across the Ituna Estuary here.” 
 
    “This castrum is a poor -” began the Cappadocian but Araxes raised a hand and stepped away a little, looking out over the waters of the Creia. 
 
    “It is, yes, you are right, Naxios. But that is not the focus here.” 
 
    “It isn’t? You could have fooled me. These bloody Exploratores fought for something that was not important - is that what you are saying?” 
 
    “Important? This? No. It is not the stone and ditch here - that is. That is what is important now.” And he pointed out across the estuary.  
 
    He understood what Araxes was trying to show them and smiled a little at his friend’s dramatic flair. 
 
    He stood before them, gesturing out across the wide estuary, the waters glowing now with the midday sun, ripples and crests fluttering under a low wind like the vexilla of an unnumbered host rising up from the depths. The wind was cold but the expanse here across the Creia was wide and led to the dim smudge of the far eastern shore almost a mile away to the unseen landing area - the crossing point to the land of the Selgovae and the distant castrum of Blatobulgium over a day’s march away. Gulls hovered overhead, harassing the men who were bringing the supplies ashore from the moored-up cargo vessels. Raucous shouts and curses fell over him but he ignored them and turned his gaze southwards, down that estuary and out into the wide gulf which lay unseen far away. 
 
    Across those waters - the mass of the Ituna - lay the vulnerable shore of northern Britannia and the edge of the Vallum which Magnus protected now with his run-down garrisons and crumbling castra. A shore which was exposed both from the north here in the Caledonian lands - the tribal runs of the Picts and the Atecotti - and from the distant land of Hibernia in the dim west and those Scotti who sailed across the dark sea to raid and pillage. Araxes was not pointing to the castrum here; he was pointing out into that unseen mass of roiling waters. 
 
    “Araxes is right,” he began, “this castrum called Arbeia is not the point of all of this. That is. That is our defence. Our shield now. This is just the end line of that defence. Nothing more. We man that, not this.” 
 
    Naxios was not convinced. “If we can’t hold this castrum, that line collapses, Praefectus. You must see that.” 
 
    “We have something the Exploratores never had, Campidoctor - something which will transform this landing area and castrum.” 
 
    “You think a few scaphae will help defend this place?” 
 
    His response was brusque. His words cold and dismissive, almost. “You are thinking too small. You are thinking within the walls of Arbeia. We are bigger than that now. We are not defending, Naxios. We are striking - striking out into the barbaricum, across those waters, into the hearth land of these barbarians. We will be raiding them . . .” 
 
    The Ducenarii smiled at that. All were looking out across those waters now. Arzphur was smiling wolfishly while at his side Paulus began to finger the charms hanging from his wide military belt. The Illyrian stood out a little and nodded back at him, understanding the simplicity of that statement. It was something his fighting spirit could wrap itself around. Naxios, however, remained unconvinced and the man turned away from the Creia and looked back out over the castrum.  
 
    “What if the Picts or these Atecotti come at us from the north, Praefectus? Our vessels won’t be so effective then, will they?” 
 
    “No,” he admitted, “but if they do, that will leave their hearths open - and that is when we will slide in and stake the serpent. If they dare to assault this castrum again, we will hold it while the scaphae sail westwards and north up into their territorium to burn and harry. The closer they march towards us to easier it becomes to move behind them and strike. Rome has always stood behind its high walls and deep ditches. We all saw the Vallum across the estuary here. We have all stood on the battlements of Nisibis. That’s what you are seeing here, Naxios. Another place to hold and defend - a little piece of Rome in the wilderness. This is not that. This is nothing more than a staging post - a place to strike out and break up the barbarians. We are not defending this place; we are using it to attack . . .” 
 
    And a part of him - even as he said those words - even believed it. A part of him smelled the blood hidden in those words, the honour and glory, the high vexilla and dracos over the blood-stained waters, the enemy vessels sinking beneath the waves. Part of him even yearned for it. But he knew something else lay under all that rhetoric. Something buried deep in the words of Brennus and which had forced Magnus to embark on a mad scheme to re-occupy this long-lost castrum deep in the dark lands of the Novantae here. Something which spoke not to barbarian raids but instead something far more murky and treacherous: a name which was both familiar and unfamiliar and which adorned the gold coins of Rome now being seeded here deep in the barbaricum. 
 
    Arbeia was not so much a fort now as it was a refuge, he realised, and he was its keeper in more ways than one. 
 
    He caught Araxes looking at him, that serious face dark now against the midday sun. The Persian was frowning a little and he knew that his own foreboding was shared . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Two guards brought the Pict in and made him sit on a rough stool. His hands had been lashed tight with rope behind his back and as a result, he stooped a little as if bending over. Someone - probably Nadim - had cleaned him up somewhat and as the guards stood back into the shadows which cloaked the small room, Flavius Sabinus took a moment to assess the figure. 
 
    They were in what had once been a store-shed up against one wall of the castrum. The floor was bare and a few iron brackets hung on the walls. Two small narrow windows looked out on the open ground in the castrum but he had closed the shutters on them now and what little light fell into the shed came in from the gaps in the roof above him. The heavy acrid smell of smoke hung over everything and part of the ceiling above him had caved in from fire damage. Soot lay underfoot and he had noted that burnt linen and wool fragments lay scattered in the corners of the shed. Whatever had been kept in here had been rescued from the fire and removed in haste, he surmised, while the flames in the rafters above had been put out - but not before the roof had taken heavy damage. 
 
    Now he stood under all that greasy smell, a little light falling in, as the Pict eased himself on the stool and glowered about him like a trapped animal. 
 
    “Not exactly Ru, is he?” 
 
    Araxes leaned almost casually against a rough wooden post, holding a silk handkerchief up to his noise. The Persian was smiling a little but it was a cold smile and his almond eyes glittered in the half-light. His words were couched in the old argot of the Barcarii rather than the Latin of the military. 
 
    “He’s the best of what we have left,” he replied, stepping forward a little to look at the Pict. He switched abruptly to Latin. 
 
    “You - can you understand me?” 
 
    He saw recognition flare up in the barbarian’s eyes - but then the Pict looked away as if unaware of what was going on around him. He licked his lips and seemed to shrink in a little as if weighed down and exhausted. Shoulder muscles bunched and unbunched unconsciously - and Flavius Sabinus almost found himself laughing then at the Pict’s transparency. 
 
    “ . . . If you are thinking of bolting for that door - don’t. The guards there will cut you down without a qualm. The breath you expel in that move will also be your last, Pict. And don’t mimic the dullard here, also. Your eyes have already betrayed you. You understand Latin . . .” 
 
    The man stared hard at him and a small smile clothed his face. He was a warrior of some note, he had decided. Painted marks covered his upper torso and neck while a small whorl of scars scalloped his cheeks. The scars were old and told him that his transition from unbloodied youth into a fighting warrior had been many years ago. His mop of blond hair was ragged and dank with sweat. This Pict held his gaze for a moment and the frankness in it impressed him. 
 
    There was a slight shrug then from him, as if he conceded a minor piece in a board game of latrunculus. 
 
    “What of it, Rhom? Your pig-language is well-known to many.” 
 
    “Tell me why you attacked the castrum here. What was Ru intending on doing after the Romans here were all slaughtered.” 
 
    Defiance rose up in the Pict. “And why should I tell you, Rhom?” 
 
    “Because you hold more than your own life here now, Pict. There are some two hundred of your fellow tribesmen out there in captivity. Their fate is in your hands now, you understand?” 
 
    The Pict snarled at him, angry and defensive. “What are their lives to me? Kill them for all I care! We are all dead men anyway . . .” 
 
    “I could kill you all,” he conceded, measuring his words out slowly. “ . . . I could turn you all over to the Novantae here. They would use you for sport or the hunt, I expect. You have violated their lands, after all -” 
 
    “Violated? Is that what you think, Rhom?” The Pict froze then and the mocking smile on his face hung there as if exposed. Sweat beaded his forehead. 
 
    “So you were complicit with each other? The Novantae allowed you in, is that it? And you don’t think they will slaughter you all now to hide that fact? I hand you over and you are all dead souls, as the gods bear me witness . . .” 
 
    A sullen look come over the Pict then. “ . . . Do as you wish, Rhom . . .” 
 
    He turned to the Persian who stood nearby. “Araxes, hand me that stool . . .” 
 
    The Primicerius nodded and put away the silk before hauling up a small, roughly-made, stool and placing down in front of the Pict. The latter looked between them and he knew the barbarian was attempting to pierce what was going on now. He straddled the stool and pulled it in a little towards the Pict.  
 
    “What I wish, Pict,” he began, his voice low and measured, “ . . . is to save all your lives. You fought well and with honour. Ru himself blessed me as he died under my blade - I can still feel where his hand fell down over my shoulder here. A shoulder he had already wounded on the war-galley. I need that honour, that spirit now, you understand? Be the Ru that was and help me save these souls here. Give me a reason, Pict . . .” 
 
    The face opposite him was frowning now and uncertain. “ . . . Ru blessed you?” 
 
    He nodded back. “He honoured me as I took his life. It was a life well-lived and worth the taking. I will remember him. Who will remember you?” 
 
    “ . . . Galam . . . my name is Galam, son of Carvorst, of the Verteru . . .” The words were quiet, hesitant almost, and he saw that this Galam looked about into the shadows as if fearing something. 
 
    “The Verturiones?” he repeated, echoing the barbarian word slowly, unconsciously warping it into Latin. 
 
    The Pict nodded back. “It is what we call ourselves - the fortress people, the Verteru, of the lands high above the inland sea, east of the mountains . . .” 
 
    “And what brings the Verturiones here to the tribal lands of the Novantae, federates of Rome, Galam? Tell me.” 
 
    The Pict was silent then and licked his lips. His gaze flickered uneasily between them and again Sabinus saw him flex his shoulder muscles as if testing the rope bonds about his wrist - but he knew this barbarian was not seeing if he could break free. He was testing something else - something deep in his soul. 
 
    What this Galam said next shocked him. 
 
    “We did not invade these lands, Rhom, we were invited in. As guests and allies. Gold bought Ru here. Gold and the promise of glory.” 
 
    Araxes broke in then. “The Novantae are your allies? That doesn’t make sense, Pict -” 
 
    “And what would you know? You think we attacked this fort to burn and ruin it? Not at all. The Novantae gifted it to us. We are ‘fortress people’ and this was to be our new home here among these tribes. Gold, they gave us. Pledges also. All to bring us here and settle among them and guard them - guard them as Rome never could. Do you see, Rhom? We were not destroying this ‘vertera’ - this fort - but taking it back for the Novantae as their pledge-gift to us. Now do you understand?” 
 
    He stood up and stepped back away from Galam. The dim light in the shed seemed to deepen then and almost want to drown him. Far away, too far it seemed, the shouts and commands from outside in the castrum appeared ineffectual, more shadow than substance, and he found himself looking then at his friend as if seeking an anchor back to reality. The Pict was staring at him, almost willing him to believe him, and the fervent look on his face told him that what he had said was the truth. He knew that Araxes sensed it also for the Persian was frowning and he saw that his hand had dropped suddenly down onto the pommel of his elegant Sassanian spatha. The knuckles turned white then. 
 
    “The Novantae invited you in?” he repeated - saying those words out loud as much to himself as they were to the figure seated before him - this Galam, son of Carvorst, of the Verturiones. And the latter nodded fervently back, smiling a cold smile, his eyes dark and hidden.  
 
    “They did, Rhom. When the sheep lacks a shepherd, what better protection than to invite in a wolf against the darkness, eh? And Ru was that wolf, I swear.” 
 
    “ . . . Magnus . . .” 
 
    The name escaped his lips before he realised it and in his mind the face of the old Tribune rose up, harried, over-worked, and keen to throw them north of the Vallum. There had been an edge to that commander at Calunium - Araxes had sensed it. He had also but now he realised something that even the Tribune had not understood despite all his scheming and his attempt to light a beacon here deep in the barbaricum. 
 
    “Sabinus?” The Persian stepped in a little, concerned. “They are afraid of Magnus?” 
 
    He turned and made for the closed door, thoughts whirling through him, a sudden coldness hardening in his stomach. Before he knew what he was doing, his hand was on the latch and yanking it down hard. Light flared up before him - even as the Pict shouted out behind him, his voice desperate and alarmed at the same time - 
 
    “Our lives, Rhom! You promised us our lives, remember! I am Ru now - is that not what you wanted, Rhom? Am I not honourable now?” 
 
    But he ignored the Pict and pushed out into the harsh light outside. Anger was flooding through him and he was only dimly aware that Araxes was beside him and closing the wooden door behind them both, drowning out the barbarian’s shrill words. Once outside, the afternoon light hit him hard and he blinked against it. Figures moved about him but they seemed swathed in that light as if part of it. For a moment, it was as if fire consumed him - but he cursed under his breath and pushed that image deep inside. 
 
    “Magnus is behind all this?” 
 
    He shook his head and turned back to look at his friend. 
 
    “In a sense, yes - but not in the manner you imagine, my friend.” 
 
    He could see that the Persian was perplexed. He looked out then as his eyes adjusted to the light outside. Figures moved all about - some repairing the gateways and ramparts, other hauling in supplies from the docks and stacking them in one of the main store-rooms. The mass of huddled Picts in the centre of the ground were staring at him, no doubt wondering on what had just happened in the shed behind him. The Barcarii about them were watching them carefully and he saw that Nadim had returned to the more seriously wounded and was helping to ease their pain and discomfort. Water was being passed about. Through the open east portus, he saw that all the cargo vessels were docked now and a small huddle of figures were standing on the jetty about Paternus as the latter gestured back up to the castrum - one was shaking his head and he knew that Coticus, of the Medusa, was resisting the Magister’s words. 
 
    “It’s not Magnus who is the enemy here,” he said, turning back to face Araxes. “Though he has acted as the spring to launch all this - little that he knows it.” 
 
    “He precipitated this? Is that what you are saying?” 
 
    He nodded back, ordering his thoughts and suspicions carefully in his mind. “That has to be the explanation. The Novantae here have been under the protection of Rome for generations, yes? But we have meddled little in the tribe’s affairs, I suspect. The last footprint of Rome is over a day’s march eastwards the other side of the Creia here, under Selgovae protection. No, Rome arrives in the form of traders or emissaries up from Maia via the estuary - nothing more. These Novantae squabble about their own affairs and accept the gold and silver of Rome to watch the northern barbarians and ally with us against them - but I suspect that latter aspect is desultory or half-hearted. And then Magnus remembers about an old abandoned castrum here and orders that it be handed back over to Rome to be garrisoned by a century from Blatobulgium . . .” 
 
    “So he changed the foedus with these Novantae -” 
 
    “More than that - he precipitated a crisis. I think Magnus wanted to extend Rome into the barbaricum to throw out a beacon to these Arcani. Manning this castrum was his way of doing that.” 
 
    “But why? They are speculatores. Their orders are to go deep into the barbaricum. Why would this Tribune seek to extend a foothold out to them? That doesn’t make any sense,” objected Araxes. 
 
    “It does if you hear nothing back from them. Or, rather, nothing back from a specific detachment. Say there is one man among these Arcani you trust above all others - one who can be relied on; who lives the barbaricum more than the rest. And this one Arcani vanishes deep into the barbaricum with his men and the reports no longer return. What would you do?” 
 
    The Persians shrugged in reply. “Send a messenger perhaps - or a small patrol with orders to locate him.” 
 
    “Perhaps he had already done that. And that patrol vanished or came back empty-handed. No, Magnus valued this man more than simply sending a patrol after him. He was thinking bigger. He wanted a stepping stone out here - he feared for him. Or not him, perhaps, but what he was supposed to bring back . . .” 
 
    “Back?” He saw that Araxes was smiling now, almost as if he were indulging him. “Sabinus, my friend, you are spinning silver webs from mist here, I think.” 
 
    “Am I? What are the Novantae afraid of? Why invite these Picts in to guard them? Think about that, Araxes. This is a tribe in turmoil, crippled by an ailing Rex, vulnerable, weak. And what does Magnus do? He imposes a Roman garrison west of the Creia and suddenly, without realising it, exposes their weakness to all the other barbarians north of here. Magnus was so obsessed on these Arcani that he lost sight of the situation here. He is looking northwards deep into the barbaricum and fails to see the consequences here . . . Or worse . . .” 
 
    “Worse?” 
 
    “He doesn’t care. Magnus did not care about those consequences. Whatever these Arcani are doing is too important for him to give a broken amphora for. No, he garrisons this castrum but it is not to protect the Novantae - so the latter invite Ru in now that Magnus has exposed them as weak. Take this ‘fort’ and slaughter the Rhom in it, they offer. Protect us as Rome will not protect us. So that means that whatever is coming is worse than the wrath or vengeance of Rome. Or that these Novantae know that such vengeance will never be coming.” He cursed under his breath then. “Magnus unwittingly shoved a burning stick into a bees’ hive and all the bees have turned on him. Look how weak these Novantae are, Araxes - weak and crippled. And they have betrayed their foedus with Rome. What does that tell you?” 
 
    “It tells me that they fear something greater than Rome - the Picts, then? This Ru has been threatening them?” 
 
    He shook his head, already sensing the answer. “No, the Picts here are nothing but guardians and allies brought in to replace Rome. What was it Magnus said back at Calunium? That the Scotti were nothing but settlers looking for land and the Picts were raiding for honour and booty? The latter could never stand up to the iron of the legions in battle. That’s what he said, wasn’t it?” 
 
    “Something of the sort, yes . . .” 
 
    The words of Brennus filled him then and he saw, as if dimly, stark mountains and deep, shrouded, valleys within which lurked a menace always feared and never more than whispered; mountains and valleys which fringed the western edges of the lands of the Picts and from which they shrank as if the land itself was cursed. He found himself looking northwards then and trying to recall more of what this Miles Arcanus had written - of the mists and dark crags and the fear which seemed to cling to those who strayed too close to that realm . . . 
 
    “No,” he said to his friend, “not the Picts nor the Scotti. It was the ‘Old Ones’ he was most guarded about. These Atecotti up in the north and west here. Remember what he said - of how they roved across the land looking for nothing more than blood and slaughter. The others he could treaty with or repel in battle - but the Atecotti were something far worse. It was almost as if they craved death in battle.” 
 
    “The Novantae are expecting an attack from the Atecotti?” 
 
    “Now that Magnus has garrisoned Roma troops here, yes. That simple act - his desire to open a doorway to those Arcani has exposed them - shown the blood in the water. They fear these Atecotti more than Rome and so they allied with Ru to defend themselves. The Tribune provoked all this. He has lit a spark over a tinder and thought he was lighting a beacon in the night . . .” 
 
    He saw that Araxes remained unconvinced, however. “That is a lot to take from the angry words of a barbarian broken in battle, amicus.” 
 
    “Galam wasn’t lying. These Novantae invited them in not to raid or plunder but to take this fort and protect them. From what? No, it has to be something stronger than Rome - or else why incur her wrath? If not us, then who? The Scotti? They are after land to settle. They could have just as easily given them the castrum here. Other Picts further north? Why bring in Ru then and trust these Picts to protect them against more of the same kind? It has to be the Atecotti up in the west among the mountains there. These Novantae know something - fear something - and Magnus unwittingly precipitated a crisis here. That old fool - in seeking to learn more about his Arcani, their fate - has actually provoked the very thing he was seeking to learn about. I feel the truth of that in my bones, Araxes.” 
 
    “And those reports of Brennus, then? If what you say is true, why were they not given to Magnus at Calunium - why were they smuggled into your hands?” 
 
    He turned away from Araxes and paced slowly across the castrum. Images of that meeting with the scarred face rose up in him, of the lattice-play of light and dark, the shattering of amphorae, the screams of those caught up in the unexpected violence, the smell of the crowd and its fear - and the mocking smile which hung before him over that worn satchel. He remembered the earnestness, however, which lay behind that mask even as it threw over the semi-spatha, that Hibernian weapon he had used on Ru. Whoever that man had been, he had been deadly in his intent. And that intent had been to deliver those reports to him and to him alone . . . 
 
    “ . . . Perhaps,” he mused, “perhaps it isn’t Magnus they don’t trust . . .” 
 
    “You mean those around him? His staff or principales?” 
 
    “What was it Magnus said? That every time he attempted to finish the building of the walls, something always came up and the building work was abandoned? Almost as if it suited someone to leave Calunium exposed and vulnerable . . .” 
 
    Araxes reached out then and held his arm. He saw that alarm was spreading over the Persian’s face and the dark, oriental, eyes were glittering with suspicion. “Careful, Sabinus. If a usurper is already ensconced here in Britannia and has suborned the upper echelons of the administrative and military dignitaries then we are just as isolated as Magnus is. First you talk of Atecotti and now you are whispering about a usurper. What is it to be, eh, Praefectus?” 
 
    He looked hard at the Persian. If anyone about him knew about treachery and betrayal and bloody plots it was Araxes - a Persian whose father had betrayed the King of Kings and fled with the latter’s half-brother to Rome for aid and succour. Rome - which had marched eastwards with a great army to invade and bring down Shapur himself and replace him with that half-brother. Shadows, intrigues, plots, move and counter-move had all revolved about him and his father and he did not doubt that Shapur’s agents had tried to suborn them in an attempt to thwart that mighty invasion. What was it Araxes had told him recently - that his mother and daughter still remained a captive of the ShahanShah? No, if anyone understood duplicity and betrayal, it was the man who stood before him now, alarm and suspicion rising up, his hand holding his arm tight, warning him. 
 
    “What if it is both, Araxes?” he asked, simply. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The meeting later with the Magister had been tense but short. Thankfully, Paternus had brought the other commanders of the cargo vessels over to his side and all had eventually agreed to remain here docked at Arbeia under his overall command. Coticus had resisted, the old Celt had told him, but he had berated the fool into obedience. That Magister was stubborn and a bully but always crumbled before his will. Sabinus had been thankful for that - and afterwards, once Paternus had left him alone and he stood up on the western battlement looking out into a sallow dusk, he realised that had the Magister disagreed with him and taken his classis back across the Ituna to safe harbour at Maia or Calunium further south, his Numerus would have been severely weakened. Despite his words to the officers of the maniples earlier, a few scaphae alone would not have been enough to truly hold this place. He needed the cargo transports also. Without them, his ability to move supplies and troops here further west and north would have been severely restricted. Paternus gave him a logistical edge which transformed Arbeia from a castrum to defend into a something far greater - it allowed him to mount an excursus.  
 
    But to where? Invade where, he wondered, as he stood high atop the castrum and found himself gazing westwards. Dusk was arriving now and a great weal of purple lay across the distant land, its forests and dark moors. The small ribbon of Arbeia seemed to emerge from that purple and snake towards them cutting the land into two. North of the Arbeia, the land was wild and untamed, he thought. Clogged with high forest. Westwards, however, he sensed that the moors were more open and that these Novantae pastured their sheep and goats on that ground. It would be further west, up about the far coast, that their main populated steadings must lie, he thought, along with their tribal centres. Here, about the Arbeia river and the Creia estuary, butting against the territorium of the Selgovae, it would be nothing but the odd hill-fort or trading outpost.  
 
    He looked over to his left, beyond the wide parade ground, and out towards the edge of the cleared area. There on a patch of scrubland lay the pyre. Coils of greasy smoke rose up over that dark flaming mass but a southerly wind had blown the rancid smell out over the Creia now and it hung there like a dark banner falling slowly into the waters. He had given orders for the captured Picts through Galam to be allowed to revere the spirits of their fallen comrades whilst under guard and he had stood up here to watch them sing low songs or chants as the fires had been lit. Now, those captives were back in the castrum, subdued and exhausted. He would let them squat out through the cold night, draining what little rebellion was left in them and in the morning he would decide their fate. 
 
    Although in truth, he already knew what he was going to do with them. 
 
    They had landed here at Arbeia amid blood and carnage, in a land rent apart by betrayal and confusion, while back at Calunium a harassed Tribune had unwittingly set about causing a chain of events which was unravelling everything here in the barbaricum. And all for this Brennus, he realised. Despite Araxes’ misgivings he knew he was right. Magnus had provoked this and set-off the thing he was attempting to forestall. That old grizzled commander, in establishing this castrum, had upset an old order out here and precipitated a crisis. Darkness was coming. It was massing far in the north. He felt that as surely as he now tasted that acrid smoke from the funeral pyre not a hundred paces from the castrum. It was gathering deep in the purple dusk, unseen and intangible, but it was there all the same. The Atecotti were coming, the ‘Old Ones’, the original ancestral owners of this ancient land north of the Vallum - and he knew that they would be riding not the wagon of the trader but the chariot of war; of vengeance and slaughter. He had met these barbarians before - old bitter tribes long since displaced from their hearths and banished to remote mountains or caves or deep, bitter, valleys. Tribes who harboured grudges that were generations deep. The hate in their bones was not born from the loss of kin or gold or honour, it was born from the loss of the land - their patria - itself. And that was a wound which knew no balm, no treaty, no negotiation. For that loss, he knew, was more than fields or woods or rivers. It was memory itself - the long-spun tales and epics, the myths, the oral records of all their past - all erased now. Erased or banished. These Atecotti, he knew, had brethren far in the oriens about Nisibis and the Taurus mountains. He had met them, brushed them aside in his marches, dismissed them even as he had ordered his legion to occupy remote heights or a distant valley in preparation for some campaign. There, in the east, on the fringe of the lands between the Syrians and the Armenians lay the bruised and displaced tribes of the Cordueni - a people who had once flourished deep among the head-waters of the Tigris and the Euphrates. Proud people with an ancient history - all lost now. Now the Cordueni hid high in the crags and defiles of the remote places which lay between these peoples. They were hunters and latrunculi now - feared or reviled, often in the same breath. The few Christian monachi who had wandered up into those highlands looking to convert them and so win them over into the res publica had disappeared or returned raving about madness and idolatry and mountains seeded with daemons. Those few monachi had begged for imperial troops to root out these sinners, to cleanse the evil there, but such demands had always fallen on deaf ears. Such a campaign would have been a fool’s errand and led to the needless death of too many legionaries. 
 
    No, the Cordueni remained hidden and remote, more legend now than real people. Those who had seen them spoke only of men in rags, shades of mortals, who lingered among the high stones and rocks.  
 
    He suspected these Atecotti could spin a similar story about their fate. 
 
    But what was driving them out of their remote fastness now, he mused, as he stood alone on the battlement, wrapped up in the deep folds of his sagum cloak. What had provoked their wanderlust? Or rather whom? If these Novantae had allied themselves to the Picts - these Verturiones - and bought over a war band of more than a thousand warriors under Ru to safeguard them, all the while knowing that Rome would not be able to seek vengeance on them, then that meant the Atecotti were massing in numbers further north and intent on breaching the lands and hearths here north of the Vallum. Again, his mind drifted back to thoughts of the Cordueni and the mountain crags they infested. Unlike the Atecotti, the Cordueni were caught between three great powers who all bid for their allegiances: Rome, Persia, and embattled Armenia to the north - all three powers yearly bought them off or assassinated prominent chiefs or even played them against each other. The result was that these embittered tribesmen had never been able to rally as the Atecotti now were. It would not be the same for these Atecotti, he realised. Alone and isolated unlike the Cordueni - protected by their high mountains and deep valleys - these ‘old ones’ would band together and stain the lands further south and east like a shadow. But they would never be more than a rumour or a nuisance or a threat. Much as the Cordueni always retreated back into the remote mountains, so, too, these Atecotti must retire. It was one thing to seek vengeance on those who had stolen your ancient lands - it was quite another to mass and invade thinking you could take those lands back. 
 
    Was that what was happening here? And if so, who had seeded that thought in them like a black canker in the bowels, gnawing away at them? No, these Atecotti had been suborned. He was certain of that. Someone had united them and it was not gold - although there was enough of that here - nor loyalty which had done that. It was a promise. A promise of a lost patria regained; of a homeland given back in blood and vengeance. No wonder the Novantae cowered here and sought aid from the Picts. For whoever had wooed the Atecotti had done so with the promise that Rome would never strike back or seek to regain what the Atecotti were owed. Rome either would not - or could not, he realised. 
 
    And the image of a man whose name was familiar and unfamiliar rose up in him then like a dark shade carved in profile, lit by the shrieks of the dying, enflamed by a halo of blood. This dark profile rose up giant and magnificent - larger than the land he stood in now; a colossus whose whispers brought down ancient allies and tore apart the last Vallum of Rome here in the diocese. And this giant image whispered then and the mountains shivered as though thunder rained down over them and in that moment a horde of maggots arose from those crags and spilled down over all, endless, seething, eating everything. Flames rose up in the wake of this endless tide of maggots and those fires licked that profile as if blessing it - 
 
    He cursed then and turned aside. He was sick of fire and visions and that pain which coursed through him like a stigmata. He turned aside and banished those thoughts as best he could, wincing a little from the sudden movement. The acrid smoke filled his breath then and he felt the rasp of it on the back of his throat. He coughed a little and stepped back, raising one hem of the cloak over his mouth.  
 
    “The wind is shifting, I think . . .” 
 
    The cupid face of the Tribune appeared suddenly out of the shadows. He saw that Aelianus smiled a little with those words, as if embarrassed to catch him coughing.  
 
    “It always is, Aelian, it always is. The trick is not to get caught downwind when it does for then the hunter will have you.” 
 
    “I thought we were the hunters.” The humour was light but he saw an edge in the young man’s face which told him that the horrors of the last three days had still to settle in him. 
 
    “We are - and what better way to hunt than to smell of blood and fear? Tell me, Tribune, have you visited this dying Rex in the west?” 
 
    Aelianus frowned at him. “The Novantae here? No, we remained here in the east and they avoided us but for the supplies and some small trade. Gallo has been up to their tribal capital, I am told. He went with Longinus when they first arrived here. The land forms a long promontory, the Novantarum Promontorium, where these Celts harbour their vessels and have farming estates.” 
 
    “They marched there, I take it?” 
 
    He saw that the frown deepened. “I imagine so, yes. Why?” 
 
    “What better way to lure in the prey than to think it is the hunter, Aelius Aelianus - and the best way to do that is to step into the trap itself . . .” 
 
    The look of shock on the young Tribune’s face gave him a pleasure which a small part of him felt guilty at - but he banished that feeling and stepped closer. 
 
    “I know now what I am going to do with those Picts and it involves a trip, my friend, a trip into the west to the hearth of a dying chieftain . . .”  
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER NINE 
 
     
 
    When Cloaks Turn Inside Out, What Shadows May Escape . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     ‘ . . . The swallows turn and the fox barks in the night, the wolf howls at an unseen moon and far away, the geese sing to each other high on the wing. Waters tumble past, scouring the rocks, wiping away the foulness of us mortals. And we stand alone together at the edge of such hallowed places as our ancestors once did and dip the blades in deep, cleansing them, honouring them. It is an eternal act - one of reverence for life and a blessing to the gods. We allow those sacred waters to wash away the blood and by doing so offer that small crimson libation up to the chthonic beings who dwell nearby, watching us, judging us. One by one, we cleanse those weapons, all now sullied with the blood of innocents and hope that in the great scales of the universe we are acquitted; we are absolved. 
 
    Roma judges all, her eyes lidded, her brow heavy with exhaustion, and we poor mortals can merely tremble in her shadow and pray that all our actions are expended to honour her memory. And so we wash the blood away, mumbling poor words, shaking the drops free, looking about at a dark arboreal world which perhaps struggles to even hear the name of Roma here in the barbaricum. We wash and pray and walk away, cleansed, pure, our souls free - 
 
    But the deer moans deep in the verdant tapestry, the otter tumbles about in the riverbank, all mockery at the efforts of we mortals to build, while the boar scythes his way through the undergrowth, careless and wild. And those waters we revered so recently flow on unheeding, uncaring, that remnant of blood all gone. This is not the world we knew and the rituals we cling to shudder here like fleeting shadows soon lost or forgotten. 
 
    Here, we are the wraiths, the daemons, the ankou. The monsters of myth and fable.  
 
    Here, we are the barbarians and the world about us shivers to see us pass through, I think. 
 
    And I find myself wondering now on Aeneas and his Trojan exiles, all lost in a strange land far in the west, adrift from Ilium, that city now nothing but a charred wreck, and I think I understand a little how those poor survivors viewed that land about them as they put ashore. I feel how tired their eyes were and how parched their mouths were - and know that it was not for want of food nor water nor the balm of the shade which brought that exhaustion to them. It was the ache for their lost patria which did so. They gazed upon the verdant shores of Italia not seeing hope nor the future but only that which was never to be seen again.  
 
    As do we now. 
 
    We gaze deep into this barbaricum and see not what is but what is not. And the little rituals we act now, the washing of the bloodied weapons, the prayers, the cleansing of the hands with oil, the mumbled words of Latin or Greek or Aegyptian, these all bring scant comfort to us. 
 
    But it is all we have and like the shield held aloft under a rain of arrows which will brings no relief we hold to them even tighter now. 
 
    And I find myself smiling at that conceit for perhaps it will also be a rain of real arrows soon. The poet mimics the real and so it should be apt that the real will, in turn, mimic the poet. 
 
    For it is a curious irony now that the more we travel deeper north and into the fastness of the barbaricum here, the more we stumble over the gold of Rome. We travel over the rough tracks and through the remote mountains here north of the Great Lake, far away now from that burned ferry, all her souls lost and forgotten to us - and as we fall into a wild land, remote and mysterious, those few traders or travellers we come across - those whose foul faces grin at us and nod, eager to fool us or trick us or mock us - all hand over coin for what goods we have, and that coin is gold and heavy and embossed with that face. And we stare at each other in wonder now - that such a face echoes out here almost as if a lost emperor of Rome resides in the north and rules and issues gold and mandates and sacred writs in a far-off marble domus - and that another Rome rises here in the far north; an echo of Roma, or worse a pale imitation now seeking power and desperate to topple the real goddess and become that which it apes. 
 
    We marvel at that as the gold coin tumbles into our possession from dirty hands no better than a slave’s.  
 
    And this lure draws us northwards now - how could it not? Gold is both a lure and poison; it is that which kills all it cures, as the Greeks say. And so I find myself wondering - are we seeking a truth here in the barbaricum of Caledonia or are we being drawn in to our fate, bedazzled by the glitter of these coins? Do we hunt or are we being seduced? Are we exiles now or beggars? The waters cleanse our blades but the land about us moves on, unheeding, and we drift deeper into a game of shadows with our very souls being the prize, I think. 
 
    Truly I envy Aeneas for did he not in the end find a home and build that very thing he thought he had lost? Would that we could ever be so fortunate . . . 
 
    Vellaunus has not returned from Magnus and Calunium - nor will he, I think. I write his name now and stare at it wondering that such small marks of ink inscribe a man with whom I have fought and travelled more than most. His shade is gone, I fear - but from where was it loosened, I wonder as I write this? On some dark night here deep in the barbaricum, stolen by latrunculi, or was it snatched unexpectedly at Calunium as he lay unawares, exhausted after delivering his message and that cursed gold? One could go mad endlessly speculating such things. Mad and vengeful. No, we will not see him again. He has drifted into that darkness we will all soon loose ourselves in, alone and silent. 
 
    Now, we must look northwards and westwards, up into the stark mountains here - for that is where this seemingly endless gold tumbles from. I watch my Arcani pour over these heavy coins and hear them mumble that name almost in awe now. I do not blame them. We sail over the edge of the world and instead of the wildness of nature unravelling itself we seem to drift into an illusion of marble halls and carved pillars. And that name hazes the very air itself. They mumble that name and in doing so almost give power to it - and I find myself hesitating from even writing it. To write that name legitimises it I think; gives it authority. Maglos breathed it near me and I caught him frowning even as he tasted that name out loud - and for one moment this unknown usurper breathed among us - tangible almost. I swore at him then and saw the anger and confusion in him - in my friend - even as I turned away in disgust. 
 
    Tonight we rest in an old ruin, a small hill fort, long-since abandoned and left to rot. Crows sit along the ramparts watching us with beady eyes, pecking at the ground as if anticipating the taste of the flesh on our bones. We have thrown up the poor papillio tents in the lee of one such rampart, lit a fire, masking the smoke with a skein of leaves, and now rest a little - as best we can. Someone is singing a low song - some old legion doggerel about all the barbarians who have fallen under the spatha - and we sprawl about this camp, filthy in our rags and dirt. Two of my brethren are squatting up high in the ruined ramparts, ever watchful, and we are content. For it is we Arcani who hunt and prey; it is we who leap out in surprise.  
 
    Tomorrow we ride westwards into the high mountains on this trail of gold. 
 
    We leave the last of the Picts behind - their settlements are small and filthy here, poor outposts, nothing more. Those few warriors we caught attempted to flee from us and then trembled beneath our blades and hot words. These were not fierce warriors - nobles or heroes - but outcasts and the condemned, sent here more as punishment than in honour. They all mumbled fearful words of the ‘old ones’, these Atecotti, before succumbing. Tomorrow we will pass out of the reach of the Picts and into those dark crags on the horizon, all wreathed in mist and thunderous clouds. And still I find myself frowning that this trail of gold solidi, of that name which I will not write - cannot write - deepens the closer we travel to this land which is not a land; this realm which is nothing but darkness and shadow and terror.  
 
    And a small part of me wonders on Nicanor, that trader who was not a trader, that perhaps he, too, had journeyed into this unseen land - or more, returned from it, his saddle-bags laden with gold. Perhaps, far in the west, up against the coast abutting into the Hibernian Sea, a small cargo vessel lies moored-up, waiting for his return? And nearby, amid all the silent whispers of the Atecotti and their savage gods, rests a dark man whose profile I am intimately acquainted with now and who looks about, smiling, largesse falling from him, followers tumbling to their knees about him, his cloak wide and open and welcoming. 
 
    Soon we will cross into the mountains and the territorium of these Atecotti and perhaps we will find the fountain-head of this stream of gold . . . 
 
    Perhaps . . .’ 
 
    “ . . . The rest is nothing but lists and supply tallies - dry, empty, scrolls. Nothing more.” 
 
    Araxes looked up from the long roll of parchment and allowed it to curl inwards at either end in a careless fashion. The frown on his delicate face deepened and Sabinus saw that this last report had troubled him. 
 
    “Why pass over to you such worthless things?” he asked softly. 
 
    The frustration in him deepened suddenly now that he had a chance to vent it. “Perhaps the courier of it all - that Arcanus who engineered that meeting - could barely read and did not know how to separate the wheat from the chaff? Or perhaps he was hiding these reports in among all the other details, disguising them - I don’t know. Perhaps one day I will ask him.” 
 
    He cursed under his breath and reached over to pick up the scroll Araxes had now finished reading. The parchment was rough to the touch, still marked with dirt and the odd dried smear of faint crimson. Unlike the others, this one was edged in soot and bore the odd scar where a sudden fire had touched it. If he brought it up to his nose, he could still smell the echo of that fire on it and when he had first read it an hour earlier he had found himself speculating on that fire - on the hand which had snatched it away from the flames even as they had been biting hard into the parchment. 
 
    He rolled it up and stuffed it hard into the leather tube. “ . . . Though I suspect that day will never come, my friend.” 
 
    “You think you will never see him again?” 
 
    His frustration boiled over into anger and Flavius Sabinus stood up and flung the leather tube aside. The room he was in was small and poorly lit. It smelled of dampness and the few items of furniture in it were roughly carved. The shutters on the only window were open and a ragged dawn light was seeping in but struggled to illuminate the room. Against one wall stood a wooden rack on which hung his armour and weapons. A chest abutted his sleeping cot and over it lay the sagum cloak - thrown carelessly there last night when exhaustion had finally caught up with him and he had banished his slave and sunk into that cot. The sleep which came in the end did so only to torment him.  
 
    He halted by a table against one wall and broke off a piece of bread from the small meal Araxes had brought in to wake him: a jug of fresh water, bread, hard cheese, and a warm strip of bacon - snatched no doubt from one of the Barcarii lounging up along the gateways. The bread tasted of grit but he swallowed it anyway - hungry and morose. 
 
    “He is gone - they are all gone. Their job is done and like all animals before a storm, they have gone to ground. These Arcani are watchers and soothsayers - of war and rebellion and betrayal - not milites. No, they have done all they can to warn the respublica. We will not see them again.” 
 
    He saw his Persian friend look again over the various wax tablets and scrolls - all now open and scattered over his cot. One hand reached out and carefully lifted up a tablet. 
 
    “Don’t bother - that is nothing but a list of rivers and trade itineraries south of this Great Lake they write of far in the north. The tablet next to it is a muster of the men under this Brennus’ command - look, sixteen Arcani but see where he has scored out some names? When that was last updated, he was down to twelve. Vellaunus has been scored out, see? And then he stopped marking out those names.” 
 
    “You think he fell - they all fell - after this? That those twelve men were overwhelmed - that this venture into the western mountains was cut short?” 
 
    Araxes turned that tablet, looking at the dried blood on it, frowning delicately as if discovering something rotten among a  bowl of delicacies. 
 
    The grit in his mouth irked him and he picked up a wooden goblet and washed it away with a swig of water. Coldness flushed through him and he shivered a little at it. “If that is all the scrolls and tablets, then I think yes. But . . .” 
 
    “Sabinus?” 
 
    A rap on the door brought him about and he barked a command to enter. He saw that the Centenarius, Antiochus, appeared in the doorway, framed in a halo of dirty light, one hand on the latch, another holding a heavy spear. The man’s words were blunt. 
 
    “Praefectus, it’s time. The sun is up. Nadim has done all he can and we have given them bread and a little wine as you ordered - waste of bloody wine, though, if you ask me. Dead men shouldn’t take from the living, if you know what I mean.” 
 
    “We pour wine for our dead in their honour, Antiochus - do you begrudge that?” 
 
    The figure of the Centenarius shrugged at that. “That’s different, Dominus. That’s our ancestors and commilatones, that is. These are nothing but painted barbarians.” 
 
    He put the goblet down and moved to pick up his sagum cloak. Araxes was rising and adjusting his own attire, brushing imaginary dirt from it out of habit. The heavy cloak felt warm and comforting as he flung it over his shoulders and allowed it to settle over him. He disdained to strap on his old spatha but instead picked up that semi-spatha and held it as if it were an ivory rod of office from the Sacred Emperor himself. The shoulder baldric remained twisted around the scabbard.  
 
    He turned and looked at Antiochus as the latter waited silently in the doorway, nothing but a martial silhouette against the dawn light. 
 
    “ . . . You’re from the Taurus mountains, yes? A small village near the headwaters of the Euphrates, yes?. Is that right?” 
 
    He saw Antiochus step back at little at that. “Yes, Praefectus, I am. The legion recruiters come every Spring and spin the gold coins before our eyes and sweep up all the hot-headed lads. You know the Taurus region well?” 
 
    “Enough to know that Rome had to fight hard to bend it into the empire long ago. The mountain tribes there were considered unlettered barbarians then, were they not? Rough wild people who plagued the settlements about Armenia and Rome - and Parthia also. Barbarians, yes? But Rome brought you into its sway and now you join the legions and defend that which broke you half a world away from your mountains.” 
 
    “That’s true enough,” the Centenarius grunted in return. He stepped aside and allowed a little more light to flood into the small room. Outside lay a gabled forecourt barely larger than a colonus’ hovel. He saw that there was a flicker of amusement in the Armenian’s eyes. “But that was generations ago, Praefectus. We are all Roman now, eh?” 
 
    He smiled at the man as he walked past him and out into the pale dawn light. The air was cold and he shivered a little against it. “We were all barbarians once, Antiochus. Will you deny Rome to those who have not yet been broken by her?” 
 
    He laughed at that. “You - a barbarian? You are a Sabine, are you not, Praefectus? The wine of Rome’s blood, I am told.” 
 
    “Now, yes, but my ancestors were enemies of Rome as your hill folk once were. We fought with the Trojan exiles and their descendants - bitterly, Antiochus. And only the pleas from our captured women brought that conflict to an end. And we became Rome. The Sabines helped raise up the Eternal City. If you believe the ancient myths, Antiochus,” he added, his voice edged with sarcasm. 
 
    The Centenarius smiled back as if to indulge him. “We all need myths, Praefectus. Those old stories warm us at night when the shadows edge in, no? Better myths than the truth, eh?” 
 
    “Perhaps . . .” 
 
    Outside, the dawn light was pale and watery. There was a stillness over the castrum which seemed to dull everything about him. A few braziers at the corners held glowing embers and the faint wisp of smoke from them hung over the air like a lost breath. Huddled figures were up on the battlements and in the corner towers, all wrapped deep into their heavy wool cloaks. A few turned their helmeted heads about as he emerged from the principium which served now not only as the headquarters of the fort but also his personal room. One figure above detached itself from a small clump and began to move along the wall and towards the stone steps which would bring him down into the main ground below. He recognised the blunt figure of the Cappadocian and found himself smiling grimly - of course, the Campidoctor would be up already, inspecting the castrum, testing the alertness of the Barcarii on the walls. For too long the Numerus had been moving westwards and northwards under mandates from the Augustus; discipline was lax and routine had unravelled a little in all that long movement. Now Naxios would be determined to reinforce his will and command over those detailed to watch the castrum - especially through the long night after a battle when spirits were high and the limbs were bathed in that sweet wine of victory. 
 
    The stillness of dawn only deepened as he crossed into the centre of the main open ground. He sensed that once this ground had buildings and wide avenues running in from the four gateways - a small echo of the larger legionary forts built long ago. Now, however, these Exploratores had abandoned that design and instead built rough barrack blocks and supply sheds hard up against the lee of the walls. The central ground was clear save for the odd dimple which showed where once the foundations had been laid. It was a space littered now with almost two hundred figures either sleeping or huddled together for warmth, all wrapped up in rough cloaks or tattered garments - some still smeared with dried blood. A few were watching him as he emerged and nudging their companions. One or two rose up, swaying a little on legs numbed with the cold. Galam was one such he figure, he noticed. The blond-haired warrior was passing a water-skin over to his companion and wiping the dark fluid away from his lips, staring at him through narrowed eyes. All about, in the shadows and around the iron braziers, Barcarii stood and waited, guarded, hands on the hafts of their spears or the pommels of their spathas. One nodded to those near him and then strapped on his helmet and stood up, affecting a casual yawn. Others were heaving up their oval shields as if readying for a parade inspection. All were watching him now. 
 
    “Defeat brings even the most fearsome down into the dust, does it not, Sabinus?” The Persian’s voice seemed bored by his side and he refrained from turning to look at him. 
 
    “It is a dust we have all tasted on our lips at one time or another, amicus.” 
 
    “True enough . . .” 
 
    Naxios emerged at his shoulder, grunting something he could not make out. The Campidoctor twisted a little and seemed to settle his scale armour across his shoulders. He held a rough iron helmet in the crook of his arm - it was a blunt ugly thing, hammered and riveted together in haste, he thought. The long black horsehair plume which fell from the iron ring on the top did little to ornament it. That segmented helmet, like Naxios himself, was ugly and utilitarian. 
 
    The Cappadocian fell in beside him, scowling. “Whatever you are going to do, Praefectus, you’d better do it quickly.  
 
    He ignored his implied criticism. “The castrum is secure?” 
 
    Naxios nodded at that. “The gateways are bolted shut. I have the lads on the walls and in the corner towers supplied with bows and sheaths of arrows. I told Paternus and all his milites to stay out of the castrum this morning and remain down by the wharf and their vessels. He harrumphed a little but obeyed. No doubt he will want words with you later . . .” 
 
    “No doubt, Campidoctor.” 
 
    He brought himself to a halt before the mass of Picts squatting or lying about in the centre of the ground. The smell hit him hard - a sordid mixture of rank sweat, dried blood, piss and shit. He saw the smears on the ground where a few had defecated or relieved themselves in the night, no doubt flaunting their manhood in the face of the guards about them. Flies were hazing the air. Dark eyes were on him now, some contemptuous, others fearful, he noted. Those still asleep were being nudged awake with harsh guttural words. All their martial prowess was gone, washed away by the wind of defeat, and what he saw now before him was the remnants of a mighty war band, not its pride - the latter was either slain on the field behind him or had fled into the forests and bogs of the Novantae westwards - and a small part of him wondered on what fate had befallen them now . . . 
 
    “Praefectus?” 
 
    He missed his old title, he thought suddenly, for no reason he could comprehend. Looking aside at the Persian’s face, he saw only the man’s quiet curiosity - no subtle ridicule or sarcasm. And the thought ran through him that the cloak of legion command was one he had worn with pride and honour - only for it to be stripped from him in silent rage by an emperor who wanted to punish him for the act of his father. He had been a Tribune in a legion which stood always in the shadow of the Augustus and now he was commanding nothing but a poor Numerus far beyond the edge of Rome - shame and dishonour and, yes, even exile were his shadow now.  
 
    “ . . . When I was Tribune, Araxes, was I a good commander of men?” he found himself asking the Persian suddenly, his voice quiet, almost a whisper. 
 
    The look of surprise on the Primicerius’ face was absolute and he saw him step back a little, frowning. One hand passed over his face as if warding off an unseen spell. 
 
    “You obeyed Julian -” 
 
    “No,” he insisted, “not that. Before - did you look on me and see a good commander?” 
 
    He felt the impatient figure of the Campidoctor near him step in a little as if to hurry him along. For one such as Naxios such words were nothing but wasted breath and those little moments which distracted men from carrying out their duty. 
 
    Araxes smiled a little as if to reassure him and the usual light mockery in him melted away. The dark olive eyes were still. “Enough to earn my friendship, amicus. You bore honour and duty lightly on your shoulders. You fought for the respublica and your emperor well. You held to your name with virtue and pride. You were a worthy Tribune of Rome, Flavius Sabinus . . .” 
 
    “ . . . I was . . .” 
 
    And yet it had all fallen into ash - he had carried out an impossible command wreathed in fire and smoke and the cries of the damned, cursed to bear the mandates of an emperor he loved and yet who did not love himself, and later, under the walls of Nisibis itself, he had watched in horror as his father shamed the new emperor in front of all his consilium, branding him with that mark of entrope, all the while looking to him also as one complicit with that emperor, as if his prior action had caused all this. His father had shamed them both and repudiated them both - and his command had been stripped away from him and he had been placed over the very men he had broken with fire. He had been exiled both from his honour and his patria. 
 
    “I miss that title, Araxes . . .” he said, and shrugged a little. 
 
    “The title is not the man, my friend.” 
 
    “Isn’t it? Do we not become that which we wear if we wear it for too long? I fear we do . . .” 
 
    Araxes shrugged at that. “I’ve met worse Tribunes and better Praefecti, Sabinus. Men have been worn out attempting to wear something not suited to them. What you were as a Tribune and are now as a Praefectus is only a reflection of who you are. Nothing more. Make it your own.” 
 
    Naxios grunted then and broke in, that eternal anger in him writ large across his ugly face. “If you two have finished debating your Greek philosophy . . .” 
 
    “We have more pressing matters?” he finished for him, turning to face him. 
 
    He remembered then the first time he had seen Naxios - bloodied, weeping, the body of his Praefectus at his feet, all lathered in mud as if embalmed by the earth itself. Poor Naxios, weeping over the cruel, wasteful, death of his Praefectus, his face caked, the tears carving tiny runnels through it as if that mask was slowly dissolving. And he had felt nothing but pity for this man who grieved over that torn corpse even as the waters of the Tigris lapped about him. And then that man had seen him as he had emerged from those waters surrounded by his legionaries, victorious, sweeping the Persians back, and all that sorrow and loss and grief transformed in a heartbeat into anger. It was an anger he carried still. How could he not, he thought? This man saw him emerge glorious from the waters of the Tigris to win honour for Rome and save these poor Barcarii from a bitter sacrifice only later to break those Barcarii amid fire and the shattering of wood. And now he stood here as a Praefectus behind whose shadow stood that other Praefectus, slaughtered by the hot lead of the Persians as the Barcarii struggled ashore, cloaked in a night seared by fire itself . . . 
 
    Naxios hated him with every fibre of his being - and that hate was justified, he knew that. One day, he knew that hate would spill over and perhaps one of them would lie under the blade of the other’s . . . One day . . . But not this day. If it was one thing Naxios held hard to himself over that hate it was his love for the men under him, these Barcarii, these Mesopotamian men, all now sundered from their homes and land far away about the Tigris. One could not hold such deep hate in one’s heart, he knew, if one did not also love as deeply. And today these milites were ensconced in a vulnerable castrum deep in the barbaricum. His hate would be held in check - for now. 
 
    He breathed in heavily and brought his gaze back to the huddled mass of Picts before him. Galam was watching him carefully, tense and nervous. About him, a small coterie of warriors had risen, shambling closer to him as if to protect him. One or two were noting the Barcarii high above them on the walls.  
 
    “Are we honourable, Rhom?” 
 
    For a moment, he was not sure that the Pict had said those words - that instead they were nothing but figments or shades whispering into his ear. Galam’s lips moved but the words were impossibly close and intimate. 
 
    “Honour?” he found himself breathing back. “You broke a covenant with Rome and took gold and mealy-mouthed promises from your enemies to attack and take this castrum. You slaughtered its commander who was unaware of your treachery and threw his head into the ground here. Are you honourable?” He looked about them and saw the fear and the hesitation in their eyes. Some had shrunk down as if to allow the earth to swallow them. Others held to a shred of defiance and were rising up, exposing their breasts to what was to come. Further back, he saw Aelius Aelianus emerge from under a low eave, his Exploratores  in tow, all of them shrouded in dark cloaks, watching him, their faces closed and remote. “ . . . You were cowards doubled - you turned on an unsuspecting ally and attacked Rome without declaring your intentions and - worse - you broke against us in battle and sit here now in defeat. The best of you fled westwards into the arms of those who bought you with gold and promises of this stone castrum - this vertera. Their shades are all lost now in those dark forests - that I know for there is nothing worse than an ally who smells your blood. Honour? You are all nothing but clipped coins - worthless now. And so it falls to Rome to demand vengeance . . .” 
 
    “The take it, Rhom. We are Verteru and stand by our acts. We challenged Rome and we broke against your iron wall. All else is nothing but dust on the wind.” 
 
    He could see the sweat on the barbarian’s forehead and the slight flicker of fear which made him look askance again at the Barcarii on the walls above them all. Galam spoke loudly but he knew the warrior was holding up a thin shield indeed. 
 
    He nodded back into those words and gestured to the guards about the east gateway. A groan could be heard as the heavy beam bracing the two wooden portals was raised up and slid aside. 
 
    “ . . . Vengeance has been taken, Galam. I slew Ru himself. My blade here is still stained with his blood -” and he held aloft the sheathed semi-spatha for effect, gripping it hard. “I have taken the life of the chieftain who slew the commander here. Blood has been avenged. His shade has been satiated. As Ru cut off the head here so, too, have I cut your head away. And we all stood and muttered prayers and poured libations over all the dead as we burned their remains. You braved Rome and Rome triumphed. Go home, Galam, take the curucis and sail home and tell your brothers and sisters that Rome demands blood for treachery but that Rome is merciful also. Go home and remember that. Unlike your brethren who fled in the forests and swamps of the Novantae here, Rome does not slaughter those in despair. Rome is merciful . . .” 
 
    The portals swung open and for one moment no one moved. The mass of Picts stared about them as if unsure of what had just been said. Galam frowned a little and swept the dirty blond hair away from his brow, frowning. The Barcarii down by the east gateway stepped back from it, shields up and spears lowered but leaving that gateway open and through it a distant view of the jetty.  
 
    “ . . . You are letting us go?” Galam’s words were slow, hesitant. 
 
    He took a step towards them, breaking free from Araxes and Naxios, and lowered the sheathed blade. “That iron which bound you all in treaty against us is shattered, Galam. I broke it. More, Rome is here greater than ever before. We are Barcarii, ship-fighters, far from the east of deserts and sand and mighty cities wrought in ivory and stone. Rome has ordered us here to take and hold this castrum. Roma orders and men from the land of the east sail here to defend the empire. Go home - take your curucis - and tell the warriors and tribes about you that Rome is waking from her indulgence. Rome is no longer sleeping, Galam.” 
 
    The Pict looked away from him and out towards the distant jetty. He saw the scars about his cheek furl and unfurl as an ugly smile wreathed his face. “ . . . I will tell them that. And I will tell you that your name will carry honour with us. Rome is merciful . . . But . . .” 
 
    “Galam?” 
 
    The other threw him a slight shrug then. “More is waking here than you know. In time, you will see this. In time, you might think back to this moment and wonder if the mercy of Rome was a misplaced thing.” 
 
    “Perhaps,” he replied, sighing a little. Before him now the other Picts were slowly rising to their feet, stepping hesitantly forwards. One or two were lifting up those too wounded now to stand. “Fortune alone will decide that, Galam.” 
 
    “If we meet again, Rhom, I cannot swear to you that it will not be as enemies. You understand that?” 
 
    He admired his honesty and nodded in reply. “But it will be as equals and that is all a warrior can ask for, no?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Midday saw the last of the hide-bound ships round the corner of the Creia to the south and vanish. He saw Galam standing at the stern of the last vessel watching them all and he half-expected the Pict, this warrior of the Verturiones, to raise a hand in one final salute. But the Pict merely turned and disappeared from view and he found himself smiling at that. 
 
    The two hundred or so survivors had managed to crew three of the four surviving vessels: the last, the one which had returned to bring them their doom, remained moored up now at the jetty alongside the cargo vessels, shunned by the Picts. A few milites were moving about it, salvaging weapons and generally making her secure. One more vessel to the classis, he thought, and nodded to himself. Later, towards evening, when all the Barcarii were finally settling into this Arbeia and the rough refurbishments had been finished, he would take a tally from his subordinates and measure his full strength here in these lands of the Novantae. But for now, as the last of the Pictish vessels vanished around the bend and the deep tension about him slowly unwound itself as a result, he estimated he had around three hundred trained ship-fighters, with six fast scout craft, four transports, one Liburnian galley, and the Pictish war-galley. The naval element added roughly about another hundred milites who manned those ships. Alongside these were roughly about another hundred army servants and slaves. That gave him a combined garrison and expeditionary force of just over of five hundred experienced and well-trained men. His Barcarii were the core, of course - all the rest were support troops. 
 
    And he wondered if that was enough for what he sensed was to come.  
 
    He recalled Araxes’ words to Naxios earlier and sensed that behind their iron and vision, there was also a level of bluff. Could he maintain the dignity of Rome here in the barbaricum using one fighting galley and the six scaphae? Would that be enough? Yes, those light craft gave him manoeuvrability and the element of surprise here in these deep waters - enough to allow him to land troops or raid unsuspecting outposts both here among the Novantae and further north and even westwards towards Hibernia - but it would only take one hard setback to push him deep into the defensive and bottle him up here at Arbeia. It was a thin sharp tip of a spear, he realised, but one wrong strike could blunt it irretrievably. 
 
    “You have no women, no families, here with you?” 
 
    He turned away from the waters of the Creia to find Aelius Aelianus standing next to him - the latter had the disconcerting ability to appear at his shoulder with all the ease and silence of a eunuch, he decided grimly. He saw that the Tribune was watching him, an uncertain smile hovering about his lips, as if waiting for something. 
 
    “Those men who had families were allowed to muster out or transfer to the garrisons at Amida four years ago. The Barcarii were being marched away into the west eating nothing but dust from the cloak of an angry Augustus. Many chose to stay and build new lives with their families back in the oriens . . .” 
 
    “So what you have left is a lean numerus, then?” 
 
    He shrugged. “Something like that, I suppose.” 
 
    Aelianus looked back over his shoulder into the castrum and he saw the Tribune was frowning  a little now. “These survivors have families - all of them - and they haven’t seen them in over a year. There have been a few letters and such, I think. Some trinkets, clothing mostly. Nothing much. These are not lettered men. But now . . .” 
 
    “Aelian?” 
 
     A puzzled look came over the young man’s face and again he smiled a little as if looking for something. “Not one of them wants to return now, it seems. Not one.” 
 
    “And that surprises you.” 
 
    “It doesn’t you?” 
 
    Not in the slightest, he realised. He understood these men. These were not billeted soldiers grown soft on light patrols or guard duty or casual escorts as some were deep in the interior of the diocese. These milites were true frontier men - limitanei whose families sheltered behind them in the remote forts and garrison castra by the Vallum. These men would always look north into the darkness gathering over the horizon and wait patiently for it. To head for their hearth or their children or their hidden wealth would be to turn their backs on that darkness and allow it to drift ever closer to Rome. It would trail them in their wake to the very lip of those hearths. 
 
    “No, it doesn’t, Aelian. How can they leave now? The barbarian is coming - they can smell it like the wolf can smell blood. If they left to see their families, they would be letting that barbarian in. This place owes them now and they mean to collect.” 
 
    Aelianus frowned at that and reached up to sweep the blond locks away from his brow. “Owe? I don’t understand.” 
 
    “Blood. It owes them blood - and they mean to collect.” 
 
    “Your being poetic, of course, Sabinus -” 
 
    He shook his head. “The opposite, if anything,” he found himself saying, his voice growing hard out of habit. “Look to Gallo in the days to come, Tribune. Use him as your vitus stick. He is a veteranus and will be your second. You understand?” 
 
    “Yes, of course, but -” 
 
    “If you fall in battle, I want him leading those Exploratores. No one else.” 
 
    The Tribune sighed heavily and seemed to smile then a little as if conceding a point. “When I said poetic, I meant tragic of course. You are not the man for the pantomimus or the Attic farce, are you, Flavius Sabinus?” 
 
    For a moment, the faces of the Pictish dead rose up before him, all twisted and wracked by war. That choric field bore no heroism nor poetry - only the futility of mortal life and how sickeningly fragile it was. Each face was a mask riven between laughing at its fate and weeping knowing that it could not evade that fate. He looked hard again at the young Roman - who still bore the horror of the last few days openly on him - and found himself smiling coldly at him. 
 
    “The Emperor Julian had a saying, Aelian: If Fate will sweep you on, be swept but if you resist, you will wrack yourself and Fate will still sweep you on . . . So, no, I am not the man for the pantomimus - unless it is a dark one indeed . . .” 
 
    He turned away from the Tribune then and looked back out across the dark waters of the Creia and the unseen hide galleys. Fortune had not been kind to Ru or his warriors, he thought. Those not burned amid the incense and prayers of their kin or not hunted for sport and mockery deep in the fens and forests upriver of the Arbeia were drifting now on the tidal waters out into the wide sea to the west. They would sail northwards, skirting the hunting runs of the Novantae along the Novantarum Promontorium and then arc in towards the hidden islands and inlets where the Picts swarmed to raid westwards and southwards. Galam would command them, though all were weak and hungry now.  He suspected that - despite the latter’s proud boast - he would not see them again. They were nothing but wounded sea-wolves now and others stronger and more able would soon hunt them down. The freedom he had given them was one of illusion, nothing more, he sensed. A futile gesture. Fortune had already played its hand and that hand had swept them off the board. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    For five long hard days, the Barcarii fought to heave the castrum into a defendable shape. Lumber was cut and hewn to shore up the damaged barrack blocks and the burnt grain stores and supply sheds. The air was filled with the coarse shouts of work parties and slaves being cajoled into finishing their tasks before the onset of darkness. Men sweated and strained and slowly became mired in filth but Arbeia began to rise out of that hard siege and back into the semblance of an ordered and defended castrum of Rome.  
 
    On the second day, Paternus was ordered to sail the Sagitta with two escorting scaphae out into the estuary and then eastwards along the southern edge of the Selgovae coasts back towards where the estuary narrowed in towards the Vallum - his mandates were to patrol that area and show the standards of Rome to any who came across the small flotilla. At the same time, two more scouting craft rowed upriver, manned by armoured Barcarii, their shields freshly painted and glittering in the dawn light. Flavius Sabinus watched both patrols leave on that second morning, knowing that if Rome were to maintain her dignity here after the assault from the Pictish war-band, then he had to project her name and show her strength before others thought that her blood was in the water now. To the sound of hammers and saws and raucous shouts, the two small flotillas rowed away, one south into the Ituna Estuary and then east and the other upriver of the Creia, and he knew that word would soon spread among the local tribesmen that Rome was still strong and alert. 
 
    On the fifth day, as the munera that was ever the mark of the Roman soldier began to ease, Arbeia emerged finally from its ordeal and rose back up into the light of the midday sun almost as if it were a new castrum and not one marked by war and bloodshed. Small barrack-blocks had been assembled all along the inner walls of the castrum, interspersed with the grain and supply sheds. Down along the jetty area, more supply and loading sheds had been put up, all roughly built but solid, placed up on wooden blocks to protect them from the scourge of rats and other vermin. Fresh mooring piles had been placed and two new piers constructed to accommodate the larger classis based here now. A high wooden palisade and fossa had been built to project out from the corners of Arbeia down into the water’s edge to protect the landing area whilst work was almost complete on building a solitary watch-tower at the southern edge where that palisade met the river-bank. Sabinus wanted a high look-out there to guard against any further invasion or assault from the estuary. Far across the Creia, where the Selgovae held sway, the ferry-crossing was being secured and a new wide cargo platform constructed to serve as a temporary ferry for troops and others who needed to cross the estuary here. The fossa about the castrum was widened and deepened and he ordered the small lilia to be set deep in it to further impede any who attempted to storm that defile. Much to Paternus’ annoyance, he had commandeered the ship-board ballistarii to oversee the mural artillery here and train his Barcarii in using them. He now had one large ballista covering each corner angle which meant that any single wall being assaulted could have up to two of those fearsome engines if destruction capable of enfilading fire to cover it. A part of him wondered if that would be enough. 
 
    As the last ballista was being tested and oiled by the Barcarii now delegated as its operators, with Naxios swearing like a wounded ox at the hunched, sweating, figures near him, Flavius Sabinus stood aside slightly and allowed his gaze to slowly take in the castrum about him. Men were standing back a little, wiping sweat away or running a calloused hand over the line of a rough beam. One was grinning and showing his fellow-brother how the wood-joint was clean and flush as the other nodded and admired that work. In the centre of the swept-out ground a small detail was moving and pacing out the marks for drill and target practice. A line of wooden poles had been erected in front of a low screen and someone had daubed the fronts with red paint to represent a figure - a figure which was crude and somehow comical he saw. Already, a few Barcarii had hefted up their axes now that they had finished their work and had begun to use those posts as throwing practice, lightly hurling those axes over-arm, a dozen paces from them. Each one spun and glittered in the midday light and then slammed hard into the crimson wood with a satisfying thunk. Soon the sagittarii and slingers would step up and begin their endless practice and the red paint would flake away or splinter apart under that incessant hammering of lead shot or arrow head. One Barcarii nearby was unrolling a long woollen cloak to reveal a small panoply of  light and heavy javelins, sorting them, weighing them, before getting ready to cast them at one of the posts with a small running step and a light flick of his wrist. 
 
    Dust hung over Arbeia but it was the dust of exertion. It hazed the air and seemed to give everything a soft burr, he thought. The smell of freshly sawn-wood filled his nostrils. 
 
    For a moment, he wondered on that sight and found a sort of peace in it. No one seemed to notice him - even Naxios nearby was consumed with shouting at the clumsy Barcarii manhandling the ballista into place. All those about the castrum seemed intent on drill or arms practice or finishing off the last of the repairs. Affectionate curses spiced that soft air - and for a moment he wondered that these veterans of the wars of Julian and Constantius, all long inured to hard toil in the far dusty reaches of Mesopotamia and the long silty banks of the Tigris, looked now almost at ease. Walnut-coloured faces grinned and scowled as if re-acting to a race at some poor cracked hippodrome. The soft burr of Aramaic fell over him - only occasionally peppered with the harsher Latin of the exercitus of Rome. Here and there, the odd Greek phrase stood out almost like a pharos of culture.  
 
    It was a beguiling mosaic and he almost allowed himself to fall into it, under that midday sun, the air all hazy with sawdust. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    Turning with a soft curse, he looked back at the ballista as it was being mounted onto the wooden flooring which formed the base of the corner turret. A small bruised knot of Barcarii were hammering iron bolts into that base to secure the tripod legs of the artillery piece. One was greasing the wooden struts and the iron washers with pig fat, making sure that - if required - the whole artillery piece could be swivelled with ease to angle along either wall. He saw the Campidoctor step back and wipe a rough hand over his brow, nodding a little as he did so. Again, he saw the scars along his arm, how they marked him and gave his frame an ugly cast. Although he was third in command of the Numerus - and the one tasked with drill and discipline and command in the castrum - he could never shake the impression that Naxios was more suited to the mines or the trade of a gold-worker. There was a roughness to him which was only reinforced by his perpetual scowl or sneer. He wondered then that the Cappadocian was hewn from that rugged land he hailed from more like a crude idol than a Greek statue. There was no finesse in him or softness. The death of his former commander, Terentius, had only deepened a bitterness that was already in him, he sensed, not birthed it. 
 
    It was then that Naxios caught him looking at him and a snarl broke over his old features. “It’s done, Praefectus. As long as these lads here maintain it - and they’d better - this ballista will cover both walls here and maintain a firing arc up to the jetty . . .” 
 
    “But it won’t be enough?” he finished for him, sensing inevitably where this going. 
 
    The Campidoctor grunted at that and for a moment he thought it sounded almost like a bitter laugh. “Whatever is! No, this castrum will crumble under a serious assault - you know that as well as I. This Aelius Aelianus was lucky - that’s all. Those Picts were bloody idiots and expected to walk in here and slaughter them all. And they almost succeeded. No, a well organised force will take this. At best, this was only ever a fortified supply depot, nothing more. But you know what I think on the matter.” 
 
    He was right, of course. And that was one of the reasons he loathed him also. Naxios mouthed truths to irk and irritate him - to shame him - and he did that in revenge not only for the death of his praefectus under that hail of fire and lead but also for what he did later - to him and all the Barcarii who had yet to rise from their loss and shame. But to his credit, Naxios never uttered anything which was not also a truth - and of course that only made it worse. 
 
    He decided to shift tack with him. “Naxios, if you belittle the efforts of Aelius Aelianus and the men under him - if you disparage the blood they shed and the commilatones who fell beside them - you will erode these walls as much as that tidal river does. You understand?” 
 
    The hard face tightened up. “I only meant -” 
 
    “Words can break forts as much as stones can. We are rebuilding here. Not undermining.” 
 
    “I am not wrong, though, am I? And you know that, Praefectus.”  
 
    He ignored the other’s stubbornness. “I don’t want truth now, Naxios, I want power - strength - and that only comes through belief.” 
 
    Naxios lowered his rough voice then and took a step towards him. “Well, you know all about belief, don’t you? It was that belief which brought you to the feet of your Augustus and took whatever crumbs he threw at you, eh? Poor Flavius Sabinus, tasked to light a pyre which torments him still. See where your belief gets you. Damnation and torment, nothing more.” 
 
    He refused to be goaded by the Campidoctor - especially as the small knot of Barcarii about the ballista had stood up and were watching them now. One was wiping the grime from his hands with a filthy rag, his head tipped  to one side. 
 
    So he smiled into the tight anger which Naxios was holding in check. “Nothing more? It brought us here, you Cappadocian fool. Here to Arbeia. To a place which echoes all the oases and silent deserts and empty, wind-twisted, ruins of that lost frontier east of Nisibis and down the Tigris. We have stepped into a portend filled with the shimmering land of Mesopotamia. It envelopes us . . .” 
 
     “You see that, lads?” Naxios laughed back, turning to face the Barcarii near him. “He thinks we have returned to Nisibis! That this confusion of a name is some kind of blessing!” 
 
    The strangest thing happened then for Flavius Sabinus saw the man who was wiping his hands toss that rag aside and spit unceremoniously into the dust at his feet. The shrug which followed was slight, as if he was embarrassed a little.  
 
    “Why not?” the man murmured, “Eh? Why not, Campidoctor? It’s about time we received something, no?” His gaze flickered between them uneasily and then he shrugged again and turned back to tightening the bolts on the ballista. “But what do you I know, eh? Bloody nothing . . .” 
 
    He saw Naxios blink at that - at the insolence and also the man’s wistfulness - but before the Campidoctor could rebuke the miles for his insubordination, he stepped in and placed a hand on the smooth, oiled, wood of the ballista frame.  
 
    “Does it have a name?” 
 
    “This?” The man shook his head and looked to his commilatones. “Nah, those milites garrisoned here at the castrum did not care so much for things like that. They name their fort, eh, lads, but not this fine piece!” 
 
    One of the other barcarii grinned at that. “We were told that the two pieces over there in the towers have already been nick-named ‘Simeon and ‘Iacobus’ after the Apostles -” 
 
    “So we thought we could name them ‘Marcus’ and ‘Phillipos’”, added the man, smiling. 
 
    He turned to face Naxios. “What do you think, Naxios? We are to be protected by the Four Apostles, are we not?” 
 
    “Protected? Cursed, more like.” 
 
    The Campidoctor paused then a little and seemed watch him. For a moment, an inscrutable look came over him and Flavius Sabinus found himself wondering what dark thoughts were slowly settling into him - but then, with a barely-heard curse, Naxios swivelled about and walked down the inner stairwell of the turret. 
 
    “The Apostles, it is then, lads, eh?” 
 
    The Barcarii about the ballista laughed a little at that and resumed their final touches to the artillery piece.  
 
    For a moment, he found himself stepping up to the parapet and leaning out a little to look into the castrum’s interior. In a short time, he saw the figure of Naxios emerge from the base below him and move smartly across the inner ground. He snapped at a slave to hurry him along in his task and then the small figure veered over towards where the practice posts were located. Harsh orders rose up from him and those up about those posts stood back and began to assemble in an ordered line some paces back. The Campidoctor had allowed them their relaxation from the munera and was now going to put them through their paces, he realised. 
 
    He glanced back at the small work party here on the tower by him and wondered on those words which surprised him. If one man was beginning to need a change, to yearn for a relief, then perhaps others were to. Perhaps . . . 
 
    But he caught himself then and smiled ruefully. This was nothing more than the afterglow of finally reaching the end of the rebuilding after five long days of almost endless manual labour. The Barcarii were all exhausted now but replete. The interior had been rebuilt and now all the men had barrack-blocks, cots, supply-sheds and more about them. The walls and turrets were secure. The deep fossa was bristling with stakes and holes. And more: ships were docked at the jetties and the standards of Rome rippled about the ramparts in the high, midday, sun. The Barcarii were beginning to relax a little after slowly settle into this ‘Arbeia’; this new home so far from their lost ancient home now . . . 
 
    But perhaps something else was changing also, he found himself thinking. They had won this place in blood and sacrifice - they had wrested it from the Picts and in doing so saved a doomed command of Romans. That was something the Barcarii had not tasted in such a long time that it was almost as if it was a new wine was being tasted for the first time now. They had known  defeat and exile and shame for four long years - and had been moved ever westwards behind the cloak of one emperor and then another so that to even halt and plant a standard in the ground - to call a place home - was strange to them. Were they grasping at this now as a thirsty man shoves his head into a muddy trickle to lick what water he can, he wondered? Certainly the name - this small river and the goddess behind it - was a small omen but it smacked more of mockery to him than anything else. Were the Barcarii taking it seriously - was Arbeia itself rising in their minds as something owed to them now after all their toil and misfortune? Misfortune heaped upon them by his own hand, of course. 
 
    Perhaps a miracle was rising here in the far west beyond Rome’s great Vallum, he allowed himself to think. Stranger things had happened in the annals of Rome after all. And without realising it, a smile spread out over him as he stood there leaning out over the wall, looking down upon the crowds of Barcarii putting the last touches to the walls and beams and joints of this Arbeia . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Two days sailing at best would be my guess. These itineraries are old, I think, and the last trader I spoke to a few years ago told me that the waters are rough and coquettish around the promontory there.” 
 
    “Coquettish?” 
 
    “You need schooling in Latin, Persian?” 
 
    “Less than you my own tongue I expect - no, I meant that is an odd word, is it not?” 
 
    Paternus frowned at that and tipped his craggy head to one side. “You never been with a woman who takes as much as she gives - often in the same moment, eh?” 
 
    Araxes smiled back and his gaze became remote, veiled almost. “Of course - such a woman is a rare wine indeed - and always to be treasured, I think, Magister.” 
 
    “Well, the sea can be the same. Those waters there tease and invite only to rebuff. You understand?” 
 
    “I do - I just never thought of you as a poet . . .” 
 
    “Sail on the sea long enough, Persian, and you will be surprised what you will become,” replied the old Celt, his voice becoming gruff. 
 
    Araxes laughed a little at that. “I don’t doubt it. I don’t doubt it at all . . .” 
 
    “So - two days,” repeated the Magister, turning from the Primicerius to look at all the assembled men about him. He stabbed a finger onto the rough parchment below him for emphasis. 
 
    A harsh square of sunlight fell down onto that itinerary from high above, giving the parchment a rude almost-brazen glow, as if it were alight. The ink on it which traced out a wild and uneven coast had faded now into a deep umber tone which seemed almost the colour of dried blood as a result. The itinerary lay across a large wooden table placed inside one of the empty horrea. It had been commandeered now and all the officers of the castrum stood about it. Two skylights had been cut away into the sloping roof and the wooden slats which sealed them were open to allow the light and air into the supply shed. There, pinned almost by the large rectangle of light from one skylight, rested that table and the officers about it. Motes drifted lazily through the air and from outside could be heard faint commands and shouts. 
 
    It was dawn on the sixth day and Flavius Sabinus stood now with all his principes about the table.  
 
    “I still think this is a beggar’s mission,” snapped Naxios, his face twisted with suspicion as he looked down on that roughly-drawn coast-line. 
 
    “It’s the last thing these Novantae will expect,” he broke in.  
 
    “No,” the other replied, staring hard at him. “It’s the first thing they will expect, don’t you see that?” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “They will know a new Roman unit has arrived and will expect this commander - you - to reaffirm the foedus with their chieftain - just as Longinus did when he first arrived. Isn’t that correct, Gallo?” 
 
    The tall grey-eyed veteranus nodded in reply. “Yes, Campidoctor. Our Centurion had to share bread and re-affirm the vows and treaties which bound Rome to the Novantae. It was ritual, nothing more. And an excuse for the Novantae to rob us of more gold and silver.” 
 
    Naxios harrumphed dismissively at that and turned back to face him over that burning table. “So, you see, Praefectus, they will be expecting us.” 
 
    He smiled back. “I wasn’t talking about the mission, Naxios. Yes, they will be expecting us to renew the foedus with Rome. We are bound by honour and duty to do so. Of course we are. I am not talking about that.” 
 
    “Then what -” 
 
    He turned to face Gallo. “That was a year ago, wasn’t it?” 
 
    The other nodded. “It was, yes. We stayed as guests for a few days and then departed, hung-over and a little bruised.” 
 
    “Bruised?” Andronikas looked up, his brows knit together. 
 
    “A scrape or two - you know how it is. Hot words - a few careless boasts - a fight here and there. Their warriors testing themselves against us. We lost a few teeth. One of them got a broken arm. Some pots were smashed. The usual - all smoothed over with gold coin, of course, and lots of ale.” 
 
    “And you marched upriver of the Arbeia here and then overland - and it took you, how long?” he asked. 
 
    “Three days - their scouts picked us up a day out and escorted us in on the last day.” 
 
    “And, Campidoctor, that’s what they will be expecting again, no doubt. And so they will throw their scouts and hunting parties out eastwards towards us. They will be looking for a repeat of that event a year ago - a small detachment of Romans marching westwards to renew that ancient treaty which has always existed between the Novantae and Rome . . .” 
 
    Paternus grunted at that. “But instead . . .” And again his finger drifted along the old burnt umber of the coastline as it twisted westwards and north, curving like a drunken thing across the golden parchment. 
 
    “Instead, I intend to appear at their gates not from the east but from the west. From the sea. We will emerge from the west unlooked for and unfurl our vexilla as we sail into their harbour here.” 
 
    And he pointed to the small Latin inscription on that parchment. 
 
    The itinerary was typical of the maps and records used by the exercitus of Rome: it was a long thin stretched thing which marked locations and towns and forts with the distances between them recorded by each milestone. Crude rivers were painted on it as well mountains and other known features useful for organising expeditions or trade excursions. The Latin inscriptions were neat and fastidious and Flavius Sabinus was at least thankful for that. Others he had seen - those detailing the interior of Isauria, for example, he recalled, were improvised things written in a Latin which had the air of fancy and wistfulness about it. At least with this one, he trusted the scribe who had collated it. The one thing it lacked, however, was a detailed coastline. As with all such itineraries, this one was concerned only with distances and local features - and presented a northern wildness now which seemed distorted and elongated to his mind. Maia lay barely a finger’s width across from the small painted image of this castrum while the coastline westwards and then north, away from the Ituna Estuary seemed unnaturally thin and inconsequential. This was a marching itinerary, compiled by military surveyors - not one of whom had bothered about the waters and seas which broached this land, he sensed. As such, he looked to Paternus now and hoped the Magister knew enough to guide them in the sailing to come. 
 
    And there, along that waving burnt coast-line, in a deep inlet or sinus, lay marked the tribal capital of the Novantae: Rerigonium, ‘The Palace of the Rex’, or the chieftain’s hall, if he understood the Latin. It was a royal name and one which marked a proud place - a strong place, he thought. 
 
    Andronikas looked at him and then over to the Magister. “How long?” he grunted in his rough burr. 
 
    “Two days’ sailing at most,” replied Paternus, shrugging a little. “Wind and tide, Illyrian, wind and tide. My charts and itineraries don’t cover these coasts. Rome has had little reason to venture up here in the past. The few traders I have spoken to who have sailed up here all talk about that headland - this Novantae Promontorium here - as being a treacherous one. The waters there are raddled with currents and tidal eddies. This itinerary here does not show it but a few stades to the west lies the mass of Hibernia - and that is a land which only harbours raiders. A scattering of islands lie to the north also: Monaoeda, Malaeus, and others, I think. No, two days, I should think. A day to sail west along the southern edge here - we put in and make camp - then another day to round the promontory to find that sinus at its northern edge. Once we sail into that, we are effectively at this Rerigonium, I think . . .” 
 
    He saw the Magister frown suddenly and take a step back. His craggy features closed up a little. 
 
    “ . . . Paternus?” 
 
    The other’s voice hardened then. “I am sorry but I am with Naxios on this, Praefectus. This is a dangerous move. Even if we manage to sail unhindered up along that northern promontory and into the deep bay here - this Rerigonius Sinus - we will be at the mercy of these Novantae in their hearths. And after what you have told us, I will be surprised if they don’t slit all our throats.” 
 
    “They won’t, Paternus, trust me,” he replied and looked up at the other commanders about him. 
 
    Naxios was staring at him. “And what makes you so sure about that, Praefectus?” he asked in a voice which was almost a snarl of contempt. 
 
    “Fear,” he said. “Think about it for a moment. They have conspired to best Rome and hand over this castrum to the Picts instead. Fear goaded that action. Magnus has precipitated a crisis here and exposed the Novantae as being weak now. Their Rex is dying and it seems that the actions of his wife alone is keeping him on his throne. So she conspires with Ru to throw Rome out and by doing so reaffirms their strength.” 
 
    “All the more reason, it seems to me, not to go,” broke in Arzphur suddenly, his olive-brown face screwed up in consternation. He saw that the Ducenarius’ jaw was working, as if chewing hard on something. “Won’t this wife of a dying chieftain attempt to murder us all, if what you say is true?” 
 
    Paulus, standing next to him, nodded along. 
 
    “She won’t dare,” he replied. “She needs us now.” 
 
    “Needs? How do you work that out, Praefectus?” replied Arzphur, frowning a little. 
 
    Araxes stepped in a little then and reached out to drag the parchment in towards him a little. “I think Flavius Sabinus understands this woman as one who is attempting to hold onto power. If her husband, this dying Rex, is toppled from his seat of power, she will be also. Her lot will be a poor one indeed. I am told that wives are slaughtered alongside the corpses of their partners, are they not?” 
 
    “I think that is nothing but gossip about the agora, Persian,” laughed Paternus. “Old tales with nothing but too much ale or wine in them!” 
 
    “Perhaps - but she will still want to hold onto power, nevertheless. And that means with the Picts now broken . . .” 
 
    The Magister shook his head at the implication and Sabinus could tell that he remained unconvinced.  
 
    “You two think she will see us as the means to that end?” 
 
    “The Primicerius is correct,” he broke in, his voice quiet but firm. “She needs an ally to maintain her power. The Picts are gone. Rome has bested them. There are no other options. If she were to turn on us - then who will protect her and her dying husband? She roused the Picts to turn on Rome and they failed. She has lost prestige now. Now she is more vulnerable than ever. If we arrive and offer to renew the foedus, she will have no choice but to accept it - and us. We will dance about each other both knowing that this is a game and she will save her prestige by renewing the foedus she herself has already broken. She is out of moves now.” 
 
    He made it sound so simple - so obvious - but he knew it wasn’t. Looking now down on that itinerary he saw that the world and the land they were about to sail into appeared slight and uncluttered, free from complications and treachery. But he knew that despite his words and the conviction behind them that there would be  more on the board than anyone saw. There always was. 
 
    For a moment, his found his gaze drifting northwards - up past the deep bay where Rerigonium lay, beyond other bays and estuaries, into a long flat coast riddled with strange twisting inscriptions - the Cerones, the Smertae, the Caerni - all ancient tribes long since vanished or lost from the annals of Rome. They remained as names only on the itineraries but all who spoke of that far northern land told the same tale now: that those ancient tribes first named by Ptolemy centuries ago were all long gone, either slaughtered or fled eastwards into the lands of the newly emerging Picts. Some even murmured that the Picts themselves were nothing more than those survivors who had re-emerged as a new tribal confederation. No, that northern land - that flat coast which bore no mark of inlets or bays - was an unknown land; a land unsurveyed in any detail by Rome. It consisted of a thin line as a coast not because that land was smooth and flat but instead because no one knew it in any detail. And it was a land now which bore nothing but myth and legend - of dark shadows re-emerging from deep hidden haunts to terrorise and lay waste those old tribal lands in the north. 
 
     And if anything could produce unknown shadows and moves, it would be that land, he sensed. 
 
    “It is still pointless,” muttered Naxios. He looked about them all and shook his head. “That chieftain could pass on his shade at any time. We are sealing a pact with a dead man.” 
 
    “We are, yes,” he conceded. “But Rome has no choice in that. The foedus is with him. We are honourable even if they are not - or at least we have to appear so.” 
 
    Aelius Aelianus looked at him then and smiled. “So that was why you let those Picts go, wasn’t it? It wasn’t mercy at all, I think . . .” 
 
    “Go on,” he invited. 
 
    “Word will spread that Rome showed mercy - that even her enemies can be treated honourably. But you didn’t do it for that reason, did you? You did it so that word would reach Rerigonium and this woman will know that you are someone she can treat with. This is all a dance, isn’t it?” 
 
    “It is, yes, but a necessary one, Aelian.” 
 
    Naxios cursed under his breath. “You are risking much here - Magnus tasked us with relieving this castrum. That is all. We have done that. We should hold it and raise the best fossa and vallum we can. A storm is coming and we need to be able to weather it. Fuck Rerigonium and fuck the foedus. It is dead. The Novantae broke it when they allied with the Picts to take this castrum.” 
 
    “They did, yes,” he conceded - but then he pointed northwards up along that smooth uncharted shore-line. “Because of what lies there, Naxios. That is all mountains and high, hidden, valleys - lost dark places. This is the Isauria or the Taurus of this Caledonia - and it is a place filled with an old enemy not just of Rome but all these tribes, too. And it is an enemy rousing itself like a giant serpent to come uncoiling out of those mountains down upon us all . . .” 
 
    “You can’t know that, Praefectus -” 
 
    This was the moment he had been waiting for - and dreading. It was inevitable but still he had hesitated from it. From low under the table, he pulled up the worn satchel and flung it hard down onto the table, next to the parchment. Tablets and the tubes tumbled out from it. With a casual flick of one hand, he moved the flap aside and tipped a tube out so that rolled a little onto the parchment itinerary. Light gleamed a little from the brass fittings. 
 
    “I do know it, Naxios. I have know it since we left Calunium.” 
 
    The Campidoctor looked down on those tablets and tubes and then sniffed a little. Distaste covered his face. “What is this?” 
 
    “Reports from Arcani here in the barbaricum - from a certain Brennus. Handed to me in secret when we docked at Calunium. You can read them if you want - most are nothing but records and tallies of supplies but a few are the intelligence gathered by their commander - Brennus. That is his name on that satchel. These are all his reports.” 
 
    Paternus was looking at him closely. “So that was what you were given in the agora, Sabinus?” 
 
    “It was,” he replied. 
 
    “You’ve known this since Calunium?” Naxios reached out and prodded the contents carefully. The distaste on him only deepened. “There’s blood over all these . . .” 
 
    “Blood and secrets, Naxios. This was given to me and not Magnus. Whatever is happening here has already happened at Calunium, you understand?” 
 
    “You’re saying the castrum there has been compromised?” 
 
    “The Arcani seem to think so - or else why pass this over to me the moment I land? No, they fear the staff at Calunium and chose to pass all this on to me instead - an unknown Roman with uncorrupted naval troops under his standard. They spilled blood to get this to me. They unravelled a red cloak to hide a darker one, Naxios.” 
 
    The Campidoctor looked to where Araxes was standing. “I suppose you knew about this also?” 
 
    The Persian nodded slightly. “Sabinus confided in me, yes.” 
 
    “I thought as much - that explains why you were so keen to get us across the Creia to relieve the castrum here. Well, spill it then - what is so bloody important that you will risk a sailing to this Rerigonium, eh? What has the Arcani here afraid enough that they trust you of all people with their twisting secrets?” 
 
    He had all their attention now and he knew it. The three ducenarii were staring down at the materials from the satchel, wondering on their contents, rapt with fascination and eager to open them. The Magister was watching him and had retreated a little so that he seemed as if he were pondering some ancient secret. Naxios was both irritated and curious - even if he tried to hide it, he saw, behind his bluster and anger. But it was Aelius Aelianus who caught his attention now for the Tribune was staring at him which gave his cupid-like face a slight puckered look. He, alone, of all the principes about that glowing table was closest to the intrigues and suspicions which beset the Vallum and the north of the diocese. He alone had been tasked by Magnus to sound out the men garrisoned here - to promise them aid and succour in the days ahead. He knew the Tribune sensed that there was more hidden in the folds of that task than he understood but knew also enough not to question too much and simply perform his mandates as best he could. Now, on that table lay answers, while before him stood an officer of Rome who had been bequeathed those answers above the office and status of Magnus, Tribune of Calunium. He could see that Aelianus was both fascinated and slightly repelled also at the implications. 
 
    It was Gallo, however, who broke the sudden silence. The rangy veteranus swore uneasily and picked up one the leather tubes, turning it over in his hand as if it were something cursed. 
 
    “The Arcani? Those daemons? Sooner trust a fox among the chickens that those bastards . . . They are the worst of us here in Britannia. Trust me.” 
 
    “Are they?” he found himself asking back, smiling a little into the man’s distaste.  
 
    His composure unnerved the veteranus and he saw that Gallo put the tube back down. The suspicion in him wavered a little. “You trust them?” 
 
    “Perhaps it suits the Arcani to be seen as little better than latrunculi. I’ve read those reports and I can tell you that this Brennus has few peers in the exercitus of Rome when it comes to meticulous detail and intelligence. If these men are little better than thieves in the night, I am a cripple sorely need in Christian charity . . .” 
 
    “Spill it, Flavius Sabinus,” spat out Naxios suddenly. “If Calunium is compromised, what are we doing up here at all?” 
 
    He sighed at the man’s bluntness but nodded in reply. “Brennus discovered a possible usurpation - or at least the beginnings of one here in the diocese. Gold is being seeded up here in the barbaricum. Roman gold. A lot of it. And the face on that gold is not Valentinian’s. It is that of a tyrant. One who has yet to show his hand.” 
 
    “All the more reason to sail back to Calunium, no?” asked the Illyrian. 
 
    “Yes,” added Paulus slowly. He reached up and scratched his jaw slowly. “If a civil war breaks out again, we will need to stand alongside our commilatones loyal to the Augustus, will we not? Curse these barbarians and let them fall to their own dirty politics, eh?” 
 
    “Normally I would agree with you all but this is different.” 
 
    Andronikas looked up at that. “Different - how?” 
 
    “The gold comes not come from Britannia, Ducenarius. Nor does it appear to come from Gaul. These coins minted with the face of a tyrant come from up here -” And he pointed down towards that long blank line of a coast up to the north. “That is the galling thing and the thing which drove this Brennus north into that wilderness. And that is the last I know about this. He sensed that whoever was behind this usurpation - or at least was sowing its seeds - was doing it from a power-base up here. Among the Atecotti. The gold poured south towards the Vallum not northwards from it. So he ordered his Arcani troop to ride up into the mountain fastness . . .” 
 
    Paternus swore at that and he saw him blanch a little. “Lug save them all. They are dead men, Flavius Sabinus. That is Atecotti land. You don’t come back from that.” 
 
    The Campidoctor snorted and turned to face him. “They are just barbarians, Magister. That’s all you have up here beyond the Vallum - nothing but painted barbarians -” 
 
    But the Magister shook his head and the look of dismay on his features silenced even the abrasive Cappadocian. “You’re wrong. These Atecotti are far worse. For them it is all about blood and vengeance. Imagine being exiled or driven into the darkest places and then breeding in them while envying and looking down upon those very pastures and rivers you once thrived in. That is the Atecotti. They were abandoned by their gods generations ago - forsaken and cast out. All the tribes east of the Great lake and the long wild marsh here -” and he pointed to a wild spot on the itinerary marked with the phrase ‘Caledonius Saltus’ “ - turned on the ancestors of the Atecotti and drove them westwards into the high mountains and valleys. Some were slaughtered wholesale. Others driven underground. That was a long time ago, it is said. Now the Atecotti dwell in that dark place and hunger for their lost land. And you are saying this gold comes from them?” The disbelief in his voice was palpable. 
 
    “Brennus thought so. He thought that they had been suborned by a tyrant - and that this man or at least his agents was lodged with them. The gold was flowing south, he discovered. So they went north to find the source.” 
 
    “And that is the last word from this Brennus?” asked the Magister. 
 
    “It is, yes.” 
 
    “Then they are all dead men, Flavius Sabinus. You must know that.” 
 
    The scarred face rose up in him for a moment and he remembered words which referred to loss and blood. Yes, he felt that Paternus was right. Brennus and those with him could not have survived that ride - or why else were the scrolls and tablets covered in blood? Why would that scarred man have contrived to pass that satchel into his hands unless that mission had failed? Again, that face cracked into a dark smile and the maddening words teased him . . . Unless . . . 
 
    He shook himself out of that reverie, aware that the others about the table were staring at him. Reaching out, he picked up one of the tubes and uncapped it. The scroll he pulled out was dark and mottled and had the tang of smoke on it. 
 
    “I have to assume that, yes. Yes, the mission failed. The blood on this marks that failure. But where does that leave us? I have his words here. We are here. And if the Atecotti are being roused to war and invasion and slaughter, do we not have the duty, the pietas, to act now? Behind these Atecotti lies a Roman mask aping the sacred robes of an emperor. This mask is rousing these barbarians to fall on the tribes here - the Novantae, the Picts, the Selgovae. Why? Andronikas?” 
 
    The Illyrian nodded at that. This was something he could understand; something he could grasp. “They are clearing out the chaff, is all,” he said slowly. The great slab-like face hardened then and he stood up to his full height, towering over them all.  
 
    “The chaff - well said. The Ducenarius is right. If the Novantae fall - and they must, weak as they are, it will be the Selgovae and then Picts to the east - and after that . . .” 
 
    “Rome . . .” 
 
    Aelius Aelianus whispered that word but it fell among them as if it had been proclaimed out loud. 
 
    “Rome will be next - that is what you are saying, isn’t it, Praefectus? That once these Atecotti have burned through the Novantae here and then the Selgovae to the east, the Vallum will be next . . . And if Calunium is already compromised, if that castrum is riddled within with treachery and suborned-officers . . .” 
 
    “That is my fear, yes.” 
 
    He let those thoughts hang for a moment about that gleaming table. All eyes were drawn to the parchment now and he knew they were imaging a march - a dark march of bloodied warriors, vengeful warriors, pouring south over the Novantae lands, burning and pillaging through the Selgovae north of the Vallum, and then storming the defences of the Vallum - or not, if those castra and garrison towns had already been suborned. Would those castra open their gates to these Atecotti as allies and foederati of this new usurper, he wondered? Gold bought much - loyalty, courage, ambition. Would the Atecotti arrive at the Vallum to find comrades-in-arms? And what better fighting force to overawe those who perhaps wavered in their loyalty to Valentinian than these Atecotti - feared and shunned as no others were in the long dark island? 
 
    “If this Brennus was right, that gold comes from the Atecotti. That means they have been bought. And what promise could you possibly give to an exiled tribe to win their loyalty? What would bring them over to a tyrant as an ally?” he asked them all. 
 
    It was Naxios of all people who answered. He balled up both fists and placed them on the table, looking down over that itinerary, his brow thunderous and dripping with contempt. “Oh, that is easy, Praefectus,” he said, his voice barely above that of a whisper. “You give them the one thing they desire above all else . . .” 
 
    Aelianus looked hard at him, his face remote and uneasy, and the youth which hung over him like a cloak he could not unshake seemed to tremble a little then. “Naxios?” 
 
    “You give them their lost land back, lad. You give them their birthright - that’s it, isn’t it, Flavius Sabinus? That’s what this Brennus was afraid of? That the Atecotti have been bought with the promise of the north here in Caledonia.” 
 
    “Which part of it?” asked the Tribune, turning and looking to him. Confusion was writ across his face. 
 
    He reached down and swept all the tablets and tubes aside, pushing the worn leather satchel out to the edge of the table, leaving the itinerary fully-exposed. Sunlight fell over those dark, blood-coloured, lines and for a single heart-beat he took in all the rough names and poor tribes marked within that itinerary. 
 
    “All of it, Aelius Aelianus, all if it. That gold is buying all of Caledonia to give to these Atecotti. Nothing less. And that is why these Novantae will not cut our throats at Rerigonium. When the wolves come, you place any guard dog you have at your hearth to protect it, futile as that may be . . .” 
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    To The Parched Throat, No Poison is Avoided 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    ‘The Palace of the King’ was a dark, lonely, place.  
 
    It belied the grandeur of its name and stood instead not surrounded amid golden orchards or silvered ponds but amongst mires and what appeared to be fetid pools which glittered uneasily in the dawn light. A mist drifted across the still waters of the long, almost interminable, bay or Sinus but it was not a soft thing, this mist, but more like a tattered or rent garment left to rot across the surface of the land. It allowed those aboard the Liburnian or in the escorting scaphae to only glimpse Rerigonium and what they saw was poor indeed. 
 
    The settlement crept down from the higher ground and seemed to edge into the cold waters of the Sinus as if sinking into it. Unlike the Roman ports and castra near the Vallum with their ordered lines and hard stone walls, this place was a mess of rotting wood and haphazard buildings. Smoke from a hundred hearths darkened the sky above Rerigonium and seemed to then fall back down upon it in a dull haze as if lidding it. Lights gleamed in that gloom but only fitfully. As the mist rotted apart in a long slow tease, more details emerged and it became apparent that this ‘Palace of the King’ had suffered major damage recently: the sound of hammers and saws filled the gloomy air and the high struts of scaffolding edged up from the western side of the settlement. Figures could be seen clambering about and working hard on that rough scaffolding. 
 
    “ . . . There’s been a fire here,” mused Paternus, stepping up to the bulwark and gripping the edges hard. 
 
    Flavius Sabinus found himself looking into that mist and then cursing it. The world about them faded a little so that all that remained was the after-impression of Rerigonium - that and the hollow sound of the hammers drifting across the silent waters of the Sinus towards them. 
 
    For a moment, it felt as if he stood on a galley alone in the world itself with nothing but the echoes of life to remind him of what was lost and he found himself wondering then for a moment if this was what crossing Lethe - that river which sundered the dead from the living - must feel like. He turned and looked back down the length of the Sagitta and could only barely make out the shape of the two escorting scaphae on either side, one named the Tigris and the other the Mygdonus after the ancient rivers of their patria. Both vessels which carried the men of the First Maniple of the Numerus. The muted splash of oars rising and falling slowly only lent a dream-like tone to the mist. The dark-blue paint of the hulls and long oars rendered those two assault craft hazy and lost in it as if vanishing into a faintly remembered dream or vision. 
 
    “The gods curse this mist,” he said but found that his voice was muffled, hushed, even. 
 
    The old Celt shrugged at that and almost seemed to be enjoying his irritation. “Sail enough times along these coasts and over to Hibernia, Praefectus, and you will soon forget a time when the sun ever existed. This is the breath of the old gods and sea-daemons. Look deep enough into it and you will see Lug or Manannan or even Poseidon himself drifting past you . . .” 
 
    “You’re mocking me, Paternus -” 
 
    “Am I,” broke in the Magister with a wry look on his face. “Ach, perhaps I am - but I will tell you this for nothing, Flavius Sabinus, these western coasts are riddled with mists as much as raiders. One brings the other.” 
 
    The sound of the hammering deepened and on instinct he peered out again. Around the him, the mist twisted and fell back and Rerigonium emerged once more as a dark stain on the waters of the long bay they were rowing slowly into. 
 
    It was dawn on the third day since the small classis had departed Arbeia and after that first day - a day of sunshine and a clean, crisp, wind - everything had seemed to darken a little and stagnate. Yesterday morning, as the Sagitta with the Tigris and the Mygdonus in tow under the command of Andronikas and the First Maniple put out to round the southern edge of the Promontorium, a long low mist had crept in from the west. It drew a soft veil over them all and despite his objections, Paternus had ordered the ships out into deeper waters in case they blundered into the shoals and rocks closer to shore. All day, they had sailed and then put out oars as the wind fell away and that mist had thickened about them. That afternoon they had found themselves rounding a small headland with a soft bay of sand fringed with oak and lime trees. A fresh water stream cut that bay in two and without waiting for orders, Paternus had ordered his Liburnian to put in and beach on the white sands there. The two scaphae had slid in alongside like serpents and soon they had all erected a small vallum and fossa to defend the landing site.  
 
    The old Celt’s counsel had been stark and simple. It was pointless to sail on in the mist - better to encamp in the sheltered bay and hope that by morning, the weather would improve. A good wind from the north would shift the mist if they were lucky. And so they had all settled in and roasted what few supplies they had over the fires while huddling into their sodden cloaks.  
 
    But the morning had brought nothing but greyness and a numbing cold. If anything, the mist had only deepened in the night. 
 
    He remembered waking to see Paternus standing alone on the beach, all wrapped up in his hooded cloak, moisture glistening on him like diamonds, and a dark heavy frown on his face. That look alone told him that the mist was not going to be blown on. It was a subdued morning as the Barcarii under Andronikas emerged from their small leather tents and fell to inspecting their light assault craft while the milites under Paternus cleared up the rough camp and stowed the overnight gear back onboard the Sagitta. He remembered watching them as they drifted through that mist like wraiths and hearing the waters lap against the wooden hull of the Liburnian as it rested up on the sand. A little apart, he could hear the harsh Latin of Andronikas berating the Barcarii under him for their sluggishness but it seemed to him as if that ritual was only an echo and not the thing itself. 
 
    Now, only a few hours later, with the dawn sun not yet fully risen, they had found the Sinus and rowed around into it - and their first glimpse of the tribal capital of the Novantae had shown it to be a poor capital indeed. 
 
    He had three vessels and over a hundred and fifty fighting men with him as well as the milites under the Magister - a fifth of the complement garrisoned now at Arbeia more than two days behind him. Naxios had been tasked to hold that castrum and finish the repairs. He had the curucus and four of the scaphae under his command and he had ordered the Campidoctor to resume cautious patrols out into the Ituna Estuary but with the reservation not to allow more than half of the garrison to be out at any one time. The Cappadocian grumbled and swore - arguing that this whole journey was nothing but a beggar’s errand. He still thought that holding the castrum should be the purpose and duty of Rome here in the barbaricum - not idly sailing deep into a racked land whose Rex was dying - a land riddled with betrayal and blood. The odd thing which struck him, however, was not Naxios’ stubborn anger but that at the end as they began the boarding on that morning three days ago, the Campidoctor had reached out suddenly and tugged at his cloak, warning him that he had better bring his lads back - 
 
    “Bring them back, Praefectus, you hear? Bring them back.” 
 
    And he had turned to look him in the eye and saw such a concern that he almost reached out to clasp that hand to comfort it. Almost. 
 
    But instead he had shrugged that hand off with a brusque reply and walked away, not looking back. 
 
    Now, as the mist fell back a little, its ragged edges teasing him, he found himself thinking again on that moment and wondering if he should have paused and spoken better to the Campidoctor. Moments like that were few and then often regretted, he knew. Naxios was angry that they had been leaving - that satchel and its contents had done nothing to assuage his distrust of the Novantae here - but there had been something else in him also; a slight concern which was out of character for him. And Flavius Sabinus had the almost absurd thought that the Cappadocian had also been concerned for him - 
 
    A disdainful sniff at his shoulder brought him out of his reverie and he saw that Araxes stood now alongside Paternus and was staring out at the emerging ruin of Rerigonium. The Persian had wrapped himself up in his embroidered riding cloak and placed his arms deep in the long sleeves which usually hung loose down the sides. His hair was dank now and the long elegant moustache, usually oiled and fastidiously groomed, looked dishevelled. His face was remote and closed off. 
 
    “Not the place we imagined, is it, amicus?” 
 
    Paternus grunted dismissively at that. “What did you expect, Primicerius? Marble and gold-capped roofs?” 
 
    “Of course not, Magister,” replied Araxes and he saw that his friend ignored the other’s sarcasm, smiling a little. “In the oriens, there are old, crumbling, cities - hundreds of them. And they all once stood upon the pedestal of fame and glory. But ruin comes to us all. It came to the great Parthian Houses who ruled Persia before we rose up and regained our ancient birthright. It came to the old Greek rulers of Assyria and deep along the Tigris rivers after Alexandros. No doubt - in time - it will come to us, too. And Rome, of course. But no matter that ruin, grandeur always remains in the echoes and the ghosts of those cities. Even if they are nothing but wind-swept places now - home to goat-herders and beggars, eh? But this? This was always poor, was it not? Look at it - both of you. This place has never known  honour or pride or glory. This is a sham, I think . . .” 
 
    He knew what Araxes meant. 
 
    As the mist slowly fell back now that the sun was rising and burning it off the waters, more of Rerigonium emerged into view. The land here about was low-lying, falling down into the waters of the Sinus on long easy slopes. Much of it was sculptured with the small thin fields which the natives preferred intermingled with copses of ash and beech and lime, he saw. That land not turned over to crops was filled with cattle and sheep. Small round-houses lay dotted here and there interconnected with mud-tracks - all of which gradually wound in towards the settlement here at the edge of the water. It did not boast stone or marble, merely wood. Wood and wattle and thatch. The settlement was a sprawling mess of buildings which had once been contained behind a high rampart of logs but had now long-since pushed through that barrier and defence to spread out along the edges of the sinus and even down into it. 
 
    “Is that buildings in the water?” asked Araxes, in mild surprise. 
 
    He saw it, too. 
 
    Out into the bay, intermingled with the landing jetties and small sheds used to house the sailing vessels, he saw roundhouses and the longer shapes of storage sheds as if built on the water itself. Dozens of them, now that he looked harder as the mist fell back. For a moment, it felt as if Rerigonium was spreading across the water itself. 
 
    “It’s not uncommon up here,” grunted Paternus with a shrug. “Caledonia is a land of mountains and great lakes. Many of the smaller settlements edge out into the waters. See? The roundhouses are built up on log piles. If you look hard enough, you will see the small curucis moored up underneath them . . . You don’t have anything similar in Persia?” 
 
    “A few remote natives live deep in the wide marshes about the Tigris and the Euphrates on small islands - some of which they have built up - but nothing like this. This is almost a town built on water, is it not?” 
 
    The old Celt laughed at that. “Built out of the water, Persian! You see the land behind the settlement? Good farm land - high pastures, too. But here at the shore it is all fen and bog - but the waters here provide good fishing and access to the western seas and the Oceanus - so Rerigonium sits - squats - uneasily on the lip between land and sea. It binds both to the Novantae - a rude embroidered thing. And that means it must own the waters here as well as the land.” 
 
    He found himself looking out across the sinus then, intrigued. “You’re saying those structures are symbolic as well?” 
 
    “Something of the sort - one foot on the land and one foot in the water.” 
 
    Araxes turned to face the Magister and a certain oriental contempt coloured his features. “That is not an embroidery, Paternus, that is a canker. These Novantae, I suspect, have been propped up by Roman gold for too long. Rerigonium is false place. Look at it - it has the stink of corruption about it, would you not say?” 
 
    “Perhaps,” the other agreed. “But that is besides the point, eh?” Paternus sniffed the air then and breathed in deep. “Well, commilatones, shall we?” 
 
    He saw that the mist was finally falling back now and sinking into the dark waters. A light gleam far ahead above the headland showed where the sun was breaking through and the low dark rafters of smoke above the settlement was thinning even as he gazed out over this ‘Palace of the King’. The sound of the hammers picked up almost in response, he felt, and he saw that from out of the huddle of those high, stilted, round-houses, a curucus was emerging lazily as if adrift from it all. Small, dark-brown, figures were clambering about that hide-bound vessel and he saw nets being slowly gathered up and readied. A long pole was carefully pushing the curucus out past the water-born buildings and into deeper waters. Paternus was right, he thought, it was time . . . 
 
    He turned to a small Barcarii near him. The man was watching him and holding a cornu wound about his armoured body. The bronze gleamed dully in the poor light.  
 
    “Sound the classicum - and by all the gods, blow as if the Augustus himself is arriving, you understand?” 
 
    The man nodded and brought the cornu up to his lips. His cheeks swelled out and then he blew into it and a great moaning wail spread out from the Liburnian. It rose in a long swelling sound, peaked, and then dropped suddenly as if culled - only to pick itself up again, higher and louder. That dolorous sound echoed out across the Sinus, brazen, ugly almost, reeking of iron and war and the might of imperial Rome . . . 
 
    And in the folds of that long angry peel, all about him men shook off their complacency and became once more milites of Rome. 
 
    The Barcarii stationed aboard the Sagitta emerged or stood up, all clad now in scale and mail, strapping on heavy iron helmets, swinging their oval shields about to present that eternal symbol of Sol and Helios, backed by the dark green of the Tigris. Here and there, high crimson crests wavered and nodded. Up front, from the long forward-sloping mast, was unfurled a streaming crimson vexilla while high atop the main mast - at either end of the yard-arm, two more vexilla fluttered out, red and dancing now on the air as if alive. Harsh shouts nearby echoed the commands on the Liburnian and he saw both scaphae almost seem to shake themselves into a martial state: more banners unfurled from them and all along the bulwarks the oval shields were slotted down into position. The men and officers of the First Maniple girded themselves in response to that long angry bellow from the cornu and he heard - first on the right side and then on the left - the sharp commands of Andronikas and then his Centenarius commanding the other assault craft - the Mygdonus - to tighten up and honour the standards. The Illyrian, he saw, was striding down the narrow central strip of the vessel, his face hidden now behind a silvered helmet with a high horse-hair crest. He strode down that wooden strip as if walking purposefully on the hardest parade-ground, not caring about the slow roiling motion of the scapha under him. His commands were blunt and cold even as the majesty of Rome fluttered out high above him from that vessel’s mast. Likewise, on the other side of the Sagitta, the Centenarius was also walking down the length of his scapha, berating those too slow and careless under him - although he noticed that he clung to the bulwark a little as he did so. 
 
    The cornu roared its classicum one more time and then fell silent as that mournful sound drifted slowly across the waters of the Sinus towards Rerigonium - and all about him, the martial might of Rome was displayed to the rattle of arms and equipment. 
 
    The effect was immediate, he noticed, suppressing a grim smile. 
 
    Rerigonium seemed to shiver in surprise and the small dark figures on that fishing curucus looked up, startled. There was a sudden splash as one of the large nets fell overboard and into the dark waters. A flock of gulls rose up and wheeled about the settlement, their high cries echoing out like mourners at a Christian funeral. The sound of the hammering from the ruins on the western side faltered and then slowly ceased. All about down by the edges of Rerigonium, in among the floating round-houses and long jetties, figures emerged and stood gaping at the sudden emergence the Roman vessels. A few, he noted, barked out commands and then about-turned and vanished deeper into the buildings. For what seemed an eternity, the settlement remained frozen in shock, silent save for the laments of the gulls above, the waters still and reflective - and then an answering cry rose up, hesitant, faltering, only picking up strength at the end. A single war-horn returning the imperial cry of the cornu behind him. That sound was almost an apology of martial vigour - but then another rose up, and then a third, and these rose up to warn all about that vessels were bearing down upon Rerigonium. Here and there, he saw arms being readied - slingers were appearing on the higher structures, looking about uneasily, spearmen emerged along the jetties, and he saw one large curucus slowly emerge from a long ramshackle shed, being poled out by a crew of warriors who looked about now in awe. One, he noted, stood up high at the prow, clasping a gold-sheathed helmet under one arm while a large crimson cloak lay wound up over his arm. Confusion and wariness warred over this figure as the warriors behind struggled to get the hide-vessel out of the docking shed and clear of the floating round-houses about it. Oars rose and fell in uneasy waves. 
 
    Satisfied, he turned about and looked down the length of the Liburnian galley as it knifed forwards towards Rerigonium. Araxes had strapped on his helmet - an old Persian design, glittering with silvered studs and hammered gold - while nearby, he saw that Aelius Aelianus and Gallo had emerged now from the stern cabin, looking about in eagerness. Both were fully-equipped for war but had draped their forms in richly-woven cloaks of Belgic wool. Silver brooches pinned those cloaks and gleamed now in the dawn light. He saw that the young Tribune suited the finery his cloak brought to him but that Gallo wore it uneasily. The tall veteranus could not shake off his rough, frontier, mien, despite the fancy cloak he wore - and he smiled at that. Draping a wolf in silk, he thought, only showed how affected such silk was . . . 
 
    “Is this how you remembered Rerigonium, Gallo?” he asked, as they halted near him and adjusted those rich cloaks. 
 
    “It is,” grunted the latter, nodding past him to the settlement. “That damage is new, though. Think they have been attacked?” 
 
    “It appears so. Not too long ago, either,  judging by the repairs on it now.” 
 
    Araxes smiled a little and tied-off the leather thongs on his cheek-pieces, shaking his head a little to settle the high ornate helmet on his head. “Not Picts - Scotti, perhaps? Paternus says Hibernia is less than a day’s sailing to the west - yes?” 
 
    The Magister nodded at that. “Much less if you have a good wind. But those bastards always seek land - the will slip in and put up settlements and breed cattle before you even know they are there - exiles mostly from their fighting which always tears that land apart . . . This is something too grand for the Scotti, I suspect.” 
 
    He looked at the old Celt and saw that his craggy brows were knitted together in thought. “ . . . Paternus?” 
 
    “Ach, who knows? It could be an accident. A drunken revel getting out of hand - see how the fire damage is confined to that western quarter? Or perhaps something worse . . .” 
 
    Aelius Aelianus leaned out to peer closer. “These Atecotti?” 
 
    “As I say, Tribune, who knows? I am sure this Rex or his wife will spin us a pretty tale about it to win over our sympathies, eh?” He turned from them then and moved down the Liburnian, shouting out orders and making the milites nearby scurry to get out of his way.  
 
    “Well,” murmured Araxes, a mocking smile curving over his features, “we certainly have appeared to put a burning stick into the bees’ nest . . .” And he leaned out over the bulwark to watch what was happening before them all. 
 
    Rerigonium was shaking off its early-morning torpor, he saw. More war-horns were blaring out now and he realised that all about the round-houses, warriors and slaves were moving, heaving long sturdy ropes from one high pole to another, tying them off so that slowly a barrier was emerging which was transforming those outer structures into a tight maze of barriers. Water gleamed from those ropes as men heaved on them and tightened them up. Far back, built on what seemed a low rise, more horns were blaring forth, and a high woven banner was rising up - a huge sail-cloth of a thing, dark green and bordered in gold. It bore embroidered on it the long flat image of a horse, all elongated and abstracted, he saw, in the style of the Celts. That horse banner rose up high on a single pole and fluttered as if summouning all those dispersed now in the fields and pastures far behind the capital. The building it crowned was higher than the rest, made of heavy timbers, all carved and painted now. The thatch which crowned it was fresh and clean, he noted, and in the shadows below it, arms now gleamed faintly. 
 
    Satisfied, he turned to seek out the figure of the Magister further down the galley and then nod to him. 
 
    Instantly, a rough command was barked out to drop anchor and secure the Liburnian. Activity burst out along the length of the galley and with a loud splash the iron anchor was heaved overboard. The long blades of the oars rose up, shivered a little, waters cascading from them, and were then shipped aboard with practised ease. Up at the stern, he saw Atticus and the other steersman haul up the two massive steering blades and swing them over the bulwark, both grunting with the effort. Then the anchor bit and the massive hull trembled, slowed, and finally came to a halt. The milites who were clustered up about the rope which held the anchor tightened it up, shouting encouragement to each other. Water rippled out ahead of the Liburnian while underfoot, Sabinus felt the deck heave a little and then slowly settle down. On either side, he saw the scaphae slide out ahead of the Sagitta and then drop anchors, twisting broadside a little to present their shielded flanks to the settlement. Sharp commands spiced the air and the Barcarii aboard those assault craft readied themselves in anticipation. 
 
    Araxes stepped past him and leaned out over the bulwark now that the Liburnian was settled in the water. “That curucus is coming out to us . . .” 
 
    That warrior with the crimson cloak wrapped about his shield arm was yelling out orders and gesturing over to where the Roman vessels were now anchored, he saw. In response, the war-galley dipped and then nosed in towards them, the oars biting on the shallow waters. Rough commands could be heard and then he saw the figure hand his gold-sheathed helmet over to a warrior who stood next to him. Both wore heavy torcs at their throats, he noted, and were staring hard at the Roman vessels now anchored off Rerigonium. 
 
    Gallo cursed darkly nearby and rolled his shoulders as if to settle deeper into his cloak. 
 
    “You know that figure?” he asked, turning a little to look at the veteranus. 
 
    The latter spat at his feet and hooked a hand through his heavy enamelled belt. “A little - that’s Cunomarus, the brother of the Rex here. Younger brother,” he added for emphasis. “Those bruises and broken bones I told you about? He was the one behind it all. He’s like all younger brothers who stand in the shadow of an older sibling - spiteful and reckless. He sits at the feasting board to the right of his brother and commands the war-band here.” 
 
    He could tell from the dismissive tone of his words that Gallo held no love or respect for this Cunomarus and he looked again at the figure as the war curucus slid closer to them. He stood up at the high prow grasping the upright carved serpent figure there, one foot on the bulwark almost as if he were about to leap over-board. A dark frown coloured his face and he saw that a mop of black wild hair crowned him, held only a little in check by a thin bronze band about his forehead. The crimson cloak gave him a regal bearing but he saw that his tunica and breeches were dull. A blackened mail corselet clad his torso while from his waist hung a simple spatha and a wide-bladed hunting knife. At his side, the figure who grasped his helmet was small and compact. Whereas Cunomarus was tall and bore a lithe aspect, this figure was blunt and stolid, he noted. But there was a familiarity between them that told him they were hearth-companions and bonded in blood. 
 
    This younger brother stood up even higher at the prow then and shouted out across the still waters, one hand cusped about his mouth. 
 
    “Arbeians?” 
 
    He raised one hand up high in greeting, calling out in return. “Flavius Sabinus, Praefectus, commander of Arbeia, greetings Cunomarus, brother of the Rex of the Novantae, foederati of the Augustus of Rome!” 
 
    For a moment, that greeting hung on the waters and he saw that the warrior held his gaze, frowning a little. Then he seemed to shake himself and turn around. Commands rattled out and the curucus slowed a little and edged about, turning slowly broadside to the three Roman vessels. All along its bulwarks, warriors strained their necks to gaze out at them, wary and alert. The vessel dipped a little towards them as it turned and he saw that it was crowded with almost a hundred fighting men, all armed and tense. Hooks and boarding ropes were held, ready to be cast, while others stood holding slings or light javelins. The rest were armed with a mixture of spears and axes.  
 
    The smile which emerged then from Cunomarus was almost incongruous. “The gods have blessed you, Praefectus! We feared for Arbeia and wondered if it had fallen under the shadow of the Picts!” 
 
    “As did we for the Novantae, our allies here!” he shouted back, ignoring the whispered curses behind him. “I see damage to your settlement - have you, too, suffered war and bloodshed?” 
 
    For a moment, he saw the warrior glance behind him and that easy confident look flickered for a heartbeat - but then he smiled again and waved a hand as if dismissing his concerns. 
 
    “That? That is nothing, amicus. We build from wood - and fire is always a shadow to wood, is it not? But we rebuild as we will always do, eh?” The tone was light, dismissive, but he saw that the figure by his side who held his gold-sheathed helmet frowned then and looked back at the scaffolding. There was a tenseness to him that belied Cunomarus’ words. 
 
    “May we dock and pay our respects to your brother?” he called out.  
 
    The curucus was barely a score of paces from the Liburnian but he raised his voice so that it carried out beyond that vessel and back towards the figures all along the edges of the settlement. He opened up the palm of his hand to show peace and amity. 
 
    Cunomarus laughed at that. “By respects, you mean Roman gold?” 
 
    He nodded back, keeping his voice neutral, even as he heard Gallo behind him curse under his breath. “What is a foedus without gold to bind it? Nothing but empty words and dry pledges.” 
 
    “Then, Arbeian, by all means be welcome to Rerigonium, this grand domus of my brother, Rex and chieftain of the Novantae!” 
 
    He waved his hand backwards towards the haphazard buildings and in doing so unfurled the crimson cloak so that it fluttered about him like an imperial standard.  
 
    Paternus edged in a little and made to wind up a fraying rope about his forearm. “ . . . He’s cocky, that one. Never trust a boaster, Flavius Sabinus. Hot words always hide cold thoughts . . .” 
 
    Araxes smiled at that. “I like him, Magister - there is something of the pantomimus in him, I think.” 
 
    “Try not to wager the gold back from him, Araxes,” he broke in, before the old Celt could respond. “I don’t want a sullen loser in the shadows.” 
 
    “I’ll try my best to play the worst, Praefectus . . .” 
 
    The bow the Persian returned to him was no less theatrical than the gesture Cunomarus had just displayed . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    About them all, masses of natives fell back and stared at them from the corners and shadows of the route they marched in along. He had ordered the lead assault craft to dock with the curucus under Cunomarus while the two remaining vessels had stood out still anchored in the waters of the Sinus. He, with Araxes, Aelius Aelianus, and Gallo, together with the Barcarii of the century under Andronikas had disembarked at the main jetty and moved up, escorted now by the young warrior and brother of this Dabronus. The former had appeared excited and had pointed out features of the settlement as they passed - the large agora area, feasting halls, a small roughly-built basilica with a small gaggle of filthy priests - all pale-faced men who wore the shaved crowns of Christian monachi, he noted. The bragging voice had soon became tiresome however and a small part of him found himself looking at what this warrior was not pointing out: an obvious supply shed guarded by stoic warriors who slid back into the shadows as they passed; slaves thronging the alleyways and the wooden porticos - too many slaves, he saw; the gold and ornamented adornments on the warriors who moved with Cunomarus. These warriors were all richly-clad in the manner of a victorious tribe fresh from war and triumph. That younger brother droned on, pointing out this and then that, smiling egregiously at them all - and all the while the odd sense rose up in him that this Cunomarus was playing a game of sorts with them. What it was, though, eluded him. 
 
    Araxes, at his side, sniffed cautiously and slipped into the old argot of Mesopotamia. “You are seeing the gold and ornaments, Flavius Sabinus?” 
 
    He nodded back whilst still smiling into the loud words of Cunomarus. “I fear the little Imperial gold we bring will not impress these mighty warriors here. These are Greeks fresh from Ilium.” 
 
    “Indeed. This younger brother is performing a little too well, also, don’t you think?” 
 
    He stole a quick look at his friend. “You think he is talking to us between his words?” 
 
    The Persian shrugged and reached up to adjust the riding cloak. “He is talking and showing-off but I think he is also allowing you to see that he is doing so. Did you notice the shed we passed and the warriors guarding it and how Cunomarus talked loudly of the taverna opposite it? He paused a little - just enough to allow you to look past that shabby building and notice the guarded shed. It was almost as if he directed you to that discovery.” 
 
    “So he is under orders to distract us and yet does it just badly enough that we cannot but see what he is not showing us. Why would he do that?” 
 
    “Why do we do anything? Gain and politics, amicus.” 
 
     He found himself wondering on that even as his gaze fell again on Cunomarus. 
 
    The latter was ahead of them slightly, twirling his crimson cloak about, throwing one hand to point out the wonders of Rerigonium, his words loud and boastful. About him ranged a score of warriors, all alert and richly ornamented in Roman gold and silver. He had to admit that there was something endearing about his performance - it was showy and boastful, arrogant almost, he thought - but underneath it he sensed lay a cunning mind. And now that Araxes had pointed it out to him, he saw that the Celt was a little too boastful and studied in his display. There lay in it a certain art which almost seemed to undercut itself - but before he could ponder that thought any longer - or wonder on what lay in the heart of this young brother - he saw the high walls of a timber palisade emerge ahead of them and then inside its open gateway a throng of warriors and nobles, all ranged carefully about a central trio of figures. 
 
    The brother of Cunomarus, the chieftain and Rex of the Novantae, was the opposite of the vain, smiling, warrior who had greeted them in the waters outside the settlement he realised. As Flavius Sabinus, under escort by the priores century of the First Maniple, with Andronikas leading the Barcarii smartly about him, moved up through the grime and mud of the streets of Rerigonium and finally towards the inner domus, he saw him waiting for them all, clustered about with a tight guard of elder warriors and nobiles all clad in rich tunicas and cloaks - and all bearing tall war spears, painted and carved with obscure designs. 
 
    So this was Dabronus, the dying chieftain, he thought. He saw that the figure was propped up at one side by an aging counsellor whose beard was long and snowy and on the other by a regal looking woman who watched them all approach with a dark wary eye. The Rex himself was stooped now and coughing. A black rag was held in one hand which he used to cover his mouth while in the other he grasped a long ivory baton which  had the distinct mark of Rome about it. 
 
    All thoughts of Cunomarus fell away then as he saw for the first time this Dabronus and how close he stood upon the threshold of death. 
 
    The warriors of the Novantae under Cunomarus entered under the high, arched, gateway and slowly knelt before their chieftain, their heads bowed low and their arms placed on the ground before them. All displayed due reverence to this ailing Dabronus, he saw, even the younger brother who only hesitated a little, not enough to show contempt but merely to allow himself to be the last of the warriors about him to bow low. 
 
    Turning, he looked over to where Andronikas stood. “Order the century into a line, two ranks, Ducenarius, spears and shields readied.” 
 
    “Praefectus,” nodded the Illyrian in reply and turned around. 
 
    Loud commands rang out in his rough burr and swiftly the Barcarii about him moved from their escorting positions into a long line, two-men deep, the wide oval shields swinging forwards and the spears sloping out. The high draco standard of the First Maniple rose above their heads and gleamed dully now in the light. A slight sift in the wind caught the long silk tail and twisted it as if it were eager to be set free. 
 
    He, and the principales about him, stepped forward from that line and waited.  
 
    Ahead, this ailing Rex had stepped forwards and was reaching out his hands now to lift up his younger brother. Amity prevailed but he thought that it looked a little too performed - a kiss on either cheek was over before it even began, he saw, and once Cunomarus was up, he stepped aside without any added words or smiles. The younger brother stepped apart and stood by the bearded counsellor, looking back out at them even as his warriors rose after him and turned about, gripping their spears as if eager for a new hunt. 
 
    But he wasted no time looking at them.  
 
    He found his gaze drawn instead to the woman. She had remained still as the warriors and her husband’s brother had prostrated themselves in the dirt at their feet. Now, as they ranged about them all as a further guard, she still did not move. There was a coldness in her which he thought was more than display or duty. That stillness was control - power, even. She stood amid the ritual and seemed to ignore it and instead her gaze remained on them all as they arranged their lines and stood forwards, waiting to be invited into this domus of the chieftain of the Novantae. It was a control which he found himself instinctively responding to and so he watched her as she watched him, evaluating her, holding his pose as she held hers. He saw that she was tall, her shoulders arched back showing pride and nobility, and that her frame was lithe like Cunomarus’ and for a reason he could not grasp the image of a panther arose in his mind. Unusually, she bore a long spatha at her waist in a gilded sheath but noted that the bone hilt was worn, plain almost. She had draped her long woollen cloak about her shoulders in such a fashion that the weapon hung now in plain view. Pins and brooches lay about her to display her status and wealth but these contrasted oddly with that long blade. Her dark, raven-coloured, hair was piled up high in an elaborate coiffure which aped that of the dominas of the imperial court. Pearls gleamed in it. He ignored her obvious beauty however and saw instead that a slight frown coloured her now. It was a slight thing, barely a dimple on her, but told him that she was imposing her presence on all about her and also swiftly calculating as she did so . . .  
 
    “So that is the real power here,” whispered Araxes at his side. 
 
    “What was she called again?” he asked of the veteranus at his side. 
 
    “Her name is Veleda,” broke in Gallo, “and all the Novantae here revere her as a prophetess. It is said that she came from the isle of Manavia in the middle sea between Britannia and Hibernia.  Nothing but gossip and the ale talking, if you ask me, though . . .” 
 
    “Cunomarus hasn’t looked at her,” the Persian added, his voice quiet and considered. “Regardless of her oracular abilities, he doesn’t like her or look to her for favours.” 
 
    “Why would he?” said Aelius Aelianus. “If her husband - this Dabronus - dies, would he not have a claim to rule Rerigonium here?” 
 
    Gallo nodded back. “He would - but he would not be alone. The Celts here are like Rome - once the power falls, any with a claim will rise up to grab for it. He does have the war-band, though, and that gives him a powerful edge.” 
 
    “Enough of this,” he broke in quietly, forcing a smile over his features. “We are here to rebind the foedus. This Veleda will honour that act and acknowledge the Augustus Valentinian as her benefactor and ally. Remember, she needs us now that these Picts have been broken and slaughtered.” 
 
    “Let us hope so, amicus,” whispered Araxes and looked away. 
 
    Ahead, he saw that Cunomarus, ensconced now among the royal retinue, had raised an hand to beckon them in. On both sides, warriors were falling back to open up the ground before their Rex.  
 
    “Shall we?” 
 
    He walked forwards, stiffly, mindful of his bearing as an officer and commander of Rome, aware that his companions walked with him. Behind him, Andronikas remained with the Barcarii of the century. He noticed that the mist was finally burning away now and that the haze of smoke over the oppidum was thinning also. The light which emerged was soft and heavy but had a slight chill to it. The dark wood timbers of the gateway were mildewed, he saw, and rotting here and there. The iron which bound it was rusted. As they passed under that gateway and into the domus proper, more details emerged and with an effort he looked away from Veleda to take them in. The building was a wide sprawling round-hall flanked by gables and pillars which sheltered stables and quarters for the slaves. The ground over which they walked now was strewn with straw and held a faint musty smell. There was a damp listless feel to it all, though, he noticed, as if this mighty hall or domus had emerged from a fell bog and settled uneasily about them all. Rough paintings daubed the outer walls - hunting scenes or the images of warrior-gods smiting tiny stick-carved figures. There was even an image meant to represent Rome - a haloed, seated, figure with the soaring wings of an eagle over it and others crowding around it, all covered in rich cloaks and bearing proud weapons. All these paintings and the plaster which held them were old and faded now. He looked harder and did not see any evidence of new paint or carvings. 
 
    The closer he came towards this Dabronus the more he saw how ailing the chieftain was. This Veleda had stepped aside slightly from him now and as a result he had sagged a little into the arms of the elder with the long snowy beard at his side. Around him, stood a score of aging warriors and nobiles - all wary and eyeing him with muted hostility as he approached. A few looked away or down at the ground. There was tension and division here - that much was obvious to him - but he sensed that his presence and the sudden arrival of the classis had not caused that tension, only exacerbated it. 
 
    He halted a few spaces from Dabronus and swept his cloak back and then genuflected slowly - a half adoratio, not the thing itself. This was not an emperor or one of his eunuchs or envoys. He showed respect to an ally and mighty warrior, not someone who was his superior. As a representative of Rome, he could not bend too low. 
 
    Dabronus coughed a little at that and nodded, wiping the black rag across his mouth. Then he raised up his ivory baton of authority and beckoned him closer. The elder at his side led him forwards a little. 
 
    “Welcome, Rome, to our poor dwelling . . .” 
 
    He stood up and nodded back, raising his voice to all about him. “I am honoured to be a guest of the Novantae, valued foederati of the Augustus Valentinian, emperor of Rome in the occident. I am Flavius Sabinus, Praepositus of Arbeia, commanded by his Sacred Majesty to honour our presence here in the land of the Novantae and re-affirm the bond which unites us as allies and brothers.” He paused then and looked slowly about at the ranged warriors and elderly nobles - the retinue of this dying chieftain who all stood ranged against him. “ . . . Hail to the Novantae, fratres of Rome, ancient guardians of this northern land . . .” 
 
    A few nodded back to him, barely smiling, but most remained staring at him and the companions about him, their faces blank and cold. 
 
    “Forgive us a less than warm greeting in return,” began Dabronus, smiling weakly and gesturing him in a little. He passed the ivory rod over to the bearded figure with a sigh. “We are a poor tribe now and pressed in on all sides. Rome honours us - you honour us - but we are fading now, as I am sure you know.”  
 
    He saw him ball up the black rag, noting the wet blood on it, and then tuck it away under his cloak. Now that he was close to the chieftain, a faint sweet odour reached him. The smell of garlic and something else - some unguent mixed while obscure words had been whispered to the healing gods, no doubt, he thought. It hung about Dabronus like an invisible stain and he found himself fighting an urge to raise up the hem of his cloak to cover his nose.  
 
    “I am dying, Rome. What gold you bring will be wasted, I fear. Yet still you bring it. Why?” 
 
    The words had a surprising strength to them - and for one moment, he thought he saw a slight gleam in the chieftain’s eyes, as if the old man was mocking him. There was a bluntness in those words which belied the aging face. 
 
    Sabinus looked hard at him and he saw that the chieftain must once have been a proud and noble warrior. Scars covered his arms under the gold rings - thin white seams, long faded now. A heavy silver torq made up of thick links weighted his neck. A wide crown of gold rested on his head and he recognised it as a Roman gift - one handed over generations ago, he suspected. This crown was studded with pearls but the lustre in them had faded. But it was the face which caught his attention. Dabronus had wily face, crinkled and leathery with age now, and the eyes buried deep in those lines were pale and watery - but there was a hidden fire in them, a slight glint which belied the aged body and its stooped frame. 
 
    “We are dying the moment we are born, are we not, Rex? Only the gods know when that dark portal will open for us.” 
 
    Dabronus nodded back, smiling in return. “Rome sends us a philosopher, it seems. Sabinus, is it?” 
 
    “It is. Flavius Valerianus Sabinus, formerly of Nisibis, in the oriens, now Praefectus of the Numerus Barcariorum Tigrisiensium, ordered to garrison Arbeia here in the tribal lands of the Novantae . . .” 
 
     “Of the Sabine stock? Of Rome, eh?” 
 
    He paused a little then and smiled in return. “You know the myths and legends of Rome, I see. Yes, my gens is of that stock. What my father affectionately called the wine of Rome.” 
 
    “You would be surprised what I know, Praefectus,” Dabronus replied and then gestured to the ivory rod in the hands of the bearded figure beside him. “That rod was bestowed upon my ancestors many generations ago. It has inscribed upon it in your Latin the names of the early gens of Rome, I am told. That ivory is as ancient as my blood and just as worn. It was passed into my hands when my father sailed into the sacred land in the west and those names were spelled out to me, one after the other.” 
 
    “There is a Sabinus on it?” he ventured, sensing what this Dabronus was alluding to. 
 
    The old figure nodded and smiled. “And so I stand now before a descendant of Rome itself. The honour is all mine, I think.” 
 
    Again, there was a twinkle of humour buried deep in that ancient mask and he found himself suddenly warming to him. He reached out a hand without thinking. “May I?” 
 
    “Of course - you take back only what was lent to my ancestors, after all.” Dabronus nodded to the counsellor at his side and smiled back like an indulging dominus. 
 
    The rod was thick and heavy as he took it from the white-bearded figure and very smooth - worn by the hands of rulers and usurpers and desperate men, no doubt, he thought. It was round and topped with a small orb sheathed in gold on a laurel base. Inscribed up it in neat Latin were the gens of a dozen ancient names of Rome - the revered nobiles or patricians who had all held at one time or another Consular rank within the Eternal City. Some of the names were truly ancient, he noted, and there among them was indeed his own gens, ensconced among the Brutii and the Julii. But he saw also that there was no rhyme or reason to the inscribing of the names. They were all listed randomly and he could read no obvious meaning in that jumble. He sensed then that this rod - this ivory baton of command - was more a prop than a true piece of imperial regalia.  
 
    Smiling, he offered it back to the aging Rex of the Novantae. “The name and blood of Rome rests in your hands, amicus. We are bound, you and I, by a foedus which is as ancient as this ivory is.” 
 
    The other nodded graciously at that. “As it was, so it is, and will be, amicus. We are bound, as always . . . But tell me, my warriors whisper to me that Arbeia was assaulted by the Picts, those serpents to the east. Is all well now? Rome sent you to restore your authority here in our lands?” 
 
     “More,” he replied, raising his voice a little, “Rome deigns to honour her allies here in the tribal lands above the Vallum. My Augustus regrets the pain and suffering you have all endured. Word has reached him in the deepest forests of Germania where even now he wars against the barbarians there and his heart laments for you all. I have been entrusted with his will and mandates - and now Arbeia is to be linked to the great Vallum across the Ituna as a sign of our trust and aid to you, Dabronus, ally of Rome.” 
 
    It was then that Veleda spoke.  
 
    She looked startled and reached out a hand to place it on the shoulder of her older husband. The dark eyes flashed with a sudden curiosity. “Rome links our Arbeia with the Vallum? You are talking madness, are you not? Or is this nothing but rhetoric?” 
 
    Her Latin was fluid, he noted, with a barely a hint of a Celtic burr to it. And she stared hard at him with a confidence which told him that her upbringing must have placed her among the towns or rich villas of Rome to the south. There was education in her - that much was obvious from her command of Latin - but more, there was an ease with which she addressed him that told him this woman was used to talking to the imperial officers or  the nobiles of Rome. 
 
    He nodded in reply, smiling a little into her brusqueness. “Rhetoric is for Greeks, domina. I have been mandated to make of Arbeia a new castrum of the Vallum. The Augustus commands and so it must be.” 
 
    A small part of him enjoyed watching the evident confusion war across her dark face. It allowed him to take in more of her details and character and he noted that she gripped the plain worn handle of the spatha in exasperation. Now that he was close to her, he could see slight scars upon her arm and a ragged mark under her chin from an ancient wound born many years ago. It was nothing but a pale seam now, half-hidden under a gold torq, but spoke to a sudden cut barely deflected or avoided in the heat of battle. Her reputation as a prophetess was one thing but he saw now that she was also a warrior of some repute - and a small part of him wondered on that combination and how she must have used it to overawe and defeat those ranged against her in battle . . . 
 
    On a whim, then, he shifted tack, sensing that to play with her would not gain him any respect. This was a woman who did not enjoy being made to ask for answers. 
 
    “Walls can be built of wood as much as stone, domina, and so we will build a wooden vallum out across the Ituna Estuary to Maia at the Vallum. Rome has suffered too many raids from the sea and left the Novantae alone to suffer the depredations of the Picts and the Atecotti for too long. My command is the estuary. My vallum is my ships. Arbeia is the end of a new limes here now. With your agreement, of course.” 
 
    Understanding flooded through her, he saw. “A vallum of wood? You are talking of the ships, I see. Arbeia is to be a fleet-base, then. Rome is throwing a vallum of ships across the Ituna and we Novantae are to be the anchor to the vallum. Is that it, Flavius Sabinus?” 
 
    She was frowning but not from confusion. He sensed that she was thinking hard and wondering on how this news would impact upon her plans. As he hoped she would. He saw her look past him at the Barcarii lined up outside the gateway to the domus - noting their martial bearing and disciplina, he hoped. She nodded a little, more to herself, he thought, and then turned back to face him. The smile she gave him was flawless. 
 
    “Forgive us, Praefectus, it has been a long time since Rome has placed any real power here amongst us. Those few garrisoned at Arbeia were nothing more than an outpost - no offense, Gallo, of the Exploratores,” she said, suddenly, turning to face the tall veteranus. “It is good to lay eyes on you again. My warriors tell me that Arbeia suffered terribly from the Picts. Longinus is dead?” 
 
    For a moment, he tensed, and the air about them seemed to quiver suddenly.  
 
    The sudden realisation of his mistake rose up hard in him and he cursed inwardly. In all the planning and eagerness to get underway, he hadn’t thought about Gallo’s presence with them. He had brought him along with Aelius Aelianus for the knowledge the man had of Rerigonium but now he realised that he had unwittingly opened up a chink in his armour also. 
 
    “My sympathies,” Veleda continued in a soft voice, watching the veteranus carefully. 
 
    The tension deepened and he found himself turning to look back at Gallo. The latter had a look of thunder on his face and he saw that he was about to step forwards. One hand had fallen to the ivory hilt of his spatha - 
 
    “If it matters,” broke in Cunomarus suddenly, “my warriors slaughtered those Picts who fled from your castrum. It was a great hunt through the fens and marshes east of here near the long woods of the Abravannus. His death was avenged, Gallo . . . If it matters, that is . . .” 
 
    Veleda smiled at that, clearly irked, but attempting to hide it. “Of course it matters, Cunomarus - doesn’t it, Gallo? It relieves you of your double-burden, does it not?” 
 
    The rangy veteranus frowned at that. “Double-burden?” 
 
    “My brother’s wife is alluding to the fact that you have out-lived your chieftain and also should now avenge him.” 
 
    And as a mark of his discipline, he saw Gallo nod back at that, smiling coldly as he did so. The hand remained gripped about the spatha, though. “I am a Roman and do as Rome commands. Anything else is vanity.” 
 
    It was then that Dabronus broke out into a hard, racking, cough and seemed to slump a little. The black rag appeared and with a painful grimace he wiped it across his mouth. Blood remained flecked in his beard and lips. 
 
    “My apologies, Flavius of the Sabines, the yapping of dogs is wearisome, is it not? Will you be our guests here in my domus, under my protection, such as it is? You would honour us and we will rebind the foedus which exists between myself and Valentinian . . .” 
 
    “The honour is Rome’s . . .” he found himself nodding back with no little relief. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “This is a viper’s nest, Flavius Sabinus, and make no mistake.” 
 
    Aelius Aelianus slumped down on a bench against one wall and began to unlace his helmet. Sweat lined his brow and the normally innocent-looking face was pale with exhaustion. 
 
    Ignoring him, he turned to face Gallo who stood apart a little from Araxes and the young Tribune. The veteranus was unclipping the heavy fibula of the cloak - a little clumsily, he thought. 
 
    “Vanity?” he asked him, remembering his retort to Veleda. 
 
    The Persian laughed lightly at that. “A nice phrase, Gallo - worthy of the court of Shapur . . .” 
 
    The rangy man shrugged in return. “It was that or gut someone.” His fingers slipped on the cloak-pin and he cursed under his breath. 
 
    Stepping in, he reached out and brushed his hand aside. “Here - let me . . .” The pin behind the fibula was stiff and heavy but he pressed it hard and unclipped it. Pulling it out from the heavy folds of the wool cloak, he turned and looked the man full in the face. “The error was mine and for that I apologise. I should never have exposed you to these barbarians. Aelian is right - this is a nest. A twisting one at that. I should have realised someone would throw your centurion’s death in your face.” 
 
    Gallo gave him a stoic shrug in return. “His death is not your fault. And as for their barbs, I have suffered worse. Who hasn’t?” 
 
    Araxes moved to step closer to him. “You underrate yourself, Gallo. You were baited and in that moment, all our plans might have fallen apart. This Veleda needs us but she doesn’t want us. She is testing our resolve. You may not appreciate it but that vanity remark may just have won her over.” 
 
    “Araxes is right,” he added, handing that fibula over to him. “You deflected a moment which might have exposed us.” 
 
    Aelius Aelianus looked up, pulling the helmet off and setting it aside on the bench. “I don’t wish to break in on Gallo’s moment of triumph - but I was more under the impression that this Cunomarus deflected that barb she sought to embed in us, no?” 
 
    Gallo spoke up then and nodded towards the Tribune. “He’s right - that gave me a heartbeat to think. If this younger brother had not stepped in . . .” He shrugged and slid the heavy cloak from his shoulders. “Mithras knows my hand was already on my spatha, dominus . . .” 
 
    It was a moment which had not been lost on him also. “So Cunomarus stepped in and deflected her barb. Why would he do that?” 
 
    Aelius Aelianus laughed at that. “As I say again, a viper’s nest!” 
 
    For a moment, he found himself looking about at his companions. The room they had been escorted into was a small audience chamber - the thatched roof was low and oppressive while the curved walls were dingy and relieved only by a scattering of tallow candles held in iron brackets. A long low table dominated the space with benches and stools scattered about it. The chamber was screened off from the remaining domus by a heavy wool hanging embroidered, he saw, with hunting scenes in the Persian style. Araxes had noted it the moment they had been left alone and the hanging had been dropped back into place. A sardonic look had come over him then and he suspected that his Persian friend found the incongruity of such a hanging here in the lands of the west not lost on him. Outside, voices and distant shouts could be heard in the main central hall while under the wool hanging, he saw shadows drift and then settle and he knew that figures were watching that entrance. 
 
    “ . . . Perhaps Cunomarus is warring with Veleda now,” he began. “Perhaps these warriors of his were not near Arbeia by chance.” 
 
    “You think they were part of the assaulting force?” asked Aelius Aelianus, frowning. “That makes no sense - they never revealed themselves to aid the Picts.” 
 
    He stepped up to the low table and reached out to fill a wooden cup with water from a large jug which lay there. “No, not part of it - watching it, perhaps. Waiting . . .” 
 
    Gallo nodded at that. “Waiting to see what would happen, you mean?” 
 
    “I find it interesting that those fleeing Picts were caught between us and the Novantae - Cunomarus gained an advantage either way, don’t you think?” he offered to those about him. 
 
    Araxes sniffed and raised the long sleeve on his riding cloak. “If the Picts won, he would have advanced to consolidate their alliance. If, however, they were beaten back . . .” He let the sleeve drop and smiled at the implication. 
 
    “The Primicerius has it. He gained prestige either way, I think. As a result, Veleda lost a step here and she attempted to wrest it back outside there with Gallo. Cunomarus foiled that attempt - with Gallo’s aid, of course.” The water was cool and refreshing and he downed the cup in one long act. “ . . . Cunomarus didn’t rescue Gallo, remember that, he thwarted Veleda. Nothing more. This is a vicious game of latrunculus and we are nothing but the smallest counters on the board.” 
 
    “A lovely analogy but flawed, I think, Flavius Sabinus,” broke in Araxes. “For us to be counters on the board, we would need to know which side we are on. And that is something very obscure at the moment.” 
 
    “Agreed,” he replied. “Not latrunculus, it seems. We are dice, then, being rolled about from hand to hand.” 
 
    “Until what?” asked the Tribune. 
 
    “Until someone gets the best throw, of course . . .” 
 
    The wool hanging parted abruptly and the Ducenarius, Andronikas, entered. He paused and surveyed all the principales before him. He had his helmet cradled under one arm and his long heavy cloak was thrown back over his shoulders to reveal his spatha and the dull gleam of the mail corselet. Letting the hanging drop behind him, the Illyrian stepped deeper into the chamber. 
 
    “The Magister has moored up the remaining ships to the same pier were are docked at, Praefectus. These Novantae have allocated a large supply shed to use as a billet. The Barcarii are disembarking now and making it their own . . .” 
 
    “Under escort, no doubt?” he replied, putting the cup down on the table. 
 
    “Some - not many, it must be said. The shed is a little apart from the main settlement - at the foot of the pier. If it comes to it, we can fight our way out straight down that pier and on to the ships.” 
 
    He smiled at that. “That, Andronikas, is what they want.” 
 
    “Praefectus?” He saw the confusion on the other’s face. 
 
    “Did anyone else notice the ropes used to defend the water’s edge of this settlement?” 
 
    Aelius Aelianus looked up then. “I did. It was a thick tangle indeed.” 
 
    “Exactly. That supply shed and the pier is a golden bridge to the ships. They want us to use it if things fall apart. We will fight a retreat back on to the ships and then find ourselves mired in those ropes at the mercy of the slingers and archers. We will be flies stuck in a giant web.” 
 
    The Ducenarius grunted then. “As opposed to?”  
 
    “Advancing in good order to this domus and burning it to the ground - no, that supply-shed is well-placed for a purpose. Not by accident.” He paused for a moment and then made a decision. “Andronikas, detail your best contubernium as guards and escorts for us here - no more than that, understand?” The Illyrian nodded in reply. “Good, have the rest of the Maniple occupy this shed as detailed. Order Paternus to stay with the Sagitta and keep the milites aboard. Get him to make up some nonsense about repairs but have him stand-by to ship out oars at a moment’s notice. Make it look like that Liburnian is ready to depart if ordered. That should keep these Novantae convinced that their stratagem has worked . . .” 
 
    Andronikas smiled a cold smile then. “But . . .” 
 
    “Have the Barcarii ready to assault the domus here if ordered to, you understand? Strike at the heart - have both centuries use different routes, if you can. Confuse them. See if you can scout out those routes tonight under the pretext of getting drunk. Find the tavernae. The best ones are usually nearer a palace like this. Use them as mile-stones. Then if things erupt into violence, your orders are to attack this ‘King’s Palace’ as swiftly and as violently as possible. Come and get us, Andronikas, you understand?” 
 
    “And Paternus?” 
 
    “He is to ship oars and put out to sea. With the Barcarii attacking here, he will have less opposition among the floating round-houses and their roped defences - your advance should draw most of them off the vessels. He should be able to get his milites to hack through them without too much opposition. Once out into deep water, he is to wait until he receives a signal to advance and relieve us.” 
 
    “He won’t like that,” replied the Illyrian. “That old Celt is not one to sit and chaff while blood is being spilled.” 
 
    “It’s that or be moored up and fighting off boarders - no, I want those vessels out of danger until the standards are raised to bring him back in . . .” 
 
    Araxes looked over to him and smiled coldly. “And tonight?” 
 
    “Tonight we eat and drink and honour our hosts as they in turn honour us and our Augustus. We re-affirm the foedus formally in front of all the nobiles of the Novantae and pass over the gold we have brought along. We celebrate that amity which exists between Rome and the Novantae, of course . . .” 
 
    “Waste of good gold, if you ask me,” grunted Gallo, with a sour twist to his face. 
 
    He turned to look at him and smiled slowly. “That all depends on what we get in return for it . . .” 
 
    The latter shrugged at that. “The false word of a dying Rex?” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The great hall was gloomy and oppressive, he thought. A central hearth dominated it, glowing now with a roaring fire which licked at the bottom of a massive bronze cauldron. The latter hung on heavy chains over the hearth from a high iron tripod and he saw that the bronze was marked with ancient tribal symbols - he recognised the image of a boar, a deer, a seated god wielding thunderbolts. Other symbols were carved along its rim but these were strange and obscure - some sort of lettered marking carved in sharp incised lines which marched about that rim without relief. A pall of smoke hung high up in the conical roof, obscuring the heavy beams and dark thatch which covered them all. Reeds and rushes covered the hard-packed ground and the hall was studded with heavy timber posts almost the width of mature oaks. These posts bore a poor veneer of paint, faded now and almost worn-off. 
 
    Noise and humour filled that space as all the warriors of note and high birth, along with Dabronus’ comites, assembled about the Rex and his wife. They sat at a high long table which curved a little, mirroring the great hall, backed by ornate carved chairs which towered over them. He saw Cunomarus sitting to the right of the chieftain while Veleda sat on his left. The aging counsellor who had helped to prop him up was nowhere to be seen now and a part of him wondered if in fact that figure was also a priest or healer responsible for his health. The others were sitting down at other curved tables which arced out from the main one. Warriors stood at their backs, gleaming in torcs, their high spears burnished bright and glowing like flames in the reflected light from the hearth. He counted at least a hundred nobles and veteran warriors about Dabronus now. Slaves scurried through everyone, bearing heavy clays jugs of foamy ale. These were all small dark figures who bore the stamp of the Hiberni, he thought. A few had a Germanic cast however and as such stood out from the general throng in the shadows. A part of him wondered on where the Novantae had gained these poor slaves. 
 
    Dabronus was smiling indulgently at him from the high table, affecting a certain impatience as his warriors and counsellors slowly assembled around him. Once he seemed to shrug as if apologising for their tardiness and quarrelsome hot words as they shifted and jostled in amongst each other. He had nodded slightly in return - and again found himself wondering on this old chieftain and the woman at his side. The black rag was never far from his mouth now and the oppressive heat and clot of bodies about him was taking a toll on him - that was obvious - but he thought there was something in his gaze which confounded that ill-health. Veleda also seemed to be more concerned on the ordering of the warriors and comites about her than looking to the welfare of her crippled husband, he saw. More than once, she had stood and spoken a sharp word to a figure attired in a rich cloak and patterned tunica - commanding him to move and allow another to sit in closer to their own station at the high table. She reminded him of someone who ordered a large pack of hunting hounds about to stop them fighting and snarling amongst themselves. Why was she not more solicitous of his poor health, he wondered? She turned to speak to him only to point out the jostling about them. She seemed to have no regard for his current well-being. She radiated confidence and status and barely even acknowledged the Romans standing now, waiting to be summoned forwards. Only once had she glanced in his direction and he saw that she frowned a little and then turned away as if he were of no regard. 
 
    He had smiled inwardly at that moment even as Araxes at his shoulder had given a slight disdainful sniff. 
 
    The thick sweet smell of a roasting boar filled the great round hall - it lay on a heavy iron spit over another hearth - a smaller one - tucked away in the deep recess behind him. Slaves toiled to slowly turn that spit, ladling oil over the charred carcass, while the unmistakable tang of garlic suffused the roasting meat. Already, the heady smell of the ale passing him and that roasting boar was making his stomach ache and he knew the small line of Barcarii behind him, all stiff and awkward in their full armour and weapons, would be looking longingly at the dripping carcass. 
 
    A sudden boom roused him out of those thoughts and he saw the wide-double-doors of the great hall close shut and a long heavy beam slide across them. The air seemed to tremble a little at that sound and the flames from the torches and oil lamps quivered in response. 
 
    “So,” murmured Araxes at his side, his voice low and purring with ease, “it begins . . .” 
 
    With the closing of the doors, all who stood or sat in the presence now of Dabronus, chieftain and Rex of the Novantae, turned to look silently upon the small phalanx of Romans who waited alone before the curved table and its high chairs. The slaves retreated back into the shadows and the few hunting hounds were kicked unceremoniously under the benches and then ignored. Almost as if signalled, Cunomarus rose imperiously, with exaggerated care, and then beckoned him to step forward, before the majesty of his chieftain. 
 
    “I present the Praefectus, Flavius Sabinus, voice and authority of the Sacred Augustus, Valentinian, ruler of Rome here in the occident.” 
 
    Dabronus looked up then, squinting a little, that black rag fluttering away into the folds of his richly-embroidered cloak. “ . . . Will the foedus be renewed as of old, as it has always been, and always shall?” he intoned, his words more ritual than a real query. “For the grace of the old gods bless us, as they have always done, and this ancient foedus rose from the ancient blood of my line and as it was renewed in the past, so shall it be renewed again now, and always in the blood to come, as long as there is amity and duty between the Novantae and the Augustus of Rome. This the old gods, Epona, Lug, Manannan and Lir shall watch over and honour. Let he who comes between us and our brother, the Sacred Augustus, fear both our wraths . . .” 
 
    It was a tiresome ritual and one he was duty-bound to perform but he knew that even as he stepped forwards and beckoned two of the Barcarii behind him to lift up and bring forward a small bound chest. He knew those words bore no real fruit and were uttered solely to maintain appearances. Even the names of the old gods of these Celts carried no true reverence now, he suspected, having seen the large, newly-built, wooden basilica near the great hall and all the tonsured monachi thronging it like pigeons. Daemons and shades drifted through those words, nothing more - and so he beckoned the chest forward and shifted a little in the scale corselet that never seemed to fit snugly on him and then he spoke up through the long silence. 
 
    “Rome stands upon the long Vallum ever watchful and mindful and as this great respublica guards those who shelter behind it so, too, does our Sacred Augustus honour those who swear amity and friendship and hold themselves as allies of Rome here in Caledonia. Thus the Novantae have been and always shall be. This Rome swears. This Valentinian swears. The foedus is honoured and renewed in my presence as envoy and messenger from his Sacred Presence. And to mark this renewal, Rome offers its ancient ally this poor token . . .” 
 
    He nodded to one of the Barcarii and the latter reached down and unlocked the heavy iron clasp on the chest. Lifting up the lid, he revealed a pile of gold which gleamed fitfully in the light. The chest was small but it was packed solid with coin, hacked plate, and bars of gold. For a moment, as he glanced down, he almost felt that the gold was alive with its own fire. 
 
    Dabronus barely looked at it and beckoned to the slaves nearby to bring it forward. As the two Barcarii retired back into the ranks of their commilatones, he noticed that all about him the silence merely seemed to deepen. A hunting hound whimpered suddenly and was kicked carelessly. There was a dull thud as someone nearby placed a heavy silver goblet down on the wood of a table. No one, he saw, was looking at the gold in the chest as it was lifted up and placed awkwardly on the table before Dabronus, Veleda and Cunomarus. The slaves fell back quickly and soon vanished.  
 
    With an effort, the Rex stood up and placed both hands down on the table. Light from the heap of gold lit up the contours of his face and gave it a sickly wan. He smiled then and for a moment bared his teeth and Flavius Sabinus saw blood flecking those teeth. 
 
    “Rome honours us,” he began, leaning in over the chest, looking out towards the Romans, “and we, in turn, honour Rome with our fealty and loyalty. The Novantae accept this pledge. I accept this pledge. The foedus between us remains strong and inviolable as it always has been and always shall. Welcome, Rome, to our poor hearth and know that you are among friends and brothers . . .” 
 
    It was then that Dabronus pulled out the black rag and wiped it slowly across his mouth, coughing a little, his shoulders hunching in. His hand trembled with that gesture and then he seemed to slump slightly and tilt backwards. Small flecks of blood fell from him onto the gold but he ignored it and sat back into the high carved chair again.  
 
    Veleda rose and gestured to him and the principales at his side. Vacant seats lay to her left, four in number, and the table in front of them was littered with bowls and goblets. Oil lamps gilded the setting. Her voice was strong and dominated the great hall. 
 
    “Honour us here, Flavius Sabinus. It is said among the Novantae that no oath or foedus with Rome can truly be sealed unless meat and ale is shared in amity. Join us now.” 
 
    She beckoned over their heads and he saw a small number of slaves emerge to gesture to another long curved table further back in the shadows. Turning, he nodded to the Biarchus in charge of the small tent-section escorting them and gestured to them to retire to that table. 
 
    Inclining his head back to Veleda, he moved up and sat at the table directly next to her with Araxes on his left, followed by Aelius Aelianus and finally Gallo. As he pulled in the heavy seat and settled in, he noticed that she glanced briefly down at him and then swept out her hand across the hall to all the assembled nobiles and the warriors under her gaze. 
 
    “Feast, my friends, for the honour of our amity with Rome and Valentinian!” 
 
    It was as if a spell had been broken. In an instant, the dour atmosphere - its tension and anticipation - vanished in a heartbeat.  A roar rose up in response and the hunting hounds echoed that roar, leaping up from under the tables and benches in anticipation of the scraps to come. The darkness above seemed to shiver a little then and the slaves moved forward to ladle out the ale from the great bronze cauldron even as others began hacking at the roasting boar, carving off large hunks of sizzling meat to serve to the high lords and warriors at the main table. The solemnity of the muted ritual and its archaic words vanished. 
 
    For a moment he saw that Veleda remained standing and looking out over the assembled mess of noise and movement, a little smile at the edge of her lips. He saw that she had removed the long spatha but wore now, girdled at her heavy enamelled belt, a long hunting knife fashioned in the manner of the Alemanni and the Franks. It was a wide-bladed weapon, single-edged, and hung length-ways along the belt. His little time in the comitatus of the Augustus, Valentinian, in northern Gaul - before being dispatched here to Britannia - had allowed him to note the weapon and its vicious qualities. It was fashioned for brutal work - close and personal fighting which lacked the finesse of the spatha. It was a weapon so closely associated with the northern barbarians from beyond the Rhine limes that one tribal federation even named itself after the weapon - this seax. Roman officers who had been relieved from the frontier to be posted elsewhere spoke of these ‘Saxons’ as being the worst and most blood-thirsty of all the barbarians now assaulting Rome. Such words he had dismissed as nothing but rumour and the usual gossip found in the exercitus - especially those stationed at the limes of the empire. No, while the weapon - this seax - was a vicious heavy knife, lethal if the wielder could get in under a spatha tip or behind the rim of a shield, he was more interested now in why a high noblewoman of the Novantae wore one at her hip in a brazen display in martial vigour. 
 
    She caught him looking at the seax and smiled down at him. “It is a gift, Flavius Sabinus.” 
 
    “Your pardon, domina, I didn’t mean to stare. That was rude of me.” 
 
    She moved to sit down and shifted the heavy knife along her hip. “I would expect no less from a Roman soldier. We wear what weapons we need for the times we live in, do we not, Praefectus? Outside, in the wide ground, it is the spatha. In here, among the dogs and the shadows, it is the seax instead.” 
 
    “You said it was a gift?” he asked, leaning in towards her a little. 
 
    She nodded slightly at that and then looked out among all her warriors and slaves, smiling at them, indulging their revelry - but she dropped a her voice a little in reply. “A band of Heruli ventured here down from the seas of the north. They were exiles from their ice and snow far beyond the great Oceanus above Thule. Three long wooden keels. They sailed brazenly into the Sinus here and demanded marriage and alliance. They were wolves seeking a new flock to both fleece and protect. You understand? Their chieftain offered this as a gift to open the negotiations. My husband was presented with gold and many slaves - some of whom you see here . . . We accepted their gifts and opened negotiations with them . . .” 
 
    He leaned back in the high chair and smiled at her. “I take it the negotiations didn’t end well, domina?” 
 
    She shrugged at that and her dark eyes flashed with a sudden mirth. “Those who offer first always loose most, wouldn’t you say, Roman?” 
 
    Slaves appeared at the front of the table and began filling up the bowls with servings of roasted meat, edged with onions, garlic, and great thick slabs of cheese. One slave moved along the edge and poured out more of the thick ale from the bronze cauldron. Already, many of the figures further down from him were stuffing themselves, laughing and jesting with each other, as if unaware of the Romans seated up high among them. Further away, in the shadows at the back of the round hall, he glimpsed his escort sitting down and filling their guts also. The dark shadows of slaves crowded them in and almost obscured them from view. 
 
    “And what has Rome lost now that we have offered to renew the foedus?”  
 
    His words were blunt and he felt a sudden tiredness overtake him. The scale armour chaffed against his neck and he felt awkward and stiff sitting in it. Unlike her seax, his own semi-spatha fell uncomfortably down his thigh and dragged against the wood of the chair when he twisted to speak with her.  
 
    “Why gold,” she replied without hesitation. “A little less than poor Longinus offered when he and his Romans arrived over a year ago, I think.” She turned then and looked him in the eye. “Why is that, I wonder, Flavius Sabinus?” 
 
    He found himself shrugging in reply. “That gold - that commander - had mandates to watch the limes here longer than the gods allowed. The gold reflected that.” 
 
    “Then his death brings gain to the Novantae, alas, and you have lost two things, have you not? Gold and the soul of a worthy officer of Rome . . .” 
 
    “And the Novantae gain more than a little gold, it seems,” he replied. 
 
    “We do?” 
 
    “You gain victory over your enemies, the Picts, and instead of a hundred Romans to garrison Arbeia, you gain five hundred. The question is what do we guard you from?” 
 
    The sudden indulgence he felt that was in her fell away and certain coldness emerged then. Veleda tipped her head to him slightly and then looked away, back to her husband - who remained leaning back in his seat, his eyes lidded, and his head slumped down into his neck . 
 
    “That which Rome always guards us from, Praefectus - ourselves, of course . . .” 
 
    She reached out and pulled the black rag from his hand to wipe it gently across his chin and beard - and it was the first time he had seen her being solicitous to her husband since they had arrived this morning. She took that poor dark cloth and cleaned the blood from his lips and chin and then murmured soft words to him - and he saw that he nodded in return, smiling a little, one hand lifting slightly as if to thank her. 
 
    So that was how it was, he realised. He looked then out over the vast host of the Novantae assembled in the round hall seeing the proud warriors clad now in embroidered finery, thick with heavy cloaks, great torcs glittering at their throats, the wide blades of their hunting spears flashing with reflected light behind them. Amongst these warriors, cocooned in with boasts and laughter and dark moody looks, stood or sat the comites of Dabronus - hawk-eyed men who bore about them sons and foster-sons, all edged with ambition and pride, and who looked about weighing all with disdain or favour. And he saw that among all these jostling nobles and princes and warriors stood women also - many on equal footing with the males and who also bore weapons. Wives there were, he noted, but also warriors and nobiliores who had girded blades or had heavy torcs at their throats. And these women moved and jostled with equal candour among the men also. One woman, he saw, moved carelessly among a crowd of bragging males, holding a leash in one hand with a brace of lean hunting hounds trailing her, their eyes glittering with anticipation, their bodies low against the ground. This woman parted the warriors with a peremptory command and they fell back, all veiled glances and sullen murmurs. He saw that she laughed at that and playfully rebuked them in a loud voice. Nearby, others joined in with her laughter, mocking the tardiness of the warriors. Gold glittered wherever he looked, he saw then also. It festooned the bodies in bracelets, torcs, rings, hair-pins and ankle-clasps. For a moment, his eye fell on the small chest on the table in front of Dabronus and he realised then how paltry the amount was compared to the gold which filled his gaze now. 
 
    More gold than any centurion had given to a chieftain beyond the Vallum. 
 
    “But I am not the only one bearing a strange weapon, am I, Flavius Sabinus?” 
 
    Her words were impossibly close and with a start he turned back to look at Veleda. She had finished tending to Dabronus and was leaning back in the high chair, coolly regarding him - and for a moment confusion rose up in him. Her words had felt whispered to him as if she had leant in close to his eye, such was their intimacy. Yet there she was, back against the high carved wood, looking at him with almost lidded eyes, a slight smile on her lips. He wondered then on the acoustics here and if this was some trick but put that thought aside. Reaching down, he twisted the semi-spatha forwards slightly towards her. 
 
    “This? It is a gift - as is yours, Veleda,” he replied, unsheathing it a little to show the clean wide blade.  
 
    “A gift is always framed with a story. What is yours?” 
 
    He smiled in reply and shrugged a little, re-sheathing the blade. “Alas, this story does not have Heruli raiders or a slaughter. It is merely a generous gift from one stranger to another here in Britannia. I am told the weapon is Hibernian.” 
 
    “It is - and a principes’ weapon, also. Whoever gave you that weapon won it in battle or was himself a mighty warrior and was given it as a mark of honour. And which story do you think it is, I wonder?” 
 
    Unbidden, that scarred and laughing face rose up in him, lit by the bars of light, mockery dripping from that mask, even as the semi-spatha and its sheath had been thrown over to him while far in the distance he had heard the screams of the dying and the crashing of timbers. That face twisted then and fell apart, unseamed almost, and all that was left in its wake was the endless twists of parchment and the dark letters which crowded them . . . 
 
    “Both, I shouldn’t wonder,” he said. 
 
    Veleda held his gaze a little and then nodded back. “Of course,” she purred. “And this is the weapon with which you braved Ru, I understand? On the Pictish war-galley - is it not?” 
 
    “It is.” 
 
    “Then this stranger gifted you a portentous weapon indeed, I think - one blessed by the old gods, I wouldn’t be surprised. I wonder what you gifted him in return . . .” 
 
    Trust, he found himself thinking, or at least the anonymity of the shadows - but another part of him wondered on that question. That scarred face had gifted him much which was both a blessing and a curse - that much was true. But what had he given in return? The world of these Arcani lived in him now - the words of Brennus opening up a dark uneasy tale which was both of the man himself, his resolve, and also of a Rome rising here in the barbaricum on a tide of gold. As for himself and a gift repaid in kind . . . 
 
    “The only gift worth giving to one who bequeaths you a blade, Veleda,” he replied, his words slow and heavy. 
 
    An amused look came over her, he saw, and she leaned in a little to him as if to receive an intimacy. “And what is that, Flavius Sabinus?” 
 
    “Vengeance, of course . . .” 
 
    She held his gaze and he saw that she was staring hard at him. Her smile remained fixed but there was a slight frown now on her brow. The pearls in her hair gleamed and danced as if alive against the raven-coloured hair. For some reason he could not fathom, he found himself noticing the heavy bronze pins in her hair and how easily they could have been plucked out and plunged into a man’s eye or his throat . . . 
 
    She laughed then to break the spell and nodded back to him. “A worthy gift indeed - but be wary, Praefectus of these Barcarii. Vengeance is also a curse, is it not? And one not easily shaken off, I fear. It seems that blood sits then at both our hips.” She waved a hand then as if dismissing her words and turned away to look up at an arrival before their table.  “Allorix?” 
 
    This figure - a young warrior, he noted, resplendent in a heavy chequered cloak pinned across his left shoulder with a thick gold fibula, looked briefly at them and then leaned in over the table to whisper something in her ear. Nodding, she allowed him that intimacy but turned her head a little to look at him - and for a moment, he saw the face of a young girl teasing him almost, her eyes dancing with humour and playfulness. 
 
    Startled, he looked away and reached out for the goblet near him. 
 
    It was then that Araxes leaned in slightly and caught his attention.  
 
    “Look up, Praefectus, look up into the rafters . . .” 
 
    What he saw chilled him despite the heat and the laughter and the crude boasting all about him. The image of Veleda - that mocking, girlish, face - vanished in a heartbeat. 
 
    Other faces looked down upon him from the shadowed rafters and beams above, misty faces, pale and lop-sided, their jaws slack, and the eyes glassy now. Coils of dull smoke wreathed those faces as they twisted a little and revolved to look down upon the living, seeming to mock the loud shouts and coarse humour and the vain empty boasts below. He looked up upon a waxy chorus of the dead hanging above them and that chorus stared back down, uncaring, cold, as distant as the gods themselves. 
 
    “The Picts, I presume?” murmured the Persian at his side, bringing up a silver goblet to his lips. 
 
    He found himself nodding back, still looking up. 
 
    “At least we do not have to stare at their corpses stuffed with straw or flayed alive of their skin. These Novantae may be barbarians but that means they lack the finesse of the court at Ctesiphon. Poor consolation, I know . . .” 
 
    Poor indeed, he thought. 
 
    For a moment - an almost absurd moment - he found himself looking for the waxy face of Brennus, up there among that hanging forest of severed heads. Was the poor Arcanus even now looking soullessly down upon him, a rictus grin fixed for all eternity across his waxen mask? His gaze flickered uneasily across those staring heads - and then he realised the futility of that hunt. There was a dark anonymity now to all these faces - a slackness which had emptied out their personality; their individuality. Even if he knew what this Brennus had looked like, he would not have recognised him now hanging up there amid the rafters, cocooned in among the dead. He had seen marble faces with more life in them that what he looked up at now . . . 
 
    He raised the goblet to his lips and drank the sour dark stuff in it and then on a whim raised it to honour the hanging dead above him high in the rafters - and an old litany fell from his lips as he raised that goblet. The words were whispered, soft almost, and felt odd on his tongue for these were words he had not uttered in a long time indeed - before Nisibis had fallen, before he had ventured with Julian in that cursed expeditio south to Ctesiphon, before even he had flown from his home and accepted a commission into the eagles and dragons of Rome. For these were ancient words, words the Sabines had learned many generations ago, long before Rome claimed his gens; sacred words gifted from venerable Etruscan haruspices and used to honour the long line of the dead, all wrapped up now in the dark cloak of his name . . . 
 
    “ . . . We, blessed of the gods, look up at the sacred birds, and wonder; 
 
    We wonder at their flight and read the divine will; 
 
    The pattern and foresight of those who rule over us; 
 
    What honour lies for us in the days to come; 
 
    What glory; what deeds are marked for us? 
 
    And the sacred birds wheel and dive above; 
 
    Whispering, singing our unheard song . . .” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
     
 
    The Forlorn Alone Understand the Cup of Defiance 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “A hunt? Now?” 
 
    Araxes seemed to whimper then and lifted a hand to his forehead. He twisted a little in the long heavy riding cloak which served now as a blanket over him and the cot he lay on creaked with that movement. The hand looked abnormally pale in the little dawn light. 
 
    “This very morning, it seems, Primicerius.” he replied - in a tone which had little sympathy in it. He stood looking down at him, his words rough and faint, while he shivered deeper into his own wool cloak. 
 
    All about him, figures slept or were rising now, snatching at a goblet of water near to hand, or throwing on a rough sagum cloak as they rose. The creak of leather filled the low shed which housed the Barcarii while outside - beyond the guards stationed on watch - he could hear the lap of waters against the landing pier and the dull shouts of men readying fishing vessels. A thunderous headache banged in his head from the dark ale last night and his throat was parched. He looked down on the form of the Persian and saw that he also looked rough. Others about him were groaning now as if being awoken from the peace of the dead. One figure blanched suddenly and rolled over to puke a little. A nearby Biarchus rebuked him with harsh words and ordered him to scrub the floor clean. 
 
    Araxes smiled at that and then turned to look up at him. “You had better step back, Flavius Sabinus, for I cannot promise I will not do the same . . .” 
 
    The headache in him increased and he had no time for the other’s affected words. “Get dressed - this hunt is part of the ritual, it seems. We are to ride out now and move south to the woods which lie there. Cunomarus has sent word that the blessing of the old gods is required to seal the foedus and so we hunt and slaughter and draw blood - and some poor priest will inspect the heart of whatever falls to our spears, it seems . . .” 
 
    “Nice of them to advise us of this now - after we have drunk and eaten our fill, eh? One would think we were being entrapped ourselves . . .” 
 
    He had to agree with the Primicerius. The warrior who had arrived a few moments ago and asked to speak to him had a smirk on his face which almost bordered on insolence, he thought. The garbled Latin was brief and peremptory. A hunt was being marshalled and he and a companion of his choosing were to be invited along to participate. ‘It is a ritual . . .’ the warrior had grunted, smiling widely, ‘ . . . of the foedus . . . You understand?’   
 
    He shrugged back and stepped aside from the wooden cot. “Or invited to a private discourse away from the comites here and whatever ears hang on their cloaks.” 
 
    “Indeed . . .” Araxes rose up unsteadily and then grimaced a little. “A hunt, eh? Well perhaps this Persian can teach these Novantae a thing or two about hunting, Flavius Sabinus.” He reached back down and flung the riding cloak over his shoulders, shaking it out a little.  
 
    Aelius Aelianus appeared with Gallo in tow. The latter, he saw, was frowning and shaking the tiredness out of his eyes - but he was surprised to note that the Tribune seemed unaffected by all the eating and drinking from the night before. The delicate look he bore and which seemed to remind him of the images and mosaics of Cupid glowed even more brightly now if anything, he thought. There was a waxen lustre to his blond hair - an almost sculptured quality to it - and if he didn’t know better he would never have guessed that the Tribune - like himself - had spent the night here in this converted barracks on a rough cot after a long evening of feasting and drinking. 
 
    “You are going alone?” the former asked, frowning a little.  
 
    Next to him, Gallo grunted at that. “And if this is a trap?” 
 
    “Yes,” nodded the Tribune, picking up on the cue, “what good are these Barcarii if you are many stadi away in the forests of the Novantae?” 
 
     He found himself shrugging at that. “You are the spatha of Damocles, Aelian, hanging over their heads. If ill befalls us, erase this place from the itineraries of Rome, you understand?” 
 
    “I?” 
 
    Gallo reached out and put a hand on the young Tribune’s shoulder. “He means to leave you in command here - don’t you, Praefectus?” 
 
    “I do, Gallo. Liaise with Andronikas but I am leaving you over the Maniple. No matter what they tell you has happened to us - if anything does, that is - brush aside their evasions and lies. Torch it all.” He smiled then into the young man’s evident confusion. “ . . . But nothing will happen, Aelian. Veleda needs a new weapon at her hip. After the feasting and words last night in their domus, I suspect harder words lie ahead and those words will need privacy.” 
 
    “And a clear head,” broke in Araxes. 
 
    “Yes,” he conceded with a small smile, “ . . . let us hope the ride will clear our heads and put fresh vigour in us - and, Araxes, if you are going to vomit, do it now and not later in the saddle, eh?” 
 
    The Persian nodded back, bowing a little. “For the dignity of Rome . . .” 
 
    He almost smiled at that - but then irritation at the thought of the hunt to come robbed what little humour he was feeling from him. Pain flared up across his shoulder and without thinking he reached up and rubbed it slowly. The ache was dull and persistent and if anything seemed to be spreading further into his bones and muscles - which was a source of some small frustration in him. He remembered that Oribasius had sworn to him that it would all heal in time. It would leave a hideous scarring on him, yes, but the puss and the pain would all eventually subside. The unguents would speed that process up - if he failed to apply them, it would just take longer, that was all, the Greek had patiently explained to him. So why was it, he wondered, that it felt as if the pain - that awful scarred wound across his shoulder - was deepening now, worming its way into his very bones? It did not make any sense. It felt as if the fires which had scorched his shoulder had left embers in him and those embers were gnawing their way deeper into his bones. He saw Araxes step in a little, then, concern growing on him - so he dropped his hand and made to turn away from him. 
 
    “Let’s hunt, shall we? And hope Fortune offers up a worthy a heart to seal the foedus and not the contents of your stomach . . .” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The small group rode away from Rerigonium under a dull light and low roiling clouds. A fresh wind had picked up and the smell of pine and the salt of the Sinus hung about the riders now. All were huddled deep into heavy fringed cloaks and wore felt or woollen caps on their heads. The land they rode through was a mixture of long fields and copses, riddled with low round-houses of mud and wattle. It rose up gently as they cantered southwards away from the long deep Sinus and into the wooded uplands further back. Coloni in the fields or on the wide muddy track fell back from them in reverence, recognising the wide green standard of Dabronus flying high over them. The stark white image of the horse embroidered on it fluttered wildly with the speed of their passing. 
 
    As the Sinus and the distant shore-line settlement fell behind them, the land darkened and became filled with high ridges and the long ragged line of a distant forest which emerged ahead of them. This was the forest of the Abravannus, part hunting preserve of the reges of the Novantae and part sacred land in which the old pagan gods reposed, remote and mysterious. In that deep and riddled interior lay a sylvan place of rivers and meres and high entangled trees long-since held as places of worship for the lost druids and soothsayers of the ancient peoples who dwelt in the Promontorium. Now, it emerged ahead of the hunting party like a black wall which cut the southern horizon in half. 
 
    “That was where you hunted the last of the Picts, Cunomarus?” Flavius Sabinus shouted out over the pounding of the hooves, once Rerigonium had fallen from view. 
 
    The war-chief looked back over his shoulder and laughed. “Those few left, yes! Some fled northwards up the Abrava river - those we left as meat for our companions garrisoned up there in a hill-fort nearby. The remainder we teased down into the forest up ahead. It was a mighty hunt, Roman, a great sport for the Novantae!”  
 
    “Not all life is a sport, Cunomarus - those Picts suffered under our arms.” 
 
    For a moment, the young warrior gazed at him and that wide smile fell away. “Do not mistake my words or my smile for my heart, Roman.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “Only that the beauty of a hunt is that it reveals the purity of life, does it not? That eternal clash between prey and hunter. Something I see your Persian understands. That truth gleams in his eyes, I think!” 
 
    He turned to note that Arsaces had ridden ahead a little and was laughing into the wind of their passing. His embroidered riding cloak was whipping out behind him. There was a fierce smile on his face now which belied the ill words he had spoken when first roused up from his stupor. 
 
    “Arsaces hunts as he lives, Cunomarus - it is all a gamble before the echoes of long lost gods.” 
 
    “A gamble? Yes, I suppose it is. To the gamble, then, Roman. May the dice fall in both our favours this day!” His eyes sparkled with humour - and then with a lash of the riding crop, he urged his horse on ahead. 
 
    Cursing inwardly, he looked back at the rest of the small party to see Veleda smiling at him, her gaze veiled now. She had let the high coiffure of her hair down and it was loose and wild as she rode. That hair flicked across her face giving it a shadowed look.  
 
    “Ignore Cunomarus, Sabinus,” she called out to him over the pounding of the hooves. “His blood is hot and eager - his words more so. Those Picts were no sport at all - chaff left over from your battle at Arbeia.” 
 
    “There were enough of them,” he shrugged in reply. 
 
    She nodded back. “No more than those you freed to sail home, though . . .” 
 
    “You think we should have slaughtered them, Veleda?” 
 
    She urged her mount in closer and for a moment he felt her knee brush against his. He could smell the sweat and lather on her horse and saw its muscles working hard along its dark flanks. “I think you gained more by letting them go - but that was your intent, was it not?” 
 
    He turned from her and saw that Cunomarus was riding hard ahead, pulling the armed warriors escorting them after him. Laughter trickled back to him.  
 
    “Rome is not barbarous. We do not slaughter for the joy of it.” His words had the hollow ring of rhetoric and he regretted saying them the moment they had passed his lips. 
 
    She inclined her head a little. “Of course - and we are barbaric, is that it? Perhaps, as allies of Rome, we should also have let them return to their tribes deep in the north and east?” 
 
    “I did not mean that -” he objected - but she cut him short with a cold laugh. 
 
    “Let us hunt and kill that which is worthy in the eyes of the old gods and see what the omens say, Flavius Sabinus.” 
 
    And with that she, too, spurred her mount forwards and away from him - to race after Cunomarus and the escorts trailing him. 
 
    Around him, there remained a few mounted retainers and nobiles. All were riding the short, stocky, mounts common to the uplands and hills of Britannia - tough, thick-necked, breeds with dark manes and stubby legs. They moved with a sureness over the rough ground and along the  muddy track caparisoned in gold trappings and flanked with thick chequered riding blankets. At their hooves jogged the slaves along with a score of tough Hibernian hunting hounds - larger and more deadly than the ones he was used to in the Masius highlands or the long reed infested banks of the Tigris. Those hounds had been slim and fast, moving after their prey like falcons but low to the ground, silent and eager. These Hibernian animals were large and rangy, covered in rough hair, their long tongues lolling out with careless abandon. They moved fast, yelping with eagerness now, however, and dodged in and out among the horses with a skill which was to be envied. He had heard of their fame - all the great families and patricians of Rome and Constantinople vied to own a pair for breeding, he knew. It was said that after the Laconian hound and the Seleukid hound, the Hibernian was the most-prized - and the most fierce of them all. Now he could see why. 
 
    Ahead of him a little rode Araxes - he had been given a pale horse, one that was blunt and stubborn-looking, its flanks heaving now and covered in a light sheen of sweat from the morning’s ride. But he noted that although the Persian looked incongruous on the small breed he rode the mare with an ease he envied. Horse riding was not something which came naturally to himself, however - far better the long tramp of the legion boot over rough ground than the dancing motion of a horse. He did ride, yes, but always with an effort and a slight desire to slide off at the earliest opportunity to plant his feet upon the ground. Araxes, however, rode as if he were born to it - and he remembered again the shining cataphracts who had assembled about Julian under the command of Hormisdas on that long march south down the Euphrates into the heart of Persia. These were nobles who had spent all their lives warring and hunting from the back of the proud Nissaean horse or the leaner mountain pony from the north.  
 
    “I am not sure who is hunting whom, Flavius Sabinus!” called back the Primicerius casually, a slight smile over his swarthy features. 
 
     Without replying, he leaned in and kicked the flanks of his own horse so that it picked up its speed a little. The curse he uttered to the gods was whipped away by the wind. 
 
    He spied a small hillock off to his right - a low dimple in the uneven ground crowned with a stone structure of some kind - and saw that Cunomarus was already riding now off the muddy track and up towards it. The escorts followed after him. Veleda had already caught up and was racing him towards its summit. For a moment, he glanced at the retainers and hunting slaves about him. One lord, a small man with a dark uneasy face who barely stole a glance at him, pointed up to the hillock. 
 
    “That’s the Stones of Lugh, Roman,” he barked out, reaching up to wipe mud from his brow. “We break there to rest before entering the Abravannus.” 
 
    “A sacred site?” he called over to him in reply. 
 
    The other nodded. “It was - our ancestors used it to meet and swear oaths under the auspices of the old gods. Now it is a home to the raven and the wild-cat.” 
 
    The riders veered after Veleda and Cunomarus while the Hibernian hounds, sensing a destination and urged on by the running slaves, bolted ahead, growling and snapping at each other in their eagerness. In moments, as the horses cantered up over the rough ground pock-marked with hummocks and the vibrant splash of purple heather, he saw the crown of the hillock emerging ahead now against the leaden underbelly of the clouds above. The Stones of Lugh was nothing more than a small circle of standing stones, roughly hewn and placed low in the earth. These stones were heavy dark things, granite lumps more than carved pillars, and lacked the grace or finesse of the temples still found deep in the respublica. As they all cantered into the circle and then slowed to dismount, surrounded by the neighing of the ponies and the excited barking of the hunting hounds, he saw that a few of these standing stones had small garlands or votives offerings placed on top of them but that these were all weathered or rotted now. There was a forlorn quality to the site, he felt, and for a moment a brief sadness rose up in him - that this ancient place was fading now and falling slowly but inevitably from the memories of men. 
 
    A slave ran up and took the bridal from him as he reined in the pony. All about him, figures were sliding from their mounts as others moved up to tend and feed the horses. Hay was brought out and offered up. Dismounting, he waited a moment to gain his feet and then looked about to see Araxes sliding smoothly from his own pony and then turn to whisper something into its ears. He saw the animal’s ears flick and back forth and then Araxes ran one hand over its thick bulging neck. 
 
    “Your Persian knows horses,” said Veleda moving to join him, glancing back to where Araxes stood with his horse. 
 
    He turned to look at her as she neared him. She had thrown back her cloak and was wearing a heavy wool tunica, brightly pattered in green and yellow. Dark breeches swathed her legs bound tightly at the calves with long twisting wraps of green cloth, splashed a little now with mud. Her boots were elegantly carved with small spirals but bore sturdy nailed soles after the Roman fashion. She approached him and settled the spatha about her, her hand falling to its plain bone hilt with a familiarity which told him that the blade was not merely for show and dominance - and he remembered again that figure who had strode through the warriors in the great round hall, commanding them to part, laughing at their muted resentment as if they were no more than sullen children to be rebuked. 
 
    Now, outside of the ritual of the foedus, its feasting and drinking, its solemn words, and away from her dying husband, he saw that there was a natural grace to her. With her dark hair down, he realised that she was older than he first thought - his age if not perhaps a few years more - and that her face held a light, almost delicate cast, which reminded him of the women he had seen up in the Masius mountains to the north - Armenian and Cordueni women who were proud and stubborn but easy with it. Only her eyes, dark and veiled, belied that image, he thought now as she stood by him. 
 
    “Araxes is from a long line of riders, Veleda - the Persian masters the horse and the hunt and the fearsome desert of that land.” 
 
    “To what end?” she asked bluntly. 
 
    “To make of it a garden, it is said,” he replied. “There are cities in that distant land which are nothing but walled gardens and canals and fountains . . . And all wrested from the guts of an ancient dry land. Persia is a conundrum - it is the art of civilisation carved delicately from the wildest of lands. And its people - these Persians, the Parthians, the Medes - they are all exotic and dangerous and decadent.” 
 
    “Decadent, Flavius Sabinus? Are you sure about that?” 
 
    He nodded in reply. “To them, the garden is the supreme form of art. When they hunt, kohl rims their eyes. Their moustaches are oiled. Perfume bedecks them. They wear iron and ride powerful Nissaean horses - all the while festooned in silk and gems.” 
 
    “But still they hunt, do they not?” 
 
    He found himself looking at Araxes as the latter moved away from his native pony and took up a proffered wine-flask. He tipped it back elegantly and drank a long draught from it, his olive-coloured eyes glittering now with the pleasure of it. 
 
    Yes, he found himself thinking, they did hunt - and he remembered the wide hunting parks they had broken into on that long trek deep into the heartland of Persia - sacred parks filled with deer and panthers and boar, all for the pleasure of the King of Kings. Araxes and his father had hunted with abandon in those sculptured places, laughing and mocking the decadence of Shapur. But then he saw again the moment when Araxes’ father had slide from the exhausted mount and planted his feet in the gateway of Ctesiphon and finally shouldered the great burden of his choice to flee his home and return as an invader. 
 
    “For them, the hunt is an art. It is poetry - philosophy, even. The Roman hunts as an exercise for war. The Persian hunts to experience beauty or to touch the nobility of existence.” 
 
    She laughed at that and the sound startled him a little. “”You mistake the form for the meat, Flavius Sabinus! You Romans failed in that enterprise down into Persia, did you not? Your Emperor was slain in the dust of that desert, I am told.” 
 
    “He was . . . Julian rode unarmoured in his haste to rally us but a stray spear caught him. The wound was mortal . . .” 
 
    He saw that she frowned at that and looked hard at him. The gaiety in her voice fell away suddenly and she reached up a hand to pull the long dark locks away from her eyes. “No. He didn’t. Or at least, you don’t think so, do you? Your Julian rode out to find death, I think. I can see it in your eyes, Flavius Sabinus. He was already a dead man, was he not?” 
 
    For a moment, he hesitated, knowing she was testing him - that she was pushing him to reveal more than he cared. A part of him thought about resisting that lure, of denying her a truth, but then the tiredness in him rose up and with a sigh he nodded back. 
 
    “Yes. He was. Persia confounded him. It broke our Emperor. It broke all of us in the end.” 
 
    Surprisingly, she did not relish in getting the truth from him but instead lowered her head and looked away. Her voice was soft then. “ . . . That is the way with those who wear the decadent mask, my Praefectus. It takes strength to look weak just as it takes courage to wrest a garden out of a desert, I think. Rome tries to appear strong yet only the weak wear that mask. Your Araxes here appears decadent yet he is not. He hides, nothing more. He dissembles among his enemies. He is an exile I would imagine, no?” 
 
    “He is, yes.” 
 
    “And you also, I think, are you not?” 
 
    Again, he hesitated and again he allowed her that truth. “I am - we all are. Our patria is far away and lost now to Persia and so Rome has bestowed us upon the limes here to guard her western flank as once we guarded her eastern.” 
 
    “So these decadent Persians not only bested an Emperor of Rome, they wrenched a piece of the Empire from you? What a mask that won so much, eh?” 
 
    Irked now, he turned to face her fully. “And what of the Novantae and this mask of poverty and ruin? I have seen Rerigonium and it is a poor place. What sort of people mask their truth in such ruin, Veleda?” 
 
    “Those who seek to survive at all costs, would you not say?” 
 
    She reached out to hold the crook of his arm and guided him a little away from the mass of men and horses which filled the circle of dark stones. Her grip was firm and for a moment the strength of it took him by surprise. 
 
    She brought him to the lip of that circle so that they were framed by a pair of granite uprights.  A light wind whipped about him and shook the cloak from his shoulders. Beyond them, the rough moor fell away into the outer fringes of the Abravannus. A mere glittered with a murky light near that edge and he thought he saw a flash of silver flicker from it. Peering closer, he saw ribbons and faint shards bedecking the roots and branches which framed that mere. Far away, over to his left, low hills rose up, broken here and there by grey ridges and pillars of rock. These latter protruded from the earth like bones. It was the mass of the Abravannus, however, which caught his attention most. The forest rose up like a wall, dark and immutable, an arboreal vallum which seemed to have no end as it fell southwards from view.  
 
    “I know you have fathomed the truth of the Picts, Flavius Sabinus,” she whispered into his ear. And again her words were impossibly intimate and careless as if her head rested on his shoulder. 
 
    Turning, he looked at her and saw that she was looking not at him but at the Abravannus. There was a regal quality to her as she stood there in profile with her hair flowing backwards, dark and liquid and alive. 
 
    “The foedus -” he began, suddenly aware that they stood alone on that rim of the granite stones, away from the crowd behind them tending to the horses and the Hibernian hounds. 
 
    She gestured sharply and cut him off. “Is a sham. We ate and drank nothing but evasions. You know this. I know this. It was why you freed the Picts.” She turned then to confront him and her face was cold and distant. “Wasn’t it?” 
 
     “Of course it was,” he found himself conceding. “In giving them life, I also gave them a voice. A voice you would hear sooner or later.” 
 
    “And what voice is that, Praefectus of your exiled Numerus?” 
 
    He smiled at that and shrugged a little. “Why, mercy, of course. Rome forgives, does she not, especially those who have bearded her in her lair. I understand why you allied with the Picts - with this Ru - I do. Rome reached out to take Arbeia and there was nothing you could do about that. It exposed Dabronus - it exposed you. You husband is dying. The wolves are circling - but more, there is a darker shadow creeping over this land, isn’t there? A black stain which you all fear. Even the Picts. I know about it. And poor old Magnus at Calunium exposed that fear, I think, and so you had no choice but to turn on him. To disprove your weakness. So you turned on Rome. Didn’t you?” 
 
    The look she gave him was odd, he thought. There was a sadness in it but also a certain bitter tinge which almost made him step back in wariness. 
 
    “Truth, eh? You think you have the truth, Praefectus, and yet all you have is shadows and whispers in the dark. You are talking of the Atecotti, I think, are you not? The dark ones. Those who breed deep in the bones of the earth and emerge to steal our babes, slaughter our cattle, burn our homes into ash. The ‘Old Ones’ are shaking off the fastness of their mountains and bitter caves and creeping down into the lands of the Dumnonii to the north, the Picts to the east and even here, to the Novantae and the Selgovae.” 
 
    “Rome can aid you -” 
 
    She laughed at that and the contempt in her deepened. “Aid? You fool, there is no aid in this! This is fate or destiny, nothing less. The Atecotti move and we all tremble in fear of that dark stain as it sweeps over the lands here. What does Rome know of that? Nothing. You hear rumours and tales of a wild savagery - that the icy mountains harbour daemons. And you man your stone walls and shiver under thick cloaks. That is all Rome has ever done. And now - now that black tide of savagery is sifting southwards. Aid me? What aid can you do for me, Rome?” she asked. 
 
     “As I said, the Vallum is being extended across the Ituna Estuary here to Arbeia. Rome builds again and this time the wood of her galleys will bridge that water here to your lands. We will anchor you with us - you will be secure. If you renew the foedus and honour it. You will find no such salvation in the Picts, I think.” 
 
    And he realised then, even as he said those words, that he had fired his only bolt. In one careless moment, he had given away all he had in reserve. There was nothing left in him to win her over or bind him to the cause of Rome here in the barbaricum. His offer sounded paltry - meagre and desperately thin and for a moment he felt as if he were actually begging her for aid. 
 
    That anger and the contempt in her eyes grew then and she turned away from him and reached up to claw the dark hair away from her face. “Rome is all, is it not, Flavius Sabinus?” She nodded behind her. “Look, Cunomarus is gesturing to us. The hunt begins, does it not? We should remount and enter the Abravannus . . .” 
 
    With that, she moved away, back into the hollow centre of the granite stones, and made to mount her horse. She did not look back at him and for a moment he stood there, alone, at the edge of the upright stones, feeling their oppressive weight on either side of him as if he were being shouldered in, and that cold wind scraped through him despite the fringed cloak he wore. It was then, as that wind grew up about him, that he saw Cunomarus glance over to him and shrug slightly as if in apology. He shrugged and then smiled that wide smile and turned to look on the form of Veleda as she rose up into the saddle of her mount - and Sabinus found the odd impression growing in him that this younger brother of Dabronus was somehow confiding something to him - something slight and evasive which slipped away as easily as the cold wind about him. Then Cunomarus laughed and grasped the bridle of his own pony to swing up and settle himself into the saddle.  
 
    The long hunt which followed filled the afternoon and dragged on into the early evening and was a tiresome thing indeed. The riders penetrated deep into the Abravannus, hot on the heels of the hounds and the slaves who ran after them. They rode over high wooded slopes and down into tangled valleys choked with undergrowth. They crashed through shallow streams and forded wide pools and meres, laughing at the abandon which comes from riding into a wilderness. Always the hounds lured them on and the sound of their barking filled the forest, echoed by the encouragement of the slaves and the odd cry of a hunting tuba.  
 
    The afternoon slid by and the light turned from a dull grey to a hazy pall of shadows as the unseen sun dipped down and still they rode, hot on the scent of an elusive prey which always seemed to evade them or lure them ever on deep into the Abravannus. Frustration began to emerge then as the warriors about Cunomarus shouted at the slaves to work the Hibernians harder. The laughing face of the young brother of the Rex faded into a silent concentration and his gaze became narrowed and tight even as he urged his small horse on. Once or twice, Veleda had reined in and looked back at him and he had wondered if it was care on her face or merely wariness. The haze and shadow about them hid that face a little and before he could read her properly, she had spurred her horse away and on after those ahead who were pursuing the distant hounds. 
 
    As for him, he rode and clenched the reins, feeling the horse tire a little under him. Sweat flecked its mouth and nostrils and he could feel the flanks, all sticky now, heaving in ragged breaths. Nearby, Araxes guided his own pale horse nearer to him. He saw that the Persian’s face was closed up now, distant even, and that he had pulled out a long spear from the high leather bucket hanging down by the saddle cloth and gripped it lightly along the flank of his horse. He noticed also that Araxes had moved up on his right flank so that the spear was on the open side, free to use or fling, if needed. Silence lay between them as they rode on after the others with only a few poor retainers behind them and that dark uneasy lord who had pointed out the Stones of Lugh to him earlier. 
 
    The words of Veleda were haunting him and he felt frustration that the effort of the ride did not allow him time to digest them fully. Her openness had surprised him and he noted that Cunomarus had not been included in that quiet discussion between the two granite uprights. She had confronted him - exposed herself almost - regarding the Picts with a brazen honesty which he both respected and also recoiled from. He had not expected such words so soon from her - and a part of him wondered then why she had revealed herself and in doing so had also mocked his offer of Rome’s aid. He had been foolish to bring that up so soon - he knew that - but what surprised him was her swift rejection of it. Was she merely baiting him to test his sincerity, he wondered, or was there something else in her heart? He had been so certain that she would accept his offer - the ancient foedus between Rome and the Novantae - that he was nonplussed that she had rebuffed him so lightly. She had caught him off-guard and now the long ride deeper into the Abravannus and its growing haze of shadows prevented him from thinking through the implications of the short exchange. Those thoughts wormed their way into him during that long frustrating ride into a hazy evening as the light faded and the great bulk of the trees slowly seemed to close in on all the riders. 
 
    It took the light touch of the hand of Araxes on his arm, riding his pale horse in close, to break him out of that reverie. He looked up even as the Primicerius reined in his mount and flexed his wrist which held the long hunting spear - and that was when he realised that silence had fallen over everything. He brought his pony to a slow halt and looked about. Nearby, the lord escorting them reined in also, frowning a little and staring hard into the shadows. A few retainers and their attendant slaves stood now amid the high grass and ferns, sweat glistening on their naked limbs. 
 
    Araxes twisted around in the saddle-cloth, the smile on him frozen. “ . . . The Hibernians . . .” 
 
    “ - Are silent,” he finished for him - and glanced about, peering into the hazy light as it dripped now between the trees and high bushes. 
 
    That silence was unnerving.  
 
    The Abravannus was dark and cloying, thick with the massive boles of trees while the ground below was gnarled with roots and the fallen rot of past seasons. A light wind rustled the dead leaves underfoot and made them sigh a little. High above him, up among the net of branches and leaves, lay only a leaden sky which almost seemed to be closing down on them. For a moment, he strained to listen - but all he could hear was the ragged breathing of the mounts about them and that sigh of the loose dead leaves below. 
 
    Turning, he looked at the lord, seeing that this nobilis of the Novantae was frowning uneasily. 
 
    “Why have the hounds stopped their hunting?” he asked, dropping all courtesy or pleasantry. 
 
    The other ignored him and turned to snap out an order to a retainer nearby. Instantly, that man jogged off followed by the remaining slaves. They vanished deep into the arboreal maze and were soon lost to sight. 
 
    It was then that this lord turned to him. The unease on his face deepened. “They are not just hunting hounds but warhounds also. Do you bark when you smell an enemy, Roman?” 
 
    Those words chilled him and without thinking he reached back and pulled out a hunting spear from the leather bucket which hung from the flanks of his pony. The twist made his shoulder flare up in a sudden stab of pain but he cursed and flexed his arm out to shake away that pain. The spear was heavy and long with a wide iron blade almost the length of his semi-spatha. Delicate whorls and spirals had been etched into the iron of that blade giving it a fluid wavy feel as he brought it up and forwards. An iron ferrule counter-balanced the blade and he felt that the spear was well-made for thrusting but also light enough for a well-judged cast, if needed. 
 
    All about, the silence seemed to deepen imperceptibly. He thought for a moment that he heard a distant shout reach him but then realised that his nerves were playing tricks on him. He tugged on the reins a little and brought the pony about slowly. Everything was confused and smoky to his gaze - as if the great forest of the Abravannus was slowly shifting in on them, tightening up a noose which was sensed more than it was seen. 
 
    Where were Veleda and Cunomarus, he wondered then? And their escorts? Cursing inwardly, he realised that while he had been sunk in his ruminations he had lost track of the leading riders in the forest, including this Regina and the younger brother of the Rex. Both of whom were rivals. 
 
    A sudden thought galvanised him.  
 
    “Whose hounds are those?” he snapped at the lord. 
 
    “Roman?” Confusion warred across that uneasy face. 
 
    “You heard me - are they Cunomarus’ hounds? Answer me!” 
 
    “They are, yes - they are his personal pack -” 
 
    He kicked the flanks of his mount and barely glanced at Araxes as he did so. “With me, Primicerius!” 
 
    In moments, he was riding deep into the verdant tangle. Branches whipped past him and his fringed cloak flew back from his shoulders. He grasped the hunting spear loosely and slightly forwards, along the neck of the horse, in an under-hand grip and felt his muscles tensing up into his scarred shoulder. Within moments, Araxes was up alongside him and urging his own mount on - almost singing to it, whispering soft words and smiling as if to a child. But he glanced briefly at his friend and saw that a cold light glittered in his eyes and he was leaning forwards slightly into the animal’s neck, coiled and ready. 
 
    The thick net of trees widened slightly and a small clearing opened up. Light filtered down from above in faint pillars. The soft wind moved the leaves and the pillars seemed to twist and sway in response. Araxes saw it before his own eyes alighted on the figure - and with a sudden hiss, the Persian twisted the horse about and veered off towards his right, deeper into the morass of trees and high bushes. Tugging on his reins, he followed - glancing back briefly at the pale object sprawled in the clearing, seeing the white of its limbs and the crimson flecking them with all the sharp colour of freshly spilled rubies. 
 
    He trusted to Araxes then and the Primicerius rode hard into that mass of undergrowth, pulling slightly ahead of him. He had seen him hunt deep in Persia and much later on the Imperial estates in Gaul near Augusta Treverorum. Now, he stole a look at him and saw that he had tilted his head a little and was scanning the woods about him and smiling mercilessly. For one moment, he looked back and gestured sharply to a tree as they rode past - and he saw flecks of blood sprayed over the iron-hard bole. Flecks that were still vibrantly fresh. 
 
    The ground tilted up a little and the trees about them both thinned out slightly. He saw Araxes shout something and then urge his horse up and over an obstacle on the ground. He followed and felt his mount clear a high fallen bole, draped in yellowed leaves, before both of them cantered past it and into a sudden wash of light and air. It was a large clearing which the trees had fallen back from and left open. It held a small brook which widened out into a shallow pool, rank now with reeds and bracken. The light wind caressed this clearing and falling leaves seemed to frame it, giving it a soft serene air -  
 
    Shattered now by the violence and death which filled that clearing. 
 
    Araxes reared his horse up suddenly - two Hibernian hounds were before him, low to the ground, lips writhing back, their flame-coloured eyes narrowed on him. He reared up high, angling the hunting spear down, the horse’s hooves flailing forwards in alarm.  
 
    And Flavius Sabinus veered his own horse over to the left a little on instinct, glancing away from his friend and the crouching hounds below him, to see that the entire clearing was a mash of shattered bodies and blood - and he understood in a heartbeat that this clearing was nothing more than a trap. 
 
    There, up near the small pool, her back against a twisted hawthorn, crouched Veleda, her spatha drawn now and flecked with crimson, while a figure was falling in front of her, his throat gashed open, one hand clawing ineffectually at that mortal wound. Another figure - one of the slaves who had commanded the hunting pack - was nearby dangling a whip, urging another slave on in to her. Both were panting hard. A small pack of the Hibernians was ringing this hawthorn tree and penning her in. Her was horse nearby neighing in panic and he saw that other hounds were snapping at its heels and forcing it backwards as they darted in and out. More bodies littered the clearing. One was attempting to rise and crawl away even as a hound nosed in closer, its snout almost raking the ground, sniffing the blood in its wake. It was growling in a low menacing tone. 
 
    But what struck him the most was Cunomarus.  
 
    The latter stood a little to one side, wiping blood from his spatha in a slow methodical manner, looking intently at the caught wife of his older brother. The humour was gone from him. The quick sparkle in his eye was replaced with a deadly look, all brutal and merciless - and he saw him toss aside that blade now and scoop up a long hunting spear, weigh it slightly as if judging its quality, before stepping forwards and throwing that arm back - 
 
    “Cunomarus!” he shouted out - and kicked his mount forwards. 
 
    Startled, the latter looked around, that spear wavering slightly in his hand. It was a moment’s hesitation but it was all he needed. Kicking the flanks of his horse hard, he leaned in low and brought his own spear up high and then cast it at him with all his strength. In an heartbeat, as the ash haft flew from his hand, he knew the cast was ill-judged - the spear flew from him but twisted a little from his grip, veering slightly to the left of him. Cunomarus stepped back and aside then, crouching as he did so - but the look on his face was more of curiosity than surprise and for some reason he could not fathom, a look of invitation almost seemed to appear on him. 
 
    The spear flew past his shoulder and vanished deep into the far bushes, unheeded. 
 
    It was then he saw that Cunomarus seemed to shrug a little as if all this blood and death was of no concern to him. He shrugged and paused for a moment to look at him and then nodded as if to say they had better things to discuss later. That wide smile appeared momentarily on him - then he swung around to cast his own spear hard at Veleda. He saw it fly from the warrior’s hand, sure and swift and deadly, blurring past his gaze like a velvet shadow. 
 
    And before he knew what was happening, everything about him changed as if dissolving, fragmenting, into a new cold world. That spear arced in towards the trapped figure of the dark-haired woman, her back to the stunted hawthorn, while hounds and slaves penned her in. Her horse neighed in panic nearby, pushed back by the hunting hounds. Behind him, Araxes was bringing his mount forwards into the attacking hounds which had caught him even as his spear lashed down in a deadly thrust. His own hand was already on the bone hilt of the semi-spatha and drawing the wide blade from its scabbard but a small part of him knew that its short length was useless now against an opponent. Brown leaves hung all about as if frozen, caught in an invisible net, rendering the scene before his eyes, heavy and still, framed almost. 
 
    He was too far away and the mount was too slow and that spear was arcing with deadly intent straight towards Veleda - 
 
    Who turned, glancing from those about her, straight towards Cunomarus, her hair wild and elemental about her. One white hand flashed up then and flicked in to pluck that spear from the air as if it were nothing but a lazy line of spindrift. Her spatha fell unheeded from that hand, cold and inert. She twisted a little, bringing that spear around her form almost as if wrapping it about her, and then flung it back with a little animal-like grunt which seemed oddly uncharacteristic in her. That spear sped from her back towards Cunomarus. 
 
    The latter had a moment in which to react - and he almost expected him to also pluck that weapon from the air such was the shock at what he had just witnessed - but instead he seemed to shrug again and smile that winning smile and then his whole body sagged inwards from the impact. Cunomarus staggered backwards, his hands reaching up in futility to grab the haft, as the spear tore hard into his left shoulder and then spun him about, blood arcing high up from that deep mortal wound. A sigh fell from him, more regret than pain, and then he fell deep into the bracken underfoot and seemed to vanish a little into it. 
 
    Without thinking, he shouted out to Araxes and pointed his blade to where the body had fallen and then twisted the reins hard to guide the mount in towards the figures penning in Veleda. Already, the latter was dropping back again into the mass of the hawthorn, her hand plucking swiftly now at the seax which hung from her wide belt. 
 
    The lead slave - the one who guided the hunting pack - turned from her in shock, seeing his master fallen and gone, looking up as he rode in hard towards him. That face blanched then in fear and a small part of him noted that the slave bore the mask of a Germanic with wheat-coloured hair and wide blue eyes - then he was on him and slashing hard down at that face with his semi-spatha. The blow was short and the figure back-peddled away from him, crying out in alarm. He twisted the horse about and brought his blade hard over on his other side and this time leaned in low and out, chopping hard as he did so, exposing his arm. 
 
    It caught the figure brutally across the neck. The man gave a little grunt of pain and then slumped down beneath the hooves of his horse. Blood gushed out from that wound. Looking up, he saw Veleda darting in to another slave, the seax flashing in her hand like a spark of fire in the hazy light. The slave opposite her attempted to ward off that short heavy blade but in an instant she had spun about and then leapt hard into him almost like a dancer. She landed high on his shoulder and plunged that weapon deep into his neck in a clean sacrificial blow, wrapping her legs about his torso. Instantly, both of them fell into the deep grass, inter-locked together. The high scream of a hound smote him then and he sensed more than saw Araxes careen past, riding hard, flinging the corpse of a Hibernian away, blood staining the air about him like a smoky veil. Another hound was backing off, growling uneasily, its eyes rolling about. 
 
    It was then that the remaining slaves broke and ran, yelling out in panic. 
 
    He reined in hard near the hawthorn and slid off the mount, tearing the heavy cloak from his shoulders and wrapping it about his arm as a rough guard. He glanced over to where Araxes was circling his horse a little, still shaking the blood from him, and pointed to where the figure of Cunomarus had fallen. Instantly, the Persian dismounted and moved into the high bracken. 
 
    As he turned, he heard a sudden gasp and saw Veleda rise, bloody and scratched from her sudden melee, twisting the seax in her hand. There was a wildness in her eyes now, he noted, a pantherish gleam which transformed her and made him step back a little on impulse. Gone was the regal and dark-eyed Regina of the Novantae and in its place stood a killer, wild and merciless. Blood sheathed her form and she was breathing heavily, making her bosom rise and fall. Sweat misted her brow and the black hair was plastered to it. He sensed more than saw the corpse at her feet. 
 
    “Veleda - are you wounded?” 
 
    He made to approach her - but she turned suddenly to face him and the bloodlust in her face startled him. That seax flashed up before him. 
 
    “Veleda - it’s me - Flavius Sabinus. I am not your enemy.” 
 
    She seemed to blink a little at his words and the short blade hesitated then. “Roman?” 
 
    “Are you wounded?” he asked again, stepping closer. He sheathed his semi-spatha slowly, careful not to startle her into action. 
 
    “Wounded? No, I am not . . .” But he saw her frown then and look about as if waking up. Her heaving breath slowed a little and she straightened up, rolling her shoulders back. She turned from him and looked about the clearing, seeing its blood and corpses strewn about as if tossed there from a wild storm. “ . . . Cunomarus . . .” Her frown deepened then and a look of confusion rose on her. “ . . . He bade us halt here  . . . He . . . His warriors turned on us . . .” 
 
    He was up close to her and he reached out to touch the hand which held the seax. He felt the warmth of her skin and realised how tightly her hand held that weapon now. “He’s dead. You killed him. The others have fled. You are safe now, Veleda, you understand? Safe,” he urged in a soft voice. 
 
    He felt that hand relax slightly. “Safe, Roman? You are too naive, I think . . .” 
 
    She looked at him then and the wildness in her faded suddenly and it was as if she had surfaced from another place - a dark, barbaric, place - and now stood again upon a more congenial shore. A certain sadness filled her face and she reached up her free hand and swept back hair that was dank with sweat. 
 
    “I am married to a dying chieftain, Flavius Sabinus - tell me,” she asked him, “when will I ever know safety?” 
 
    Araxes arrived at his side and glanced back at the high bracken and then shook his head. He saw that the Persian was breathing heavily from the sudden ride through the forest and then the swift brutal attack of the Hibernian hounds. Blood lay splattered over his riding cloak and the long hunting spear was clotted now with gore - but there was a cold fatalism in his eyes now; something of the oriental pragmatism which accepted all that happened was nothing more than Fortune or Fate, to be endured or mocked, nothing more. The humour which tinged him was a cold one now. 
 
    “Cunomarus is dead,” he said, tilting his head a little to look at Veleda. “That throw was magnificent. I have never seen that before.” 
 
    “It is the ‘salmon’s leap’, Persian. It is taught to all who master the art of battle on Manavia. It is a trick, nothing more.” 
 
    He bowed a little and smiled in return. “That trick saved your life, I think.” 
 
    She sighed at that and nodded back. “For now, I think.” She looked away from him and over past his shoulder to the high bracken. “He’s really dead?” 
 
    “He is, yes. That spear took him deep in the shoulder and tore the life out of him. Wherever he is now, I think he is content.” 
 
    He turned to look at his friend. “Content? Why do you say that, Araxes?” 
 
    The latter smiled enigmatically at that. “Because he is smiling, Praefectus, and that smile is one of peace, I think . . .” 
 
    Veleda brushed passed them both. “I need to see.” 
 
    Araxes had not been wrong. The body of Cunomarus lay face-up ensconced in the bracken almost as if on a bower. His falling body had crushed the stalks underneath him and they had fanned out, pale and golden now. Blood mantled everything about him. The haft of the spear had toppled sideways and lay at an angle from him. The gash in his shoulder was ugly and raw and very deep. But it was the face which struck Flavius Sabinus as they approached that body and stood to look down upon it. 
 
    It held a certain mockery and even peace in it - despite the blood and gore which framed it. He looked down on Cunomarus and saw that the Celt was almost serene in death. The smile he had always seemed to bear remained on him and for one moment he sensed that even now deep in death he was still playing some unseen game with them. 
 
    Turning, he looked hard at Veleda. “Why would he -” 
 
    She stared hard back at him and sheathed the seax. “Why wouldn’t he? A sudden hunting accident - the hounds out of control, mad with an uncontrollable lust for blood - and one obstacle to the throne of the Novantae is removed.” 
 
    “He would dare such a stratagem?  Now? With us here?” he found himself objecting, still not accepting what had just happened. “Were we to be slaughtered also?” 
 
    She sighed and looked about the wide clearing. The remaining Hibernian hounds had vanished to slink away deep into the undergrowth with the death of their master and the flight of the slaves. Far away, twigs could be heard snapping. Ravens were circling now and closing in on the blood and death. One had alighted near a twisted corpse and was eying it and hopping closer in anticipation. Others were cawing to each other, watching them. 
 
    “I do not think so, no. Cunomarus drew myself on with him and his warriors ahead of you both. The act was sudden and pre-planned. They all turned on me and my retainers with a viciousness which was absolute. That speed tells me that you were to stumble into the aftermath and discover a weeping Cunomarus perhaps - ready to slaughter his hounds in atonement for their butchery . . .” 
 
    He wondered on that. If that was the plan it had almost worked, he realised. He looked over to Araxes and saw that the Persian was frowning and looking about. But for him, he might not have sensed the danger and realised that the silence boded ill. It was Araxes who had thwarted the design of Cunomarus. 
 
    “If this is true, he was playing with a wild fire indeed. Araxes, what do you think?” 
 
    The latter sniffed a little. “I think we have hunted all afternoon and not caught the scent of a single prey. From the moment we rode out of Rerigonium, he spurred his horse ahead and pulled us all deep into this forest. But was that a stratagem or his impulse? Only his gods know now. This smells of a desperate thing. I think our arrival here, like Magnus earlier, has stirred up others into an action perhaps not sought. Or . . .” 
 
    “Araxes?” 
 
    The Persian looked at him and smiled in an enigmatic fashion, the olive-brown eyes darkening. “ . . . Nothing, Praefectus. I simply do not like a dead man still smiling at us. It is not a good omen . . .” 
 
    With that the Persian stepped back and made to retrieve his mount, calling softly for it in an odd lilting voice. Nearby, the pale horse looked up and its ears flicked back and forth.  
 
    With an effort, he, too, pulled his gaze away from the dead face below him. The light was fading rapidly now and the hesitant ravens were sidling in with that deepening gloom. He did not want to stay to see them alight on the corpses and pick the flesh from them. He had seen enough of the jackals and buzzards in the east feasting on the rotting corpses of Romans and the clearing here would soon be awash with the sounds and sights of such things. 
 
    “We need to leave,” he said, “and ride back to Rerigonium before word of this reaches there. Dabronus must be apprized of this before others can whisper lies into his ear.” 
 
    She nodded in reply and a worrying frown appeared on her face. “My husband will understand - he has never trusted his younger brother. It was no secret that he coveted the glory of leading the Novantae. But there are others loyal to Cunomarus who will bristle at his death in this manner. This could be turned against me in the telling of it, I think. His death is not our victory, Roman.” 
 
    He remembered the companion of Cunomarus - the short, stocky, warrior who had stood by the young brother at the prow of the curucus as it had sailed out to meet them - and knew that this figure would be a rallying point for those angered at the death of their lord. That anger would be easily stirred up into action now. 
 
    “Then we ride hard now. We bring Cunomarus back with us on a spare horse and hope that the truth will -” 
 
    She laughed into his face then. “Truth - are you that naive, Roman? You want to tell all that Cunomarus attempted to murder me? That he flung a spear at me? You can’t be that naive.” The last words were almost spat at him. 
 
     “Then what -” he began - but she cut him off and looked at Araxes as the latter hauled himself up into the horned saddle and settled himself into it.  
 
    “A hunting accident. It has to be that. A miscast spear in the gloom of the forest. His retainers and slaves fled in panic. We blame them. This was their fault. They led us into a dark place and one of them cast a spear which killed him. We turned on them in fury to avenge his death. They fought back out of desperation and fear. Many fell. Is that a familiar tale, Persian? Flavius Sabinus here tells me your people hunt in a great land of oases and woods. Does this tale ring familiar to you?” 
 
    Araxes looked at them both and seemed to shrug a little in response. He reached out a hand and stroked the neck of the horse under him. The smile he gave them was remote and teasing. 
 
    “ . . . Yes, yes, it is. If you wish to stay your enemies, confuse them. Spin contrary tales. Baffle them. Is this tale familiar? Yes, it is.” He cocked his head a little then. “Enough hunting accidents have happened for it to be a well-worn tale and one used to confuse men enough to stay their hand.” 
 
    He recoiled at the blunt words. “No - I won’t sanction this. We must tell the truth. I won’t be privy to spreading lies here. If the truth emerged then Roman honour -” 
 
    She reached out and gripped his arm and he found himself recoiling a little at her strength. 
 
    “You must!” she pleaded with him. “Don’t you understand? If we ride back and say that he tried to murder me, we would be impugning his honour. Others will stand up to defend him. It will provoke a crisis!” 
 
    “She’s right, Sabinus. If it is an attempt on her life, then it is open war among the Novantae. If however it is an hunting accident then we use his very stratagem against him. We steal his cloak.” 
 
    “To what end? Rome is being dragged in to something which will rebound on us,” he objected. 
 
    Veleda released his arm and stepped back. A proud, haughty, look came over her and she gestured sharply about the clearing. “Is your foedus with the Novantae or is it with Dabronus, Roman? Decide. Are you with us or will you abandon us to the wolves in the darkness now?” 
 
    “Flavius Sabinus?” 
 
    Araxes was looking down at him with a wary look on his face. It’s Persian cast was remote and enigmatic now and a part of him found that irritating. For a moment, the gloom in the clearing deepened imperceptibly and he felt thronged in by shadows and black wings. The smell of blood fell over him. Something in him urged him to fall in with Veleda and looking up now at Araxes he sensed that the latter agreed also. She was right - the foedus was always with a person, never a tribe. It was a sealed compact between an emperor and a subject ruler, mediated by Roman officers and noble warriors or lords, yes, but always between two absolute rulers. Here, it was Dabronus and his wife. They were the Novantae just as Valentinian was the Imperium of Rome. 
 
    She turned away from him then and moved away a little back towards the stunted hawthorn tree. Reaching down, she retrieved her dropped spatha and sheathed it. For a moment, she looked about, taking in the gathering darkness, the advancing ravens, the corpses which littered the clearing - and then she nodded as if to herself. 
 
    “You know the truth of the Novantae, Flavius Sabinus. Yes, we goaded the Picts to attack Arbeia. We ceded it to them. Your Magnus brought Roman troops here onto our land and took an old Roman place back into your empire. You know this, I think. It was the push which exposed my ailing husband as weak. So we bargained with Ru and offered him Arbeia as a new home. We gained a strong ally and ejected Rome. The wolves which circled were pushed back. You freed those Picts who survived and that tells me you have divined this, I think. Is that not true?” 
 
    “It is, yes.” 
 
    “Then you have already besmirched Roman honour, have you not?” 
 
    He baulked at that but could see what she was driving at in her clumsy fashion. “It was expedient -” 
 
    “No. It was politics, I think. As this is. You lied to preserve the foedus. You have feigned peace and used soft words to hide the truth - the truth that we colluded with the Picts to slaughter Longinus and the other Romans. We must hide the truth again now.” 
 
    “It will look as if we have colluded together to slaughter Cunomarus,” he found himself replying - but already he could sense that she was right. 
 
    “The Atecotti will be upon us soon, I think, Flavius Sabinus. When that happens, blood will run like a river. Settlements will burn and the cattle will be nothing but dead mounds picked over by the ravens and the crows. The crops will be embers in the soil. The rain will fall as blood. I think you sense this, do you not?” 
 
    He thought of the words of Brennus and the hint of horror and destruction woven deep in them. “I do, yes.” 
 
    “Then agree in this sham as you agree in the sham of the foedus. Before the storm of the Atecotti we are all nothing but children squabbling over broken toys. The Novantae must remain united under Dabronus with Roman allies now. If we do, we can resist that awful tide falling now from the mountains in the north.” She sighed then and smiled a little at him. “It was why you came here, was it not?” 
 
    It was, he realised. But the thought of riding back and lying about what had happened, of blaming the slaves and the retainers for a clumsy throw, that this was all just a terrible hunting accident still irked him. He reached up and massaged the ache in his shoulder and looked up one, final time, at his friend. Araxes was nodding a little to Veleda’s words as if agreeing to them but he sensed that the Persian’s remote look held something else; a warning perhaps. The dark eyes were veiled now and he had pulled the long riding cloak in about his shoulders to protect himself from the gathering gloom. 
 
    The sound of the ravens broke in on him and he made a decision then. 
 
    “A hunting accident it is, then,” he said. “Veleda, gather his mount and we will ride back now.” 
 
    He bent down and hauled up the corpse of Cunomarus across his shoulders. The weight made him stumble a little but he shifted his feet to accommodate it. He felt the warmth of the corpse against his body and the slickness of the blood seeped into his cloak. The copper tang of it hit his nose and he found himself gagging slightly on it. In moments, Veleda had brought the mount up, soothing it with soft words, and he heaved the corpse over the saddle-cloth with an effort. The horse baulked a little and shied away but she calmed it and held the bridal with a firm hand. For a moment, he stood there and looked on the corpse of Cunomarus. The latter’s face had twisted towards him and he saw the visage of a dead man staring at him and he noted again that cursed smile which was frozen across his features now. And something twisted in his gut then. That smile teased him and he sensed that whatever game Cunomarus had been playing was larger than a simple play for the throne of the Novantae. He remembered suddenly how he had turned to him even as he cast the spear and seemed to be warning him in his playful manner - that he had been almost chiding him from intruding into something which he did not yet truly understand. 
 
    On impulse, he reached out a hand and passed it over that dead face and closed the eyes, murmuring an ancient Etruscan prayer for the gods to watch over his soul . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “His death must be avenged! The old gods demand it! I demand it!” 
 
    The hot, violent, words rang out in the shadows of the great round hall and a hundred murky figures voiced agreement in reply. Oaths and curses spiced the air, drowning out those who murmured soft objections or quiet evasions.  
 
    The warrior who was the centre of attention barged through the mass of men and women about him and pointed hard up to Veleda and Dabronus, seated now at the high, arced, table. The anger in him was violent and barely contained. 
 
    “This is a bitter stain on the Novantae - that a prince and lord of royal blood should be cut down like an animal! It must be avenged and avenged now!” 
 
    “And it was, Haerviu, it was.” Veleda rose and confronted him. A regal anger coloured her own words now and pride flashed deep in her eyes. “You think this stain has not coloured me also? I was there. I saw the spear cut him down. I turned my own blade against the slaves who defiled Cunomarus. This seax is still covered in their blood - look!” And with a swift move, she unsheathed the blade and tossed it at his feet. “Look on that seax, Haerviu, and see the swift justice of the Novantae. I cut down the slave who threw that spear in the gloom which tore his life away. We, these Romans and I, fought then as the other slaves turned on us and the warriors escorting us in fear for their lives. We cut them all down but not before a wild slaughter had been wrought among us. See the blood on us. On all of us. Should we have brought them back to face justice? Should they be here now cowering in fear before us to swear to this? Yes, of course - but could you have done that, Haerviu? Would you have been able to put aside that anger at his death? I do not think so. That vengeance you ask now is what coursed through our own blood - and we stood over his very corpse!” 
 
    Her words were powerful and resonated about the great domus. She stood, still besmirched in blood, her dark hair dishevelled, blood staining her tunica and torn cloak, one hand flung out now and filthy with mud and clotted gore. Anger blazed up in her eyes and for one moment, Flavius Sabinus felt himself admiring her - the passion in her and the way she faced her tormentors with an unabashed eye. 
 
    All about him, deep in the shadows, stood the assembled warriors and lords of the Novantae, most bearing arms as was their right. Many were wrapped up in the hot impulsive grief of the sudden passing of Cunomarus - some weeping and others angry now - while more stood back a little and seemed to watch as if gauging what was to happen next. Those who wore their anger high stood before the small bower which had been hastily erected to bear the body of Cunomarus, wrapped up in a stained cloak. Blood marked that wool and he saw that a small fold had opened a little and one hand lay revealed, supine and shockingly-white now against the shadowed figures which crowded in.  
 
    Haerviu, the small, stocky, companion of Cunomarus, reached down and snatched up that seax. He gripped it hard and muscles writhed up his arm in response. 
 
    “You say a slave cast this spear? That Cunomarus was cut down by accident in the gloom of the Abravannus? And this blood is the blood of that slave, Veleda?” The words were contemptuous and spat out without regard to her status or demeanour. 
 
    “I do, yes. We were all angry and frustrated that the old gods had not given us a prey to hunt. Cunomarus whipped the horses harder into that forest. The slaves were beginning to fear his wrath. Someone shouted out that a boar was ahead and the hounds raced out to scent it. Cunomarus leapt from his horse after them all. And we followed. Everything was confused then. The shadows covered us. The trees pushed in against us - and then a violent cry rang out that the boar was in the undergrowth. The spear was cast in haste - and Cunomarus staggered then towards us, mortally wounded by that cast. What would you have done then, Haerviu, I ask? Would you have stayed your hand - could you have stayed it? I think not.” She turned from him and looked out about the assembled comites and  nobiles of the Novantae. “Could any of you? Where would your honour have been then, if you had, I ask?” 
 
    Haerviu was not acquiescing to her words, however. He saw him turn then and point the bloody weapon up at him and Araxes.  
 
    “And you, Roman, you swear to this? That Cunomarus was cut down by a slave?” The words were dripping with anger. 
 
    “I swear to it,” he found himself saying before those words spat at him had finished. He stood forwards a little, aware that the sudden ride back into Rerigonium and straight here into the great round hall of Dabronus had given him no time yet to summon Aelian and Andronikas. Word of their arrival would reach them soon, however, and he hoped that his escorts would arrive soon before any trouble here got out of hand. “ . . . It is as Veleda here describes. Cunomarus was angry - impulsive. He barged ahead into the undergrowth and we lost sight of him. The slaves were too eager to flush out this boar. Some panicked. There was a shout - a cry of alarm. Then the spear was cast and it cut down your lord.” He pointed to Veleda then. “And she turned on that slave and cut him down in anger. That I saw and will swear to, Haerviu. What followed was a madness of fighting and blood. When it was over, the slaves had fled or lay beneath our feet. The hounds had vanished. Our escorts were all dead.” 
 
    It irked him to lie so brazenly to the warrior but as Araxes had pointed out it was this or risk open war among the Novantae. Clearly, Cunomarus had played a risky hand and hoped to win the throne with the sudden death of Veleda in the deep Abravannus forest. Perhaps he hoped that her murder would be the final cut which would push his older brother into that afterlife which cloaked him now and the throne would then fall to him. Looking now at Dabronus, he sensed that such a hope had been a well-founded one. The ailing rex was deeply stricken with grief and sat silent and numb, gazing down at the wool-wrapped corpse, his face trembling. That black rag remained held up to his mouth almost as if to gag a cry of pain which was welling up out of him. Pity moved in him at that sight but it was a pity tempered with the realisation that the corpse below him had plotted the death of his wife and eventually the rex himself. 
 
    Haerviu, he saw, remained unconvinced. The stocky warrior rounded on the nobiles near him and he could feel the hot anger blazing up in him. “Mighty words from a Roman - and such words from Veleda also that I wish I had been there and seen this anger and vengeance she boasts of!” 
 
    “I do not boast of it, Haerviu,” she retorted angrily.  
 
    “Boasts, I say! Not one single slave remained alive to verify this - not one? All dead or scattered into the Abravannus, you say? Cunomarus’ warriors, also! Others would say that is too convenient. Cunomarus is dead - and those who aided in his death have not been brought here to face that crime. This is a slight on us all, Veleda. His death is not an honourable one!” 
 
    Araxes stepped forwards a little then, raising his words into the sea of anger before him. “Is it not? I can imagine many worse deaths and few which are as honourable as this, Haerviu.” 
 
    Haerviu rounded on him and smiled mirthlessly. “Ah, the Persian talks, does it? And what fine words will you add to this, I wonder?” 
 
    He saw Araxes nod at that as if accepting the other’s anger and forgiving it - and then the Primicerius moved forwards so that he stood close to the small bower and the smothered figure held on it. There was something regal in his bearing now and that slightly-mocking, oriental, face became still - sombre almost. The words which followed rang about the round hall and the Latin he spoke was careful and calm; precise. 
 
    “Words? I do not add words, Haerviu. I add truth. Yes, his death was shocking. It was sudden and absolute. The grief of it smote us all. The blood on us stands as a testament to that. He died far away and in darkness from a spear cast by a slave’s hand. You say that was not an honourable death but you were not there, Haerviu. It was a hunt. A great hunt and deep in that undergrowth waited a boar. It is a mighty animal, the boar. Revered for its stout heart and fighting spirit, is it not? And Cunomarus plunged in after it without a care or thought towards us. His heart would not allow him that moment’s reflection, Haerviu. Would it you? He went into the darkness and his heart was lit up with the joy of that. It was a flame in him which burned bright. That joy is still on his face. His blood was up. His song was coursing through his blood. That spear tore his life away as he hunted after that great prey of the wild boar. There are worse deaths, Haerviu. I have seen them - the dying left to rot in the wake of a retreating army; those wasting away from the ague or the pox, covered not in this fine wool but in flies and sweat the colour of blood; the poor mortal washed overboard and drowning slowly as the tiredness weighs his limbs down. These deaths are not honourable. But Cunomarus . . .” 
 
    Araxes had reached the bower and stooped down then and unwrapped the wool folds about the face of the corpse. It was a sudden precise gesture which caught Haerviu and those about him off-guard. 
 
    “Look on his face - all of you, look on it. Is this the face of a man betrayed or surprised in death? Look on him - on your prince. What mask has ever smiled so unless mantled in honour, I ask?” 
 
    They looked then, hesitantly, slowly, crowding around a little, edging Araxes aside, and saw that final smile wreathing the waxen face of Cunomarus. The thunderous look on Haerviu fell away and he saw the warrior mumbled something under breath as he looked down on that smiling face below him. Others fell back - too struck with horror and grief at what lay below them. For a moment, he turned to glance at Veleda and saw that she was staring at Araxes and evaluating him. She caught his gaze and nodded briefly as if to thank him - to thank them both. 
 
    It was then that an animal cry of pain tore through them all and Dabronus staggered upright and moved towards the corpse of his younger brother. He pushed aside Veleda and she stepped backwards. Others moved in a little as if to help him but she waved them back with a hiss. Dabronus moved slowly and painfully towards the bower and then fell at his feet, weeping, one hand reaching out to grasp that exposed white hand which lay outside the wool folds. Great sobs broke through him and tears ran down his face - tears, he saw, which were dyed with blood, and it was as if that old mask was breaking now and all the mortality behind it was bleeding out. It was a stark moment and one which made Haerviu and the others about him fall back. The space about the bower opened out and all that remained in it was the collapsed figure of Dabronus, his face ravaged with blood, sobbing before the bower and the stricken corpse of his younger brother, cold and white but still smiling as if outplaying them all. 
 
    Araxes stepped back and fell in beside him, pulling the edges of his riding cloak in close. The light from the torches and oil lamps fell over him and made his long hair and moustache gleam. 
 
    “Well spoken,” he murmured, turning in to him a little. 
 
    The Primicerius looked hard at him then and nodded slightly. “He gifted us a last smile. It seemed fitting to use that gift, no?” 
 
    “That smile was for me, I think - and that puzzles me.” 
 
    Araxes sniffed and let the Latin fall away. The old argot of the Barcarii rose in its place. “I also. The hounds were on me and I glanced at him as his end came with that spear but I saw him shrug and smile and look at you. He made no attempt to evade that spear, Flavius Sabinus. None at all.” 
 
    He turned to look at him. “You gamble and play the dice, amicus. What do those who wear that smile tell you as you win?” 
 
    “That the win is no win at all - but I think you sense that already, don’t you?” 
 
    He did not respond to the Persian’s words and instead turned to look on Dabronus, caught up in his grief, left alone before that bower and the hideous cargo it freighted. The Rex of the Novantae still clasped that white hand while great sobs tore through him. The face of Cunomarus lay still and inert, that smile frozen and absolute on him - and he saw Dabronus reach out then with that black rag he always carried and wipe an unseen stain from it. The act was small and tender, hesitant a little. It was a loving act but he felt himself shiver inside as he saw it. That rag caressed the smiling face and all he saw was the dark blood it left behind. He shivered but could not take his eyes from that small rag even as Dabronus howled as if his soul was rent apart, holding that white hand, blood seeping from his eyes - and he felt then as if he had intruded into an ancient Greek tragedy of blood and revenge and the hubris of mortals caught up in the wildest of games: a game of treachery and power and ambition. The face of Cunomarus shifted then into the mask of the tragedian, that smear of blood on it becoming nothing but cheap paint or dye squeezed out from that rag for nothing more than a stage effect.  
 
    All about, stood the warriors and comites of the Novantae, silent and still now, witnessing this outpouring of grief, bowed by that display. He saw Haerviu brooding among his fellow-warriors, looking down at Dabronus and the corpse of Cunomarus and noted that he was deeply affected by that display also. His face was sombre now - devoid of the anger and bitterness it held only moments earlier. This small act of grief had stilled his impetuosity and he sensed then that Dabronus, like all great actors, had timed that outpouring with exquisite art. 
 
    And he saw again that moment when Cunomarus had turned to face him when the spear tore into his shoulder - how that smile had risen almost as if to bid him both farewell and warn him; that it was a last gift even - the only thing the doomed lord and warrior-prince could give him. It occurred to him then that Cunomarus had done nothing but attempt to show him things which were not meant for him as if to reach out without words but with gestures and smiles instead. And that final smile was his last gift - but a gift whose meaning evaded him now. He had led Veleda in towards her doom deep in the Abravannus, hoping to kill her before they could stumble into that act or become embroiled in it. That was a desperate gamble - and had it paid off, what would have happened next, he found himself wondering? What words would have been exchanged that could have possibly absolved him of that murder? The smile maddened him with its lost meaning and he leaned in towards the Primicerius and found himself whispering, despite the fact the no one in the hall would have understood the old Syrian dialect they spoke now. 
 
    “Araxes, I am beginning to think that Cunomarus alone had the measure of this place and was warning us.” 
 
    “Against what?” murmured the Persian. 
 
    “Not what, whom . . .” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “ . . .And that lord who was escorting you? The dour-faced one?” asked Paternus, placing a wine-cup down on the board of the table with an impatient gesture. Distaste coloured his rough face. 
 
    “He had fled by the time we had strapped the corpse to the mount and began the return journey to Rerigonium,” he replied, sensing where this was going. 
 
    The Magister grunted at that. “He will be in hiding, no doubt. I shouldn’t wonder if he had been ordered to keep you at the rear - delay you, even. No, that one has gone to ground like a frightened hare and will be waiting this out now. I wouldn’t be surprised if those slaves have fled to him for shelter and protection.” 
 
    Araxes looked up at that. “They will all be rotting in a mere by now then.” 
 
    “Indeed, Persian  . . . Flavius Sabinus, you have been a fool and played by this Veleda. At least Araxes here understands how things work. You however have been naive.” 
 
    The Primicerius lifted a hand to admonish him. “You are being too harsh, I think, Paternus.” 
 
    “Am I? Cunomarus is dead. Rome’s honour compromised. Flavius Sabinus here bound to Veleda in a deadly lie. Admit it, she has out-witted you. Far from being a supplicant to you in that affair of the Picts, she has bound to you her as a conspirator. This is a pact sealed in blood not honour - and it stinks like a corpse left out in the sun!” 
 
    He found himself sighing heavily and finished off the dark wine in one long gulp. Outside, the familiar sounds of the Liburnian fell over him, while further afield gulls squealed and the waves lapped against the hull. The voices of the milites drifted at the edges, somehow comforting to his ears despite the fact that the galley was still moored up at Rerigonium. Here, however, in the small stern cabin, lit now by oil lamps, tension and anger crowded him in. Araxes reached out then and re-filled his cup from a small clay jug. Around him, the poor obscene paintings seem to be mocking him with their lewdness. 
 
    “And what else was I to do, Magister?” he found himself replying, struggling to keep the tiredness out of his voice. “Cunomarus forced this. He cast a die and it rolled badly. All we have done is react to that. Veleda was right, I think. If we had ridden back and proclaimed him a regicide, what do you think would have happened? The Novantae would have decried us as liars and murderers. His companion, Haerviu, would have raised the war-band to avenge him and drowned the round hall in blood. Our blood. And as for honour, this is all nothing but expediency. You know that. What politics here along the limes has ever not been?” 
 
    The old Celt laughed at that. It was a sour sound which cut him off. “I know that, Flavius Sabinus - of course I do! But it is the appearances which count - and this has the appearance of a rank lie, I think. Can you not smell that?” 
 
    “I do, yes,” he admitted - and reached out for the cup. That moment in the clearing came back to him and he remembered arguing with Veleda as Paternus was arguing with him now. Futilely, as it turned out. Araxes had brought home to him how little choice they had then. “Veleda survived a murder attempt, Paternus, and killed Cunomarus herself with that spear-cast. What choice did she have? Confess to that act and watch Rerigonium fall apart in a bitter civil strife? Or bind Rome to a compact and preserve the peace? No, there was no choice here. None.” 
 
    For a moment, as he looked into the faces of Araxes and Paternus ranged against him in the small cabin, he wondered if he believed his own words. The Magister was right to be outraged at the sudden turn of events. He thought again on that long ride out of the Abravannus and back to Rerigonium and how they had remained silent and brooding as the light fell and the sun had sunk into a great wash of crimson far in the west. No one had spoken on that ride, conscious of the slaughter behind them deep in the forest and painfully aware of the corpse strapped now over that horse. Veleda had guided them deftly out of the wooded darkness and back out onto the high moorland to the north - only finally halting at the crumbling Stones of Lugh to break out some morsels and drink water. She had slipped from the saddle-cloth and moved to the body of Cunomarus and whispered something then as they had halted inside the broken ring of upright granites and he sensed that an ancient prayer of the Novantae was being whispered by her so he had turned away and looked instead over to Araxes. The latter had dismounted and was tending to his pale horse, feeding a little hay to it pulled out from a saddle-bag. The air was chilled now and he pulled his cloak tighter about him as he sat high on the horse watching the Primicerius. The events were still settling in him - the suddenness of the slaughter, the violence in that clearing, the death of Cunomarus - and he remembered thinking then that Fortune was fickle indeed. 
 
    And he noticed how Araxes had moved to the other side of his horse from Veleda to feed and sooth it. He looked then at her and saw that not only was she tending to that corpse with a solicitousness which struck him, she was also close to the leather bucket which fell down that flank filled with light hunting spears. Coldness prickled him and he had wondered on what strange and dark shores they stood upon now.  
 
    He sighed then and lifted up the cup to drink from it, putting those thoughts away. “In a few days, they will cremate this Cunomarus in a great ritual high up on the moors to the east. It will be a sombre event. One that Veleda has bid us stay away from out of reverence to their rites. Let us hope that once his ashes have been interred in the ground and their gods propitiated, that this will be over. The foedus will remain intact and we can depart secure in the amity of the Novantae.” 
 
    Paternus grunted again at that, raising his cup to him over the table. “To all, appearances . . .” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
     
 
    In Departing They Forever Return 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The procession which wound itself out of Rerigonium under a dark sky that morning was long and slow and strangely gaudy. 
 
    As Flavius Sabinus stood on a high rampart at the edge of the settlement and watched that procession, he was struck by the contrast between the run-down buildings and sheds about him and the fine panoply of those who drifted, keening, out onto the moors. Here, below him, everything was ruinous and mottled with age while all who passed through the open gate-way were replete with colour and glittering in gold or silver or electrum. Despite the mournful sounds which rose from them, their appearance was rich and colourful and splendid. Chequered cloaks covered them, gilded with heavy brooches. Jewel-encrusted hair-pins shone in the early-morning light. Arm-bands and torcs festooned them. He watched a Celtic people weave out into the remote moor eastwards of Rerigonium, all clad in the barbaric splendour of a tribe propped up by a Roman treaty.  
 
    At the head of the column, walked Veleda, swathed in rich wool, with Dabronus by her side in a heavy litter carried by slaves, both escorted by armoured warriors. Behind them came a bier draped in brocades and festooned now with flowers - peonies, dog-rose and foxglove. Garlands edged the bower. Laid out on it was the corpse of Cunomarus, clad now in his finery, his weapons alongside him, that scarlet cloak covering him. All the great nobiles and warriors of the Novantae followed him in a long procession - some weeping and others keening in a low moan which struck him as more practised than it was heart-felt. He saw that a small procession of monachi moved within that crowd, some swinging small orbs which were emitting incense and others murmuring holy prayers to the lost soul of the warrior-prince. He was struck at that curious mixture then - of the Christian facade on this deeply pagan and ancient rite. He knew from the little Veleda had mentioned to him that the body would be taken to a sacred site in a small mound or tumulus to the east. There it would be cremated after the old rites and offerings had been made and then the ashes would be interred into a sacred jar for burial in that old hollow tumulus where all the royal ancestors of the Novantae had been placed by long custom. She had told him that the site was ancient beyond the memories of the Novantae and had once held the bones of giants. Some even whispered that it had been built by the Atecotti in ages past when that dark cursed people had held the lands here unopposed and in triumph. She had smiled when she told him that as if to show that it was all nothing but fable. 
 
    Now as he stood upon the rampart watching the procession depart, he found himself remembering her words. Behind him, the bulk of Rerigonium fell away and into the shallows of the Sinus Rerigonius while before him the land gradually sloped upwards into a high moor, stark and seemingly endless. A few herds of cattle were moving slowly through the pastures before the long moor while here and there the thin strips of fields were ripe now with wheat and barley. Slaves and a few coloni moved among the herds or the crops, keeping a respectful distance from the procession, pausing to watch it as it passed through and then up onto the moor. Soon the sound of the muted keening faded away and all he could hear was the moan of the wind and the faint burr of the waves against the  floating round-houses behind him.  
 
    The starkness of the landscape fell over him and he thought on those few words Veleda had given him almost in mockery. He remembered the Stones of Lugh and how ancient and forlorn they were now, wreathed in tattered offerings. These Novantae inhabited a poor and raddled land, clinging precipitously to its edges, propped up by Roman gold and treaties. Other, older, peoples had held it in ages past. It was their monuments and sacred sites which dotted the dark land, he sensed, and which the Novantae had merely appropriated. Now a slain principales of the Novantae was being interred in a hollow mound which had once held the bones and ashes of the royalty of an elder tribe or people now long-since vanished. Or worse - driven out into exile and shame. And he found himself speculating then if these Atecotti were indeed bent on retaking these lost lands - if in fact this name which was known and yet unknown was offering them the one thing they desired above all else. 
 
    Their patria. 
 
    His thoughts turned to that seduction; the lure of it. What would he do given the opportunity to retake Nisibis from the Persians? How would he respond if a usurper approached him with gold and promises and bribes to support a claim to the empire if he allowed him to retake his ancient home with imperial support? How would those under him react if approached also? The Barcarii wouldn’t hesitate, he knew. Their loyalty was first and foremost to that ancient territorium. Rome was only of value if it defended that which was their birth-right - and that birth-right had always been the verdant Mesopotamian lands, shadowed by the Masius mountains to the north and the Singaran massif to the south, bordered by the Zagros to the east and the Euphrates to the west. The Barcarii were Nisibene men and all it would take to win their support would be the promise of the return of their ancient city - his home - and they would switch their standards over to whatever usurper promised that gift to them. And he? 
 
    What would he do? 
 
    He was not so fortunate - if that was the right word - he realised. For the Barcarii, Nisibis had been taken from them and they had been cast into an exile of sorts. He, however, had been shamed by Nisibis itself. The city, its peoples, the nobility in their entirety through his father had cast him out into the wilderness of shame. Nisibis hadn’t been taken from him; he had been taken from it. It had exiled him. There was no going back from that. None at all, he realised. 
 
    Shrugging away those brooding thoughts, he turned from the worn rampart and moved to walk back towards the storehouse which stood now as the billet of the Barcarii. The few guards near him fell in towards his rear, muted and remote. The sun was up now but heavy clouds pressed down upon the settlement and lent it an oppressive air. The walk back was short but it struck him as a sombre one. Apart from a few slaves and craftsmen scattered about, Rerigonium seemed almost abandoned to his eyes. There were no shouts or raucous cries. No bustle of colourful movement. No one was herding a small flock of sheep or gaggle of geese down the muddy tracks or into a wicker pen. The pools of water or deep mud underfoot lay still and reflective as he passed by. The ‘Palace of the King’ was denuded of life and splendour and now it looked forlorn as a result. 
 
    That peace or even solitude allowed him to ruminate on the last few days after the killing of Cunomarus in that clearing. Dabronus had taken to his bed, wracked by grief, and seemed to have faded even more into his death-shroud while Veleda had organised the coming cremation ceremony with a fastidious attention to detail which seemed to catch all about her. Food was ordered in, animals selected for sacrifice, commands sent out to bring in those at the borders to attend the rite - and he wondered then that all the detail and organisation which flowed from her and swept up all those about her channelled their anger and grief into one overriding object. All that confusion and debate over his death - the recriminations and hot confused words - had melted away as the Novantae had come together and united to both celebrate and then let go of this young and impetuous warrior-prince. Even Haerviu and those warriors under him who grieved deeply at his loss seemed propitiated by the coming cremation and had put aside their anger at Veleda. He knew, however, that those feelings would return in time - and that was one of the reasons she had expressly told him and his Romans to stay away from the coming rite. This was a deeply personal event for the Novantae alone. Later, in the evening, would come the feasting and drinking in his honour and to that the Romans would be welcome - he would be welcome - but the cremation was for the Novantae alone. If he had attended, those angry wounds would be ignited and that outpouring of grief would flame up into violence, she had intimated. 
 
    He found himself drifting through the wide open agora of the settlement and for a moment, the market space made him lift up his gaze and let go of the thoughts roiling through him. The damp wind from the Sinus made him shiver a little and he looked up into the sky. The underbelly of the clouds almost seemed to press down on him while gulls wheeled and dived above, crying harshly like Gallic wives at a great harvest-fair. The tawdriness of Rerigonium fell over him again; it’s shabbiness and imminent collapse. Under that damp wind, lay a faint musky odour and a part of him wondered if it was not the decay of the Novantae itself which stained this place now. Their Rex was dying and with him was falling this Rerigonium. But that smell brought something else to him and the memory of it was unmistakable. It was a smell which piqued his curiosity. 
 
    On a whim, then, he turned to the biarchus commanding the small guard behind him. 
 
    “That scaffolding? Where is it from here?” 
 
    The dark face frowned a little back at him and pointed over to his left. “That way, Praefectus. Not far, I think.” 
 
    “Show me,” he commanded. 
 
    The walk was short and took him through a small warren replete with workshops and grain sheds - all denuded of life now. Shutters were closed and hangings sealed-off the interiors. One or two slaves scurried out of his path, looking back with wary faces. Again, he noticed a few with a Germanic cast - down-beaten men with dank golden hair and eyes the colour of an open sky. More than one bore battle-scars, he noted, and he remembered Veleda’s dark allusion to that seax as a gift from an arrogant Heruli.  
 
    “That’s it there, Praefectus,” grunted the biarchus near him. 
 
    They had emerged from the warren of workshops and sheds and stood now at the edge of one quarter of the settlement wreathed in high rough scaffolding. The area was blasted and ruinous and he turned then to the miles at his side.  
 
    “Can you smell it?” 
 
    The biarchus nodded back and threw him a humourless smile. “You’d have to be an addled beggar not to - no offense, Dominus . . .” 
 
    It was a heavy acrid smell which all milites of Rome knew: the smell of burning and wanton destruction. Now that he was this close, the evidence was obvious. He saw it in the scorched upright beams which still stood and the dark mottled earth underfoot. Fire had ravaged this area of the settlement and from the heaviness of the musty odour, he sensed that this fire had been recent. The high bars of the scaffolding obscured his vision however and so he moved forward deeper into the blasted area. 
 
    “With me, biarchus . . .” 
 
    It did not take him long to walk through the burnt ruins, framed now by wooden poles and beams, to reach the outer rim where the old settlement’s rampart lay. As he moved through the thin layer of ash underfoot he occasionally reached out a hand and brushed it against a charred pillar, sliding his fingers through the soot there. The musty odour thickened about him like an unseen cloak. Here, deep in the guts of it, up by the outer rampart - or what was left of it - he gained a better sense of the damage. The biarchus behind him grunted then and stared about while the other Barcarii fell back a little. 
 
     “You see it, too, Biarchus?” he asked, without looking at him. 
 
    The other nodded back. “ . . . This was no domestic accident, was it, Praefectus?” 
 
    “Why do you say that?” 
 
    “The blackened earth here is where the fire started. You can see that it engulfed the rampart and spread inwards - look, you can almost trace its path as it leapt from those wooden walls to the shed there behind it and then inwards from building to building,” he replied, pointing to the various features. 
 
    “Go on,” he urged. 
 
    The man paused a little and stepped away to gain a better perspective. “Yes, see, that structure there - a grain shed, maybe? It caught the full brunt of the fire from the rampart and went up violently - see how the dark earth about it flares out like a shadow. But the wooden beams are broken and twisted inwards. They fought then to bring it down and stop the fire spreading further, I think. But . . .” 
 
    “But they failed, didn’t they?” 
 
    The Biarchus walked further from him and looked back towards where the scaffolding ceased and the workshop buildings began. He nodded to himself and then turned back. “They did - that fire spread out here and then over there. They lost the battle with this grain shed despite knocking the beams inwards to curtail the flames.” 
 
    “They were fighting two battles, Biarchus,” he broke in and gestured to the charred ramparts behind him. 
 
    “Two? Ah, you mean whoever was assaulting the settlement, don’t you?” 
 
    “Yes. Whoever it was fired the ramparts here and then that fire gained a foothold inside the settlement. It caught that shed and then flared up viciously. All those defending the ramparts must have attempted to put out the fire while also holding the ramparts on either side. I think that hampered their efforts. They managed to demolish the shed here but not in time. Too many of them were still fighting, I think . . .” 
 
    He saw the Biarchus frown at that. “This is recent, Praefectus. That smell is still heavy. We have all stood in charred remains after a battle or siege to recognise it, eh?” 
 
    “We have. The scars of war are not easily hidden. The question is who was it that attacked here and why?” 
 
    “Word among the tavernae is that Veleda is grasping at whoever she can to hold on to power,” the other grunted in reply. “The wolves are circling, eh?” 
 
    He thought then on the Heruli and their arrival in the long-ships or keels and how they had offered alliance and he wondered on why she and Dabronus had not taken up that offer. The Heruli would have been a powerful ally against those ranging around the weakened throne of the Novantae. Perhaps too powerful. It would have been easy for those Germanic warriors to insinuate their way into the settlement and then eventually turn on them in one sudden blood-bath - perhaps even win others over with offers of land and status here. But who was to say that Ru and his Picts would not have done the same, he wondered? Why slaughter the Heruli and make the few survivors slaves here but then bribe the Picts with the offer of the Roman castrum at Arbeia? He was missing something here and now, as he stood amid the charred remains, and it felt like Rerigonium itself was mocking him. 
 
    “You think those Heruli did this, Praefectus?” 
 
    He sniffed a little and turned to face the biarchus. “If the Barcarii were assaulting this place from the Sinus, how would they affect that landing?” 
 
    The other laughed at that. “Easy, Praefectus! Hit them hard and from different angles. Assault the jetties and boat sheds to bottle up their galleys while landing the main force ashore outside the settlement to storm the ramparts. Twist their defenders one way and then the other. Break them up.” 
 
    That would make sense and was a tactic often used, he knew. As the defenders rushed to repel the assault from the Sinus, putting up those rope defences, attempting to get their war-galleys out into deeper water, ranging all their slingers and sagittarii along the docks to push back the in-coming galleys, another force would have slid ashore further down out of sight and marched hard to hit the ramparts on the flank. That sudden sortie was designed to either over-power the defenders with surprise or force enough of them to move to defend the new attack that it would weaken the numbers at the docks and allow the galleys to breach there. Was this what had happened here, he wondered? Had the Heruli slid their long ships ashore further down and then fallen upon the rampart here to torch it and divert the Novantae from holding the docks and floating round houses at the shores of the Sinus? 
 
    “And would the Barcarii have taken the settlement, Biarchus?” he asked, on a whim. 
 
    Something twisted in the dark face then and he saw the man shrug a little. “We always did, didn’t we? Even at the Tigris when Terentius fell, we still took that shore. It is what we did . . . Until . . .” 
 
    He looked down at the soot on his fingers and made to brush it off. “Until I arrived . . .” 
 
    The man looked at him and he saw the darkness deepen in him. The face was a mask now, an olive-coloured mask, the eyes remote and cynical. It shifted a little and the suspicion and distrust which had always greeted him returned to push him away, back to a past he abhorred and yet could not escape from. A past which saw him act the fatal orders of his emperor knowing it was dooming them all yet unable to resist it as he should have done. The scars of that act burned as if alive on him still, shaming him, wounding him. 
 
    “Mandates,” he began, sensing that he had no need to justify himself to such a lowly ranker but feeling a desperate urge to do so rising in him. 
 
    But the other cut him off with a look of contempt. “Always that cloak of evasion, eh, Praefectus. Always that, eh?” 
 
    He stood for a moment and stared hard at the Barcarius, holding the disgust in the man’s face, braving it - but then the tiredness in him rose up suddenly and all the ash underfoot and the acrid smell of burnt wood filling the ruin here enveloped him. He broke from that gaze and looked about as if seeking more answers all the while knowing none were to be found. The Biarchus was right. He knew that. His father had sensed that, too, and shamed him in front of the new emperor - appalled at what was happening to Nisibis thanks to the failure of Julian and his cursed expeditio down towards Ctesiphon. A failure laid indirectly at his own feet. 
 
    He had been a Tribune then; a Tribune of the glorious First Parthian Legion, surnamed Nisibena, raised by the Sacred Diocletian himself; a legion covered in renown and glory; first among those chosen to stand among the eagles and dragons of Rome. Pride had mantled his neck. Victories had been his. Renown had sat at his shoulders. His legion was the legion which guarded Nisibis and staved off the three great sieges begun by Shapur - the last of which had seen its former Tribune, Tigranus, fall at the walls, pierced through by Persian arrows - and he had stepped forwards to take up the mantle of command and fought so bravely that the Augustus Constantius himself had given him the Tribunate as a reward when others more worthy should have had that honour. Never had his father been more proud then.  
 
    Now that seemed like another age, a golden age - far off and more myth than it was lived history. Nisibis was gone. Julian was slain. The expeditio an abject failure. And his legion, the First Parthian, had been stripped from him and he had been demoted to the rank of Praefectus in the frontier troops and placed over the very numerus which he had confronted under orders from Julian - confronted and ordered to do the one thing which they refused to do. The one thing they were unable to do. But their beloved Terentius was recently dead. They were broken and in disarray. And he had held in his hands the express mandates from the Augustus - and so they had all caved in and the fires had begun and their world went up in endless flames; flames which burned him still . . . 
 
    “It seems that wherever I stand now, I stand in ash,” he said out loud, not caring that the Biarchus near him heard his words. 
 
    “We all do, Praefectus,” the other murmured back, holding his anger in check. “We all died a little at the Tigris that day - but you twisted that blade hard. We were breaking but you arrived and finished the job, all right.” 
 
    The words were blunt - callous almost - but he did not react to them. He could not challenge them for that Biarchus was right. They had been breaking under the night-time assault across the Tigris into the Persian defences. Their morale and fighting spirit had been shattered under that experience. They were still mourning the death of their beloved Praefectus. He remembered for a moment his arrival with the assault barcae and how his legion troops had disembarked in full battle-array, shields overlapping and spears thrust outwards, the dracos all angling forwards, snarling and hissing in triumph - and how they had swept past the shivering bodies of the Barcarii, all wrapped up in defeat and the sudden loss of nerve which the death of Terentius had brought to them. The awful glow of the burning barcae nearby gilded that scene and made the faces of the milites near him look pale and waxen, as if they were all about to melt even as he gazed in awe at the slaughter about him. That was when he had seen the weeping Naxios bent over the shattered body of his commanding officer. It was that image more than anything which brought home to him the horror which these Barcarii had endured in that night-time assault. But he had had little time to absorb it then as he rallied his legion officers to him and ordered them to storm the wicker and abbatis defences above them. 
 
    Only later, once the battle before Ctesiphon had been lost and Julian had ordered the retreat back to an imaginary rendezvous with Procopius and Sebastianus to the north, did he really begin to see the defeat of that night deep in the Barcarii. And to his shame he had ignored it and twisted that horror deeper into them and finally broken them of all honour or pride . . . 
 
    “I was nothing but the instrument of the Sacred Emperor,” he said then, knowing it was all lies and that self-disgust filled his voice. A great hollowness opened up deep inside him. 
 
    Turning, he walked out of the blackened copse of timbers with its ashen earth underfoot back into Rerigonium, not caring if the guards with their Biarchus fell in behind him. His world was always ruin now; ruin and loss. Nothing but a blackened scaffold echoing with a lost wind. He fought the urge to reach up and massage the pain burning him across that shoulder and took some poor solace in that minor victory. 
 
    The walk back to the landing jetties and docks was short but his mood darkened enough that by the time he emerged from the haphazard buildings the sight of the moored Liburnian galley and the two scaphae surrounded now with figures working on them did little to raise his spirits. The milites under Paternus were moving methodically over the long lean lines of the Sagitta, caulking the timbers with flax and then painting that fresh material a deep blue-green to blend it into the hull. Others were up among the rigging along the main yard-arm examining the ropes and hawsers there, testing them. He saw that the sail of leather was laid out now along the narrow deck and that others were cleaning it and repairing rents in it. The gnarled form of the Magister stood at the mast, kicking it with one foot and nodding while at his side the tiller-man, Atticus, was scratching his head. The old Celt laughed then and punched him lightly on the shoulder. 
 
    Nearby, he saw that Andronikas had the bulk of the First Maniple tending to the two assault craft also. The oars were laid out along the jetty and were being oiled while other Barcarii were down in the rowing benches and washing out the bilges with leather buckets of sea-water. The ropes and hawsers were coiled up and neat nearby. Both scaphae had vexilla fluttering from their masts now and these looked proud and imperial against the drudgery of Rerigonium, he thought, but that sight did little to lighten his mood. The Illyrian, Andronikas, was moving slowly among the Barcarii, overlooking their munera, nodding grimly. Nearby, he saw Aelian and Gallo notice his arrival and move up to join him. Both had shrugged off the elaborate sagum cloaks now and were clad in scale armour with their spathas slung over their shoulders.  
 
    He saw a little rise nearby in front of a mottled round-house and moved towards it, beckoning the latter two over to him. He dismissed the guards and was thankful when the biarchus simply turned away and vanished in among the mass of Barcarii about the scaphae. Up here on that rise he looked out over the dark waters of the Sinus. 
 
    “They will be gone a long time?” asked the young Tribune as they arrived and stood next to him. 
 
    “All day, I expect. The cremation will be done and then the ashes retrieved. The afternoon will see them inter those ashes in the hollow tumulus. They should return in the early evening as the sun is setting.” 
 
    Gallo nodded at that. “Good. Let them bury the bastard and then we can all leave in the morning and put this mess behind us.” 
 
    He sighed at that. “I wish it were that simple, Gallo.” 
 
    Aelian looked at him in surprise. “We are staying? After all this?” 
 
    “We have to, Tribune.” He looked at the young man and saw the confusion on his face. “This is a frayed cloth and too many threads are still unweaving about it. Heruli rowed into this Sinus and attempted to make a pact with the Novantae. They failed. The settlement was besieged and one quarter of it was burnt. The Picts under Ru were made allies and offered up a Roman castrum to seal an alliance - and now Cunomarus and his faction attempted to murder the wife of the Rex. If we left now, whatever foedus we have is nothing but mist.” 
 
    The tall veteranus snorted at that. “If we stay, we will be nothing but mist!” 
 
    “You think these Heruli stormed the settlement?” said Aelian, ignoring the other’s outburst. 
 
    He shook his head at that. That dark mood in him deepened into something more pessimistic. “I think Veleda is intimating that but have you seen the Germanic slaves here?” 
 
    “A few, yes. Why?” 
 
    “They are Heruli. Watch them the next time you see them. Watch their submissiveness, Aelian.” 
 
    “Their submissiveness - why?” 
 
    Gallo swore at that and gave him a wily look. “It is too soon - is that what you are hinting at?” 
 
    “I am, yes. That burnt quarter was recent. Go and have a look. Whoever attacked here and fired it during the assault did so recently. Less than a month, I suspect. What captured slave ever learns to be so submissive so soon, I wonder - especially a Germanic one?” 
 
    Aelian turned from him and looked out over the dark waters. He saw that the young face puckered up in confusion then. “If not the Heruli, who then? Not the Scotti - the Damnonii to the north, perhaps? Or the Selgovae?” 
 
    He shrugged at that. “Perhaps. But I think we should find out, don’t you? There is more going on here than we suspect. If we left now, we would still be in the dark and we all know that Fortune smiles on those who seize the day - not those who cower in the darkness.” 
 
    “To Hades with Fortune,” spat out Gallo. “She has fucked us enough times . . .” 
 
    He could not argue with that. The veteranus had seen his commander slaughtered and most of his century wiped out in the assault on Arbeia in the ensuing siege. He had no love or trust now for the people here. But Gallo did not understand the larger mosaic, he thought. Other forces were at work now - dark forces reaching down from the dim mountains to the north, beyond the tribes and clans scattered about the long farming lands and high pastures north of the Vallum. Forces seeded with Roman gold. He knew that made the foedus with the Novantae critical now, despite its fragility and its cynicism. It was something he knew Veleda needed also. And as for Cunomarus - he suspected that young warrior-prince had realised that if the Romans sealed their pact with Dabronus - and more importantly, Veleda - then his aspiration for the throne of the Novantae would evaporate like the mist on the Sinus here. That sudden ambush spoke of desperation - stupidity, almost. Gallo would not care for much of that. He was a frontier soldier - worn, scarred, and cynical. To him, all this was nothing but a bad smell to be washed away. He wanted to be back in the castrum or even better back at Castra Exploratorum where his numerus was based - back into a world or order and routine and away from politics and lies and evasions.  
 
    A part of him yearned for that also - but he knew that such a place was an illusion now. The words of Brennus had dispelled that and he could not go back into that place. 
 
    Smiling, he turned to Gallo. “Then it is about time we fucked Fortune in return, eh?” 
 
    Next to the veteranus, the young face of the Tribune almost blanched in shock to hear him blaspheme so openly. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The day wore on and the Barcarii of the First Maniple slowly finished off their munera aboard the assault craft. The oars were replaced back into their slots while the leather of the sails were hauled in and wrapped carefully about the yard-arm as the latter was stowed lengthways along the narrow decking. The dark green-blue paint of the hulls gleamed now in the low afternoon light. Nearby, the Sagitta rode high at the jetty looking as if she had only recently been commissioned into the navy of Rome. Her two great eyes painted at the prow on either side of the ramming embolos gleamed with a threatening lustre now and seemed to ward away any who dared challenge the Liburnian galley. 
 
    A heavy silence descended on the dock and jetties then as the afternoon settled over Rerigonium. It was a silence which was exacerbated by the emptiness of the settlement now that most of its inhabitants had moved eastwards up onto the high moors. Once the work on the ships had been finished and the milites and the Barcarii dismissed save for a guard detail, that emptiness became painfully evident. Rerigonium was an abandoned place populated only by the screech of the gulls overhead and the odd yapping of a dog scavenging through the piles of refuse nearby. The waters of the Sinus were high now and slapped against the wood piles of the jetties and the floating round-houses in a manner which only reinforced that silence. 
 
    To Flavius Sabinus, the stillness of that afternoon, its emptiness and silence, only aggravated his mood. The words of the Biarchus still rankled in him. Araxes had sensed the mood and had attempted to lighten it but he had just shrugged him aside and muttered something about waiting until the Novantae returned. Gallo and Aelian had drifted back to the long shed which was their billet now, leaving him alone. Twice he had inspected the guard detail about the docks which had been allocated to them, berating one Barcarius for the rust on his helmet and another for the loose iron tip on his spear. A third inspection would have been ridiculous and so he had fought the urge to distract himself and instead dismissed his escort and wandered a little away from the docks and up into the edge of that silence and emptiness. 
 
    Rerigonium stood before him, denuded of life, desolate almost - and he saw now how truly ruinous it was. Gallo had told him back at Arbeia that he thought the ‘Novantae’ meant ‘the New People’ in the old Celtic tongue - that these Novantae were interlopers who had been brought in to settle this land generations ago after its ancient inhabitants had been vanquished or driven away into exile. Veleda had intimated the same thing. Rerigonium, then, was something these Novantae had built to consolidate their hold on this new land; to claim it as theirs. As he stood there with the afternoon settling heavily over the place, he saw that much of the buildings had the unmistakable echo of Roman craftsmanship - yes, the buildings were all typically native ones, constructed using mud and wattle, heavily thatched, too. But as he looked closer he could see that the joints were well-done and evenly carved. There was a precision to them which told him that these were not done by native craftsmen but instead by Roman carpenters - legion troops most likely. Here and there, he noted the odd, almost-hidden, carving up among the exposed beams: an acanthus flower, trefoil leaves winding about an eave, the old Greek meander patterns across the lintel to a doorway. This ‘Palace of the King’, he realised then, was a Roman gift to the Novantae generations past. One that was old and decrepit now. Once it must have been a splendid construction which had sat gleaming here on the shore of the Sinus, part of the original foedus no doubt. But the Novantae had allowed it to age badly and let the buildings deteriorate. They existed in the largesse of a distant empire and he wondered if part of them resented that. This was not their own and they knew it. They lived on the indulgence of another and that indulgence was evident in the wood timbers and the carvings secreted all about them. 
 
    No wonder they had allowed it to decay - reflecting perhaps a little of the rot they felt in themselves as ‘New People’ here in this ancient land of an older now-lost tribe. 
 
    A low shout brought him out of his reverie and he turned to face the jetties and the long open grey waters of the Sinus. Even before the shout had faded away, the high piercing cry of a  tuba rose up and cut the air like a scythe. Its sudden cry brought the Barcarii tumbling out of the billet while others looked up from the scaphae. From his elevated position here in the settlement, he saw it in a heartbeat - 
 
    A war-galley was bearing down on Rerigonium. Broad oars were rising and dipping in an almost leisurely fashion while the mast was upright and its yard-arm was hung low from it, hanging a quarter sail. Foam curled up at the prow and the ripples from its passage through the Sinus fell away in long serrated waves. Small shields, neat and rectangular in fashion, crowded the bulwarks, brightly painted in the spirals and knotted-patterns favoured by the Celts here in the west. A high vexillum standard flared out from the upright mast, dark-red, marked by the image of what seemed like a stag, he thought, or some mythic creature whose head was wreathed in flaring tines. The war-galley was massive, more rounded than a Roman galley, with high sides of wood almost like a battlement and reminded him of some of the ships he had seen along the Gallic coast among the Veneti. It lacked a ram but the lines were solid and daunting. 
 
    For a moment, gazing on it, he felt a small tingle of relief coursing through him. As the tuba alarm faded away into the bustle of the Barcarii, he knew that here was something tangible. Something to grasp at. All the uneasy ruminations in him burned away like mist then. 
 
    Fighting the urge to break into a trot, he descended down towards the jetty, reaching around to settle the semi-spatha better across his shoulders. Figures were moving up towards him, strapping on helmets and taking their shields from the escorts near them. That war-galley was approaching with a confidence which surprised him and he wondered then on its intent. Already, figures were appearing up at its prow, looking out towards Rerigonium in expectation. He saw that the war-galley was no more than five stadia from the outer-edge of the docks and floating round-houses - and the sudden thought hit him then that without the Novantae here, the settlement was defenceless. There was no one to deploy those rope-barriers and hinder the landing. 
 
    Araxes arrived first, a faint gleam of sweat on his olive-brown face, as he settled the heavy Persian helmet over his head. He was smiling but that smile was cold, merciless even.  
 
    “Picts?” he asked, looking back out over the dark waters at the approaching galley. 
 
    Gallo and Aelian appeared with a small phalanx of Barcarii. About him, men were tending to their gear and armour with an efficiency which almost seemed routine.  
 
    He shook his head in response to the Primicerius’ question. “It is too soon, I think. If Galam and the other survivors made it back to their tribal lands, he would not have had enough time to muster other warriors and then sail here.” 
 
    Gallo nodded at that. “That is not a Pictish galley. They favour hide vessels. That is an ocean ship. Not Germanic, though, judging from that vexillum.” 
 
    “Numbers?” he asked, already calculating the size of the war-galley and the possible warriors held on board. 
 
    Gallo shrugged his broad shoulders. “Two hundred including the rowers . . .” 
 
    Araxes murmured agreement. “She’s a monoreme - fifty oars a side, I think. That leaves a hundred warriors on the decking. Perhaps less. The rest at the oars, I would say.” 
 
    Aelian frowned and adjusted the shield over his left arm. “Whatever you are going to do, Praefectus - you had better do it soon. That war-galley is oaring in fast.” 
 
    It was. The foam was high and broad at the prow betraying its speed through the waters of the Sinus. The high red vexillum stood out against the grey clouds like a smear of blood. Rerigonium could not be defended at the docks and jetties - he knew that. He also knew that if the war-galley beached or docked then all her complement would be able to debouch and storm ashore. That made only one decision viable. 
 
     “Order the scaphae out to intercept and engage, Araxes. Take command. On no account must it be allowed to land here or ashore along the Sinus. You understand?” 
 
    He smiled at that. “Are we grappling?” 
 
    “No - missiles only. Engage them but don’t board. Not yet.” 
 
    “We are baiting the boar, then,” the Persian nodded in reply. 
 
    “For what?” asked Aelian, confused. 
 
    He looked at the young face and smiled in an indulgent fashion. “For the Sagitta, of course . . .” 
 
    Araxes turned smartly about and strode back to the docks, calling out for Andronikas and the Centenarius under him. Already, the Barcarii were falling in among the benches and narrow decks of the two assault craft, strapping on armour and helmets, slotting the oval shields down along the bulwarks, lifting up the high oars in readiness for departure. Orders were being shouted out in harsh voices while he saw that the Ducenarius was already standing by the jetty, looking up at the approaching Primicerius and smiling in his usual grim Illyrian fashion. Nearby, figures were boiling about the Liburnian galley as Paternus emerged from the stern cabin and looked about, his craggy face frowning in uncertainty. 
 
    A tuba cried out and then one scapha and then the other shipped out and away from the pier, using the near-side oars to push the lean craft out into deeper water and free from the entangle of the floating round-houses. Barcarii fell in smartly along the vessels, some manning the rowing benches, while others snatched up sheaves of light javelins or readied the small horn-tipped bows. Tight shouts echoed the cry of the bucina and in moments both assault craft were knifing hard away from the pier, each one angling apart from the other. Dull light rippled from helmet rim  and shield boss. He saw Araxes up high towards the prow of the right scapha, with Andronikas alongside, while over on the other craft, the centenarius rose up and shouted out sharp orders to the rowers to pick up the pace. The latter was gesturing over to the far side of the incoming galley and suddenly the scapha banked hard and veered even further out and away from it. Deep ripples spread out in its wake and lapped violently into the piles and wood of the pier. Like hunting hounds, both assault craft left the confines of the dock area and slipped fast into the deeper waters of the Sinus, each one angling to either side of the approaching ship. 
 
    “Are we putting out, Praefectus?” shouted Paternus, striding down the wide deck of the Liburnian as the milites about him swarmed along the length of the galley. The canvas wrappings about the ballistae were yanked off and the two artillery pieces were swivelled about in readiness. Figures vanished into the depths of the galley and within moments, the long, wide-bladed, oars were shipped out on the free-side, ready to manoeuvre the vessel clear of the long pier. Others were clambering along that jetty, cutting the ropes with heavy axes and pulling aboard the gang-planks. The two massive tiller-arms of the rudders were being unloosed and swung out to be dropped once the galley was free.  
 
    “Sabinus?”  
 
    He reached the last gang-plank and looked up into the craggy features of the Magister. The latter was staring down at him, waiting for orders, an impatient frown on his brow. Already, he was reaching up and pulling the heavy mail coif over his head. 
 
    Boarding the ramp, he called up, “How long to put out?” 
 
    Paternus shrugged at that. “We need to manoeuvre carefully out of this tangle here - but not long -” 
 
    Before he could add any more detail, Atticus shouted out from the rear of the Liburnian. His voice was urgent, alarmed. 
 
    “Magister! That galley is turning about!” 
 
    “Horse-shit!” Paternus turned from him and vanished. 
 
    He broke into a run up the gang-plank and pushed through the milites on board. Everything was a chaos of movement about him as tall lanky figures dashed past him, readying the Sagitta for disembarkation. In moments, however, he found himself up at the stern by one of the two steering blades, looking out into the Sinus. Paternus grunted at him and pointed out at the war-galley.  
 
    It was wallowing a little in confusion, he saw - and that surprised him. The oars were biting hard into the dark waters, dragging the high vessel low into the Sinus and slowing it down. Figures were straining at the single thick tiller and twisting it out so that the thick prow was turning about now, dipping a little, shelving to one side. That high red vexillum drifted down slightly and seemed to sag. 
 
    “She’s turning about - fuck it!” sword the old Celt in an angry voice. 
 
    Already, the two assault craft were arrowing out into the waters of the Sinus, angling away from each other, the oars rising and falling in smart, disciplined, waves. He saw the light gleaming from the Helios images on the shields all along the narrow bulwarks now and heard the faint commands drifting back on the wind. Both scaphae were lean and vicious-looking against the hard outline of the war-galley ahead of them - eager Seleukid hounds against a powerful, thick-set, boar, he thought. But what really struck him was the attitude of that galley in contrast to the assault craft - it was foundering in confusion, he thought. Those oars were dipping and pulling into the waters and slowing the vessel down even as men strained against the heavy tiller to turn the prow about. He heard faint cries drifting back from that ship - cries of alarm. 
 
    He found himself leaning forwards then and gripping the wooden rail of the bulwark. “That ship is not attacking, Paternus.” 
 
    “Not attacking - then what in Hades is it doing?” 
 
    “Get this Liburnian out as fast as you can - you hear me, Paternus? Ship out as if all the Furies are after you.” 
 
    The Magister nodded once and turned away from him, shouting out loud commands to those about him. He felt the deck quiver slightly underfoot and sensed the rattle of oars below him. Somewhere in the dark benches were even now filling up with hunched figures. He heard a pipe pick up and its notes were urgent, strident even. 
 
    Ahead, the war-galley had dragged itself to a halt in the waters and now one long bank of oars was rising up backwards even as the other was digging in deep. A few oars had misjudged the swing and were crabbed now in the churning water. He could see that slowly the vessel was turning about and he was struck by how swiftly - despite its size - it was managing to bring its blunt prow around and away from the settlement. Figures were running down the length of the vessel and readying arms. The small rectangular shields were being plucked up from the bulwarks and slung across arms and backs. In alarm, he saw that the yard-arm was now being hauled aloft on thick halyards and that the wide leather sail trailed down from it. Ropes were snapping at that yard-arm. The war-galley was heeling hard over in response. 
 
    The wind - 
 
    “Paternus,” he called out, “She’s putting on full sail!” 
 
    The old Celt glanced up and sniffed uneasily in response. “She’ll have the edge, then, Praefectus. That wind is coming off the moors behind us.” 
 
    In alarm, he saw that neither the scaphae ahead, rowing hard out into the waters of the sinus, nor the Liburnian would be able to use that wind in time. The masts on both assault craft were down and laid lengthways along the narrow deck while near him the mast was raised but the long yard-arm was down with the leather sail stowed up and around it like a wrap. For a heartbeat, he felt the wind whipping through the cordage about him and knew that it was strong and full. 
 
    He looked at Paternus then and the urgency in him must have galvanised the Magister - for the latter spun about and shouted out in his rough voice to raise the yard-arm. Milites responded with oaths and hard curses then but he saw that the long heavy oak beam was lifted up and its halyards uncoiled with a precision which impressed him. The cords about the leather sail were cut loose. Hard shouts warned all aboard the deck and then with a shout a dozen bare-backed figures heaved and grunted - swinging that yard-arm up and around so that it lay perpendicular to the line of the galley. Someone laughed at the madness of the move while others scrambled to avoid that sudden twist. Others fell to on the long halyards and braced to haul that yard-arm aloft. One stumbled uneasily as the Liburnian picked up speed suddenly and the oars dug now into the deeper waters to pull the Sagitta free from the last of the floating round-houses. 
 
    “I want that yard-arm up now!” shouted Paternus, allowing them no respite. “Get ready to braid that sail - three quarters, you hear me? Three-quarters length!” 
 
    Men nodded in response and worked that yard-arm harder. The effort was hampered by the rolling and dipping of the galley now that it breasted into the deeper waters of the Sinus. Foam crashed over the high up-curved prow.  
 
    He looked at the frowning face of the Magister. “Paternus?” 
 
    The craggy features remained frozen in concentration. The words which came back were harsh. “That’s a subsolanus wind, Praefectus. Straight out of the east. Those are always hard winds. That war-galley has the advantage now.” 
 
    The yard-arm was rising slowly up the length of the mast, the halyards tight and quivering under the strain, while the bulk of the sail fell from it, snapping a little now as the wind fell into it. The braids woven through that leather hummed in response. 
 
    Ahead, he could see that the war-galley had turned about. Her own sail was full now, billowing out in response, while the rowers down both sides had the measure of the beat and were pulling the galley hard out into the long Sinus even as the east wind - this subsolanus - took up that momentum and lifted it even higher. In frustration, he saw that the two scaphae were angling too far abreast and were only now beginning to turn in and knife towards the fleeing war-galley. Neither vessel, he sensed, would be able to catch her though. Despite being fast and nimble in the waters, the rowers would only be able to manage that exertion for so long and he knew that they would tire before either vessel could catch up with that war-galley. 
 
    “Can we gain on them?” he asked, not looking back at the Magister nearby. 
 
    He heard him grunt in a non-committal manner. “Depends . . .” 
 
    “Curse you, be specific!” 
 
    Paternus laughed darkly at that and stepped up to his side. “It’s all about seamanship, Praefectus. That war-galley has the advantage. Look - she’s already put on full sail and has a heading out of the Sinus now. She has the wind at her back and those oars are working well. See?” 
 
    He glanced behind him and saw that the yard-arm was up now but that the halyards were still being secured. The high oaken spars of the yard-arm quivered and sagged a little. A figure up at the tip of the mast was working those ropes with a frantic look on his face - half concentration and half madness. Sweat beaded his brow. 
 
    He made a decision then - one that he knew was a gamble. “Paternus, signal the scaphae. Bring them alongside now.” 
 
    “They won’t be able to keep pace with us, Praefectus -” objected the old Celt but he cut him off. 
 
    “I know - signal them now.” 
 
    The high cry of a tuba cut through the shouts aboard the Liburnian and in response to that rallying cry both assault craft swung in and fell back towards the galley. In moments, they were within shouting range and he called out to Araxes as the latter leaned out over the railings. 
 
    “Stand to, Primicerius! Have the Barcarii fall back and defend Rerigonium. You understand?” 
 
    The Persian’s face puckered up in concentration then. “You are pursuing?” 
 
    He nodded back. “If we can, yes!” 
 
    “You don’t have enough men aboard - that galley has over two hundred fighting men. Allow us to come aboard - you need the Barcarii!” 
 
    He put up a hand to block that suggestion. “No time, Araxes - fall back. That is an order.” 
 
    He saw that the Persian frowned then and glanced out towards where the war-galley was. Already, it had pulled ahead and was picking up speed and moving back into the deep water in the middle of the Sinus. The long red vexillum was trailing it, whipping hard from the following wind. The words which reached him then were calm but edged with alarm. “If it turns in deep water, you will lose that battle, Flavius Sabinus . . .” 
 
    He shrugged and smiled a little in return, not used to seeing such care on his friend’s face. “I have something they don’t have: Paternus . . .” 
 
    The Magister nearby grunted at that and swore under his breath. “That’s a poor throw of the dice, indeed!” 
 
    Both scaphae were slowing now as the commands to up oars were being shouted out. All along the decks, Barcarii were looking up as if waking from a dream. He saw that Andronikas had moved up along the narrow deck to stand next to Araxes. The blunt face was frowning. 
 
    “We could follow  . . .” the Illyrian shouted up. 
 
    He shook his head in reply. “Hold Rerigonium. Wait for the Novantae to return. You understand, Ducenarius?” 
 
    The latter nodded in return and then shouted out commands to reverse course. The far-side oars dipped in response and slowly the long thin assault craft swung outwards and fell back. He saw Araxes looking at him, his face cold and distant - and he fought the urge to shout out some encouragement to him; to reassure him. Glancing over his shoulder, he saw that the second scapha was also falling back into the churn of the Liburnian, dipping and wallowing a little in its wake. The Centenarius in command had turned his back and he was walking slowly down the narrow deck, shouting out orders to turn about and head for the docks. A few rowers were looking up at him, their faces blank and remote. 
 
    He took a step back from the bulwark. A great snap of leather fell over him and he felt the Liburnian tense underfoot then as the wind finally lifted up the galley and urged it forwards. On either side, both scaphae fell back with startling speed. Only Araxes remained looking up at him, frowning a little, his mouth open as if to say something - but no words came to him as the Liburnian pulled him away from the assault craft. 
 
    “This will be wolf against boar, Praefectus,” muttered the old Celt at his side, a grim smile on his worn features. He saw him reach up and adjust that mail coif about his head. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    What followed was as frustrating as it was labourious. The war-galley ahead had the advantage of distance while the Liburnian following hard behind had a little edge in terms of speed but was far in the rear. The Sagitta was gaining but it was slow and almost imperceptible. More an illusion than anything else. Milites up along the prow cursed and spat over the edge in frustration, their cloaks whipping hard about them as they stared at the distant bulk of the war-galley ahead. To Sabinus, standing now with them, he saw that it had put on full sail and the dark wide leather was out now, bulging free from the tall mast. Looking back, he saw that the Liburnian’s own sail was only at three-quarter’s length - the rest braided up along the bottom of the leather. A cold wind whipped past him, razor-edged with salt.  
 
    Paternus had turned to him then and warned him that full sail under this following wind would have pushed the prow of the Liburnian into the foam and dragged her down a little. The more she lifted up out of the water, the more speed she put on. Too much sail was a bad thing. The war-galley ahead however was a heavier vessel, stout and high-sided. Not being so narrow and lean meant that such a drag would have no effect on her.  
 
    The Magister had put a hand on his shoulder then and advised him to wait and see. 
 
    The afternoon light darkened while above the heavy clouds seemed to sink down on him. The air was cold and he shivered into the sagum cloak, feeling the weight of the scale corselet about him. He fought the urge to twist under it, to make it more comfortable, and instead stood and watched and felt the afternoon fade slowly into the dull, monotonous, light of early evening. Everything about him settled down into one long routine of slow, even, rowing to the pipes below the deck. The blades flashed up, sparkling with  foam, while the wind snapped and bit at the wide leather sail to his back. Everything aboard the Liburnian was tight and trimmed now, heavy with anticipation, even as the damp and the cold fell over everyone on-board. 
 
    Ahead, that war-galley moved out into the wider reaches of the Sinus, its high sail wide and full. Her own oars were even and tight as they rowed it deeper out. The long moor to the east fell away while the shore-line to the west faded into a low mist which seemed to creep down from an unseen land full of bracken and wild hawthorn. Long slow ripples from both vessels spread out and vanished into the far waters near both shores. 
 
    After a time, he turned to Paternus. “ . . . We will lose them in the darkness before we catch up with them . . .” 
 
    The Magister did not look back at him but simply shrugged. “Nothing is certain on the sea, Praefectus . . .” 
 
    A shout from one of the milites up at the prow made him look back out.  
 
    The war-galley was turning slowly now ever so slightly. He could see that the single tiller was pushing hard into the waters at the stern. The vessel was no more than four stadia ahead but it felt that the distance had not decreased since they had begun the pursuit.  
 
    “Interesting . . .” 
 
    “Paternus?” 
 
    The other gestured out into the fading light. “They’re gaining water out of the Sinus now, see? That’s the sea beyond them - and they are not running deep into it. Those bastards are turning southwards - along the shore there.” 
 
    “Not from the north then?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Those are Scotti, I swear. Hibernian horse-shits!” 
 
    That made no sense, he thought. Everything he had been told about the Scotti pointed to them being nothing but settlers and opportunists - small bands of raiders who slipped in and grabbed land where they could. This war-galley was something else - something royal. He could see that in the proud vexillum which fluttered from the mast and the high stout lines of the vessel. These were not raiders but something else entirely. 
 
    “You are sure?” he asked. 
 
    The latter nodded in his fierce fashion. “If they hold that course, they will sail for an hour or so and then break westwards where the Hibernian Sea is the narrowest here. They are running for home. You mark my words.” 
 
    “We can’t follow them into those waters?” 
 
    “No - it’s a short crossing but darkness will fall. They will know the waters and I don’t. We will be at their mercy.” 
 
    “We beat the bush then,” he said - and gestured out towards the open water directly ahead of them. 
 
    Paternus frowned at that. “Beat . . ?” 
 
    He smiled back at him. “If we want to drive a prey in towards where the hunting party is waiting, we beat the bush with slaves. We drive it in a certain direction. You understand?” 
 
    “You want to drive it away from the west?” 
 
    “It’s turning southwards,” he urged, pointing out to where the war-galley was slowly turning now. “It will expect us to follow, yes? Instead, sail out deeper to the west, flank it there. Hem it in and force it ever southwards. You see?” 
 
    The Magister sighed heavily and looked up into the dark heavens above him. “That might work - we have the wind. If that cursed war-galley is running for home waters, it will hug the coast for safety and then break hard westwards, out into deep water. If, however, we overshoot now . . .” 
 
    “We bracket it between that shore to the south and ourselves.” 
 
    He saw that Paternus was nodding now, agreeing with him. “Eventually, it will have to move to engage us - to get past us. That is what you are thinking, isn’t it?” 
 
    “The boar always turns at the last - the trick is to make it turn on your ground and not its.” 
 
    “Very well, Praefectus - this is your hunt, not mine . . .” 
 
    He shouted out orders to maintain course and slowly he saw that the war-galley ahead fall a little away from them towards the left and the dim shore with the mist there. A certain softness seemed to envelope it then as it brushed into the outer edge of that mist. Only the long red vexillum appeared to remain rooted in this world - a smear of colour against that soft furze of light. 
 
    Slowly, the Liburnian pulled out into the deeper waters and began to move abeam of the war-galley to the left of them. Paternus ordered all the rowers to stay at the benches and bend to the oars while he kept a watchful eye on the heavy canvas of the sail behind him. The wind was strong and constant though and soon the Sagitta was pulling past the receding outline of the Hibernian galley even as the latter seemed to drift deeper into that mist and the unseen shore within it. 
 
    For a moment, he felt that all those aboard that war-galley hesitated once they realised that the Roman vessel was not following them but was instead moving hard out into deeper waters - into the sea itself and away from the coast-line. It seemed as if that war-galley shivered a little and hung there at the edge of the mist, deliberating, but he knew that was nothing but an affectation of his mind. In moments, it faded deeper into the mist save for that tear of red in it. He felt the long shape of the Liburnian shiver then as it bit into the deep waters of the sea and finally broke free of the tidal waters behind him. He looked back briefly and could barely make out the settlement - let alone the small outlines of the scaphae. 
 
    Now the dim light of early evening was falling over them all like a shroud. The wind was cold and brisk, humming through the taut cordage without let, and he felt an icy chill overtake him as he stood up at the prow with Paternus. Glancing back along the length of the Liburnian, he realised that barely fifty milites crewed about the deck - some at the tillers, more at the two ballistae, with the rest at the ropes and bulwarks. All were armed with axes and knives and a mess of missile weapons: javelins, bows, slings. A few even carried the small arcuballista. Those not working the ropes had settled in now along the outer railings, crouching down, wrapped up in heavy cloaks, waiting. Apart from the deep chant below-deck among the rowers and the pipes which accompanied them, the Liburnian seemed to him to be strangely peaceful almost - but he knew that was an illusion. 
 
    He wondered then on the folly of what he was doing. Yes, the Liburnian carried more men aboard in total than the war-galley ahead but most of them were at the oars. If that war-galley came about and attempted to attack them, it would have more men on deck than Paternus would have - double, he suspected. And the sides of that vessel were higher also - giving them an advantage when it came to that first initial missile engagement. Their javelins and arrows would rake the deck here in a merciless rain. Their own volleys in return would thud into the high bulwarks or overshoot, he realised.  
 
    A thought struck him suddenly and he faced the Magister. “When was the last time you used that ram on a ship’s hull?” 
 
    “The embolos?” asked the latter, smiling a little. “Never.” 
 
    “You have drilled with it, though?” A cold knot was forming in the pit of his stomach. 
 
    The smile on that craggy face widened. “A few times - the last a year or more ago. I think we missed and overshot somewhat, if I remember . . .” 
 
    The knot hardened suddenly. “This is a Liburnian galley -” 
 
    “Which has faced nothing but light raiding vessels or curucis, Praefectus. What exactly do you think sails out here that needs ramming?” 
 
    In frustration, he pointed deep in to the mist on his left flank and the dim outline of the war-galley.  
 
    “That!” 
 
    Paternus scowled at him. “I doubt the ram would have much impact on that, Praefectus. Those beams are oak and pine. That is a heavy vessel - an ocean vessel. We would scrape it and then slide off, I suspect. No, our advantage is speed and manoeuvrability. Ramming that would leave us vulnerable to their return fire.” He laughed then. “Don’t worry, Flavius Sabinus - they have numbers but we have the deep sea here and all the leisure it brings!” 
 
    “Leisure? I don’t -” 
 
    “They are working the shallows - sail and oars together. It is a tough course to follow and will demand all their strength now. I expect they are hoping to out-run us southwards and have manned all their oars. That’s a hundred exhausted warriors who will be no good in a fight. We have the sea now and can allow the wind to work for us and use the oars in relays. Fifty on and then off. Another fifty on - and so on. When we all finally bring our prows about to engage, we will have the advantage in numbers and strength. They will be exhausted, you mark my words!” 
 
    He was not convinced, however.  
 
    Frowning, he looked back out into the distant mist and its unseen coast. The low sun to the west was lighting that grey bank up in a vivid crimson fire now and the shadow of the war-galley with its proud vexillum seemed to catch that fire and gleam as if alive. Sparks flashed from its prow as it drove hard through the shallow waters and it struck him then - this curious commingling of fire and water - as if the matter of the universe itself were battling before his very eyes. 
 
    “You seem certain, Paternus. I wish I had that in me. You’ve seen these vessels before?” 
 
    “Not often - but yes, I have,” grunted the other in reply. “Trust me, ramming that is a thankless task. It would take more than a single strike to breach that hull. Those are built for the deep ocean here about Britannia. It’s a trading vessel and a war vessel - and more. I doubt there are more than a handful of them here in the western seas.” 
 
    “And it sails into the Sinus with that vexillum flying high . . .” 
 
    “Remind you of anyone?” asked the old Celt, looking at him pointedly. 
 
    “Too much,” he replied. “But the Scotti are nothing but raiders. Isn’t that right?” 
 
    “Usually, yes. So what would bring a royal prince of the Hiberni out into Novantae waters?” 
 
    “The same thing which brought us,” he muttered darkly in return. “Except it didn’t foresee Roman vessels in those waters and promptly turned about in alarm.” 
 
    “One only flees from an enemy, Praefectus.” 
 
    “Since when has the ally of my ally been my enemy?” he asked him. 
 
    The ancient face of the lost god which was Paternus seemed to fade a little then and retreat into unseen shadows. The words which followed were grim and harsh. 
 
    “ . . . When that ally is not your ally at all . . .” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FOUR 
 
     
 
    And All Along the Mournful Coast, The Gods Weep . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It broke finally from that low mist as the sun set far out in a wash of deep fire. 
 
    Purple shadows and darkness wreathed it and the waters below it churned about in high, bitter, waves. It turned hard and was bearing out of the flaming mist with a speed which took Flavius Sabinus by surprise. The oars rose up and fell with startling precision and for a moment he thought on what Paternus had said about their tiredness and felt that Fortune was mocking him again. Shadowed figures seemed to crowd about the high thick prow and he saw the gleam of arms as if they were fresh from the forge itself and still glowing with those fires. 
 
    For one long moment, everyone aboard the Sagitta looked on as if waking from a dream. A few stirred and raised their heads up from a swaddle of cloak but most simply stared. Even Paternus, still standing at his side, remained silent, brooding almost. The wind hummed through the ropes nearby while underneath the murmur of the rowers seemed distant - more illusion now than anything else. He stood on a slumbering vessel lulled into an uneasy peace even as that war-galley turned about and emerged from the flaming mist. 
 
    “Paternus . . .” 
 
    “I see it. Your boar has turned, Praefectus. I expect you wish you had your Barcarii now, eh?” 
 
    In truth, he could not deny that. As he stood there and saw the war-galley bearing fast down upon them, he found himself fervently wishing that the scaphae would appear to flank it and assail it with a barrage of missiles. Once that deck was awash with blood and ruin, those nimble assault craft would slide in and the Barcarii would swarm aboard using harpagos and ropes to wreck a bloody carnage on the survivors. Instead, now, he stood aboard a Liburnian galley which seemed impossibly fragile in comparison to the heavy vessel before them - one that might be smashed into splinters despite the latter having no ram. Or at best, be over-powered by warriors leaping down from its high bulwarks and prow behind a wave of deadly spears and darts. 
 
    The Sagitta quivered a little then underfoot and he reached out to grip the railing before him. 
 
    “It’s going to plough past us with that following wind and drive straight on to the west,” murmured Paternus, as if to himself. He saw the old Celt nod a little and then turn to face Atticus nearby at the tiller. He pointed hard at the emerging Hibernian vessel. The little figure of the gubernator was slumped as if asleep over the heavy tiller board. “Wake up, you horse-shit. Get ready to sheer off on my command. You understand?” 
 
    Atticus blinked awake and grinned back. “Always, Magister. Your tactics have never been that complicated.” He whistled over to the other gubernator, Bellarus, to rouse him also. 
 
    “It’s getting closer, Paternus . . .” His own voice was barely a whisper. 
 
    “I can see that, Flavius Sabinus.” 
 
    The Liburnian drifted to a slow halt in the deep waters then, presenting its left flank to the oncoming vessel, almost as if inviting it in. The oars on both sides rested down in the waters while above the sail was braided up to the yard-arm, the ropes humming and snapping with the effort. Harsh commands rang out along the galley and Paternus turned from him then and strode down the deck. All about, milites raised themselves out of a fitful slumber and started up, gripping weapons and heaving the oval shields about in readiness. Only a few wore iron helmets, he noticed - the rest were content to wear nothing but thick felt caps or go bare-headed. It was then that he saw men move up to the two ballistae and ready those artillery pieces. Each one had a small bronze bucket placed at its feet and fire glowed in it. Large wicker baskets full of iron-tipped bolts stuffed with flax soaked in pitch were dumped alongside the pieces. Already, figures were spinning back the levers to load the weapons. 
 
    Distant shouts reached him and he could see now that the war-galley had a phalanx of warriors all crowding up by that massive prow. Shields bristled there, giving it a wild and mythic look while the long red vexillum streamed out behind them, glorious and defiant. He could see that the oars were moving fast now and that foam sparkled from the blades as they rose up in tight waves. The low murmur of a deep rhythmic shout reached him.  
 
    The Liburnian quivered a little in response and seemed to settle lower into the water, small and desperately fragile in comparison to the advancing war-galley ahead. The fire of that sunset behind them flared up along its length like an augur of victory. 
 
    “ . . . Paternus . . .” 
 
    “Patience, Praefectus - you had the hunt but I have the fight now . . .” 
 
    More commands were being shouted out nearby but the details were lost to him. The sight of the war-galley bearing down on him captivated him. A small part wondered if that vessel was coming for him alone and that all those aboard the Sagitta were merely caught up in this coming battle, incidental to it all. He was the target and bounty here. 
 
    It was then that Paternus roared out a command to fire. 
 
    Two fire-bolts streaked out like dragons, searing the dying light, almost ripping it apart, and tore violently into the wide leather sail of the war-galley. Mocking shouts echoed back. 
 
    Already, the ballistae crews were reloading even as the old Celt turned to them and shouted out encouragement. Another salvo sped out, flaming through the air - and again both fire-bolts ripped into the sail. One hung there, caught up in a mess of brails, smoke flaring up from it. The mocking shouts which had drifted over to him changed in tenor then and now men were calling out in alarm. He saw figures rush back from the prow and move up to the wooden blocks along the bulwark where ropes and cords kept that sail up high against the mast. The war-galley was less than a hundred paces from them now. 
 
    “One more salvo, you hear, lads? One more!” 
 
    Again, there was a whoosh of fire and trailing smoke past him and again those bolts hit hard into the leather of the sail. Flames were rippling now along the edges and one gaping hole widened suddenly from that last impact. More figures were scrambling about the ropes and he saw that sail slacken suddenly and became inert as if someone had cut an unseen cord. Divested now of that eastern wind, the war-galley dipped a little in its speed and seemed to slow down. The oars rose up and he heard distant shouts urge them on even harder. 
 
    That war-galley was going to hit them hard and push past them, he sensed, to make a run into the west and the fading light. Foam boiled up from the prow and tumbled backwards, a wild crashing chorus to the speed of the war-galley. And he saw that the foam was stained with blood from the sunset behind him. Blood floated the vessel while fire rippled up that mast. 
 
    Everything about him seemed to slow down then. Pain rose up along his right shoulder but it moved like warm oil. The waters below him roiled and seethed as if made from honey, the waves undulating and sliding into each other with an intimacy which fascinated him. The trailing smoke on the air from the ballistae salvos unravelled away like the black breath of an unseen giant. He found himself looking down at the long bank of oars resting now in that slow honeyed water below as they trembled and shivered, gripped by unseen hands. He breathed in and then out and that breath seemed like an eternity as he stood there and felt the Hibernian vessel bear down upon them.  
 
    It rose up above him like a titan, impossibly close and absolute, sparks flashing from the weapons bristling all about that magnificent prow - 
 
    And an old god roared out from the darkness then. 
 
    That sudden roar galvanised everything about him and as if on a wild impulse the Liburnian shook itself and all the oars shot up, flashing with foam, waters cascading from them. He felt the galley shake itself and a vast tremour speed through the timbers beneath him. Paternus was roaring out something but the words were lost to him - then the oars fell back down into the churning waters below and bit hard. The Sagitta shivered in response and slid forwards, dipping a little into the sea, the ram and prow falling downwards. Again, the oars rose up, glistening and magnificent, the blades swivelling neatly, shaking off the water, before plunging down once more. The high strident notes of the pipes cut through the muffled shouts below and gilded the air about him. Ahead, the Hibernian vessel was bearing hard down on them, figures up at the prow, crowded about with shields and spears, some yelling obscenities while others hunkered in behind those square-shaped shields to wait the awful collision. 
 
    The Sagitta quivered again and then shifted suddenly as if released from a long cord. Propelled by both banks of oars, she leapt forwards and cut through the water like a blade through silk. The cordage thrummed with that movement while all along the deck milites scrambled to duck in behind the bulwark or the two cabins, raising their shields high above them - and he stood and stared as the Liburnian darted forwards. With a speed which surprised him, the Liburnian slid ahead, rising up high now, foam crashing over the up-turned, curving, prow and then began to arc deftly about the left side of the war-galley. He saw Atticus and the other tiller-man heaving hard on those tillers, straining, sweat cascading over their faces, while Paternus roared out again and again, though what those words were he could not make out - more grunts than sense, he felt. 
 
    Then the Hibernian war-galley was falling past their stern as the Sagitta slid about it in a tight curve. For one moment, he looked up and saw the warriors aboard that vessel gaping down at them in surprise - cheated of their victory - even as they tumbled backwards along the high deck to follow the arc of the Liburnian. A few desultory spears were hefted at them but fell astern as the Liburnian picked up momentum now. The oars rose and fell then with startling speed to barely skim the water below.  
 
    The tenor of that voice near him changed and he saw Paternus hold up one gnarled fist before bringing it down in a savage gesture.  
 
    “Now! Now, you fucking horse-shits!” 
 
    A great rattle of oars rippled along the Liburnian then and both banks vanished like mist into the underbelly of the vessel.  
 
    “Atticus - hard at it! Hard, you hear?” 
 
    He saw the little gubernator brace his feet and lean with all his strength into the steering tiller, pushing it, straining into it.  
 
    What happened next was sudden and decisive. As the oars vanished into the bowels of the Liburnian, he saw the narrow prow ahead swing about and dart in towards the passing flank of the war-galley. It dipped a little and he felt that opposing vessel lift up ahead of him - a great massive flank of oak and pine towering over him like a city wall. Figures were running down the length of the decking shout and cursing. Smoke still smouldered from the leather canvas which was sagging and useless now. That wall encompassed his gaze and seemed to rise up to block the heavens themselves from him. 
 
    “Bellarus!” 
 
    That one name changed everything then. A grunt behind him signalled another swift response and before he knew what was happening, the Liburnian twisted a little outwards, away from the massive wall of the war-galley, to rake along that flank, brushing it, caressing it almost. Something snapped hard sending a shiver through the Sagitta and before he knew what was happening, the iron-tipped embolos of the Liburnian was sheering down the oars on the war-galley, splintering them into pieces, shattering them with a speed with stunned the Hibernians above him. Splinters flew up into the air and seemed to rain down on him. Oar after oar was smashed apart then as the Liburnian raked down the entire length of the war-galley, gutting the oars on that flank, shattering them all apart. Then the stern was falling past the other vessel and Paternus roared out more commands. 
 
    In response, the oars slid out, hard and fast, to bite down into the waters. Both tiller-men pulled hard and moved the steering-boards outwards. In moments, the Liburnian was angling about, falling abeam of the war-galley, that ram cutting through the churning waters as if crossing a victory line at the chariot races. For one moment, he felt that the Liburnian hung, suspended in the water, quivering with that sudden raking attack - and again the ballistae near him roared into life. Two flaming bolts sped out and exploded hard against the timbers up about the war-galley’s single heavy steering board. A figure toppled over-board, screaming, wreathed in fire, to vanish with startling speed beneath the waves. 
 
    The Liburnian seemed to gather itself then and surged forwards, arcing about the other side of the Hibernian vessel, splitting the water apart with obscene ease. 
 
    Ahead, that war-galley trembled and appeared to slow and dip that ravaged flank down into the wreckage-strewn waters. The remaining bank of oars rose up unevenly and were pulled in amid panicked shouts. Water streamed from them. Paternus was shouting out more orders now as the Liburnian hove in closer to the war-galley and again the oars vanished with a speed which seemed impossible to him. Now the Sagitta was bearing down along the other flank, sliding in, almost caressing it. 
 
    “Wait!” shouted out the old Celt grimly, one hand held up and clenched white now. “Wait, you horse-shits!” 
 
    He looked back at Paternus, frowning, fascinated by the sudden energy which galvanised the old Celt now. That craggy face was alive - animated with a passion he had never seen on him before - and the strength in his voice dominated everything on board the galley. And again that image of an old statue half-hidden in the recesses of a forgotten temple came back to him - only now that temple was afire with worship and that statue had leaned forwards into that glow and looked somehow reborn. 
 
    “ . . . Wait . . .” 
 
    His hand quivered in the air, tense and expectant. 
 
    Something shifted ahead of him and he turned back, half-sensing an attack - a wave of falling Scotti warriors leaping from that war-galley - but instead what he saw was the massive side of the vessel tilting deeply down towards the Liburnian as the latter skimmed along its length. That war-galley dipped back towards them as a natural reaction to the tilting downwards on that oar-shattered side and he sensed then what Paternus was waiting for. Its right flank settled deep into the water exposing the whole length of the deck and all the tumbled figures scattered now along it.  
 
    The next word from the Magister was barely a whisper: “Now.” And that hand fell down in one hard chopping motion. 
 
    Milites all about him rose up then, hurling their javelins, shooting arrows, working the small vicious arcuballista, sending a wave of iron-tipped death deep into the milling and confused figures along that deck. In that slow heavy moment, as the war-galley dipped down and exposed its entire length, death and bloody ruin swept it from prow to stem. Figures screamed out and fell backwards. Others shouted out in alarm and hunkered down behind those small, square, shields. Some ducked desperately under a falling body and dragged it on top of them for cover.  
 
    Paternus appeared at his side and brought a wide oval shield up to cover him, smiling a little, an axe gripped now in his other hand. He was nodding fiercely to himself. All around him, the Liburnian’s milites were up at the bulwark now and hurling everything they had even as that opposing vessel settled down into the wash and then hesitated before slowly righting itself again. Another salvo swept the war-galley. Bodies tumbled backwards and he saw blood stream across the heavy oak timbers of the decking. Close now and almost impossibly intimate, he noted that the warriors and crew opposite him were truly barbaric in their splendour - many were gilded in torcs and arm-bands, wearing heavy wool cloaks fastened with fibulae which glistened with gems. Few wore armour and instead sported thick tunicas of wool or linen - all richly embroidered. Silver flashed from their wide belts. These were all tall but powerful-set figures with bronzed faces and the dark-miens of Celts; heavy-browed and square-jawed. Now, as they scrambled to avoid the incoming rain of missiles, he sensed that these warriors were milling about in shock and that the earlier mockery had faded from them with startling speed. 
 
    The war-galley righted itself then and the Liburnian was past it once more, pulling ahead of its drifting bow, and all about him stepped back and ceased firing. Without waiting for orders, both gubernators heaved hard into their tillers and the Sagitta arced about abeam of the broad prow of the enemy vessel. Again, the ballistae thrummed into action and fire-bolts impacted into the war-galley and he saw that its solitary, heavy, steering board was flailing now. Fire was enveloping it with long reams of greasy smoke falling back from it across the boiling waters. 
 
    “Oars out!” shouted Paternus, turning to stare back across the Liburnian. “”Three points off their flank amidships - you understand?” 
 
    Those orders were echoed and fell below him into the dark rowing benches and he heard those pipes flare up in response. Atticus and Bellarus heaved again in response as the oars rattled out underneath him. The Liburnian quivered then and leapt forwards as men shouted out encouragement. This time the arc about the Hibernian vessel was wider and pulled the Sagitta out of reach of the few counter-waves of javelins and sling-shot. The oars below him thrummed through the waters, lightly skimming the waves, lifting the galley high and easily outwards and away from the stricken vessel opposite him. A final command brought those oars up suddenly, water cascading from the quivering blades, and then the two gubernators pushed the steering boards out in contrary directions to brake the galley. With a speed he found surprising, the galley slowed and came to a halt some hundred paces off the left flank of the war-galley. 
 
    The latter was a mess now. Smoke billowed up from it as small fires took hold from the ballistae salvos while wreckage lay all about it in the waters from the shattered oars on the left flank. He saw that the steering oar was abandoned now and that the high leather sail was smouldering, half-collapsed, rent apart here and there. Bodies were rolling lifeless along the deck while others were scrambling about attempting to present an uneven shield-wall along the flank facing the Sagitta. Panicked voices drifted back to him while more figures emerged up onto the deck from the rowing benches below. Many of these newer figures were bruised and bloodied and he sensed that their sudden move to sheer off their left-flank oars had hit the rowers there hard. 
 
    Turning, he looked at Paternus who was nearby and watching that war-galley also, evaluating it. That axe in his hand was twisting about again and again. 
 
    “You have never rammed, you said,” he began - and realised his voice was tight with tension. “You said -” 
 
    Paternus laughed at that. “ - Nothing about using that embolos to rake an enemy vessel, did I, Praefectus?” 
 
    The fierce pride in the latter’s face took him aback. 
 
    A sort of uneasy silence fell over them all then as the Liburnian settled into the wash some hundred paces off the flank of the Hibernian war-galley. Dim shouts floated across those waters - contrary and panicked - and for a moment he found himself wondering on that. Here, aboard the Liburnian, the tension was tight but controlled, held in check by the dominant presence of the old Celt - but aboard that stricken vessel . . . 
 
    “ . . . Have we cut off the head?” he found himself asking out loud, even as Paternus ranged up close to him and stared out. 
 
    The confusion on the war-galley seemed to increase. Figures were running along the deck with leather buckets to sluice away the small fires. Others were attempting to lower the yard-arm and gather in that huge smouldering sail. The thin shield-wall wavered and disassembled before his eyes only to reform moments later. He saw men shouting at each other in anger and recrimination then even as others pulled out wounded figures and bundled them away into the wide stern cabin. Above them all floated that wide red vexillum, untouched, waving proudly now, almost mocking the blood and carnage along the deck. 
 
    Paternus frowned and gazed intently on that chaos. “ . . . We can’t have been that blessed . . .” 
 
    A few lead bullets arced out from the war-galley but fell short, slashing into the waters before them. A fire-arrow rose up high but it too fell short. He saw a small phalanx of shields cluster up about that large rudder blade and its tiller while bodies were being dragged away from it. 
 
    “If the head has been cut-off,” he said, his voice quiet and calm, “the body flounders . . .” 
 
    “It does,” concurred the Magister. That frown deepened. He turned and stared hard at him then. “I have warred and sailed on these waters about Britannia for twenty years, Flavius Sabinus, and in all that time I have never known a vessel to lose its magister or navarchus in that first engagement. No magister would ever expose himself in that manner . . .” 
 
    “Fortune -” 
 
    “Be damned! We raked one flank and swept the other with missiles. Look at it now - floundering about like a new-born!” 
 
    “What are you saying, Paternus?” 
 
    He followed the latter’s gaze out back across the waters and its wreckage to that war-galley. The confusion on it was evident to all now. Men were shouting and cursing each other in alarm. Some were pointing out to where the Liburnian stood off and waited while others were gesturing westwards into the dying sun and the unseen shores hidden deep in it.  
 
    Paternus grunted uneasily next to him. “ . . . I am saying that an experienced magister would have shipped half the left-flank oars over to the right side by now. I am saying that by now that cursed war-galley should still be able to put fifty oars into the waters. That boar should still be able to shake off the first engagement and present a bloody head to us - and it isn’t . . .” 
 
    “So the head has been cut-off then?” he asked - but something in the Magister’s demeanour made him already sense the answer. “Or . . . 
 
    “Atticus!” shouted out the latter, “How long was that war-galley in the mist heading southwards?” 
 
    The gubernator shrugged in reply. “An hour, maybe less - why?” 
 
    “Long enough,” muttered Paternus and turned back to the Hibernian vessel.  
 
    He saw it then and a sudden tension tightened up in him. Amid all the confusion and the warriors milling about the deck, he saw that which was not there. An absence. Something which had not caught his attention at first but now that he realised it was missing he wondered on why he had not noticed it sooner. 
 
    He leaned out over the bulwark. “The galley’s scapha . . .” 
 
    Paternus at his side exploded into a rage then. Cursing, the old Celt rammed the axe-head into the wood of the railing and let loose a flurry of foul language. About them, milites looked up while up towards the stern both gubernators were frowning at him. With a final curse, the Magister wrenched the axe free and turned about to stride down the length of the decking. Figures tumbled out of his way in haste and alarm. 
 
    Commands cut through the air then but a part of him knew that it was all too little and too late. 
 
    There, off their flank, stood the war-galley, smashed and immobile, rocking a little in the wash. It was wounded but not crippled - that much was obvious - but it floundered nonetheless. And its ship’s boat was missing from the wide deck. Judging from the size of the vessel, he estimated that it must have held a medium scapha hauled up on that deck - something workmanlike, holding perhaps no more than two contubernium’s worth of figures. That small boat was gone now. 
 
    A great snap above him shook him out of those thoughts and he saw that the leather sail was falling now in  a great skewed wave from the yard-arm. One corner was still braided up and the sail fell as a result in one stretched triangle. Already, the yard-arm was twisting to the right as the halyards heaved on it. He felt the oars sing below him and the upcurved prow dipped and then slid away from the war-galley off their flank. He saw Paternus reach the stern of the Liburnian and shout hard at the two tiller-men, gesturing outwards and back to the ruddy mist hiding the shore to the east. Anger filled the old Celt’s face - anger at being cheated of his prize. 
 
    The prince and commander of this royal vessel had fled them while the war-galley had been mantled by that mist. That much was obvious now. He had put out in the scapha and no doubt rowed ashore under cover of that mist. It explained the evident confusion aboard the war-galley now. That head had not been cut off during the fierce flurry of missiles - it had  never been there at all. 
 
    He found his gaze drifting up to that crimson vexillum and felt that it was mocking him now. The woven symbol of the stag twisted and danced before his eyes, shockingly white against the red. 
 
    He had been out-hunted and had mistaken the form for the meat . . . 
 
    Turning, then, he strode after Paternus and reached out to grab his arm. “They will be deep inland before we can beach, yes?” 
 
    The anger in the old Celt’s face took him aback as Paternus turned about. “If we can beach there, Praefectus! That is all rough coast - rocks and broken headland.” 
 
    “And this mist will cloak them - darkness is coming also. There is no hunt in this, Magister. None.” 
 
    For a moment, he saw that the old Celt gazed on him, that anger smouldering deep in his lidded eyes. That craggy face was tight and livid now and he understood that anger - the anger of being cheated of a prize; that all his skill at bringing this war-galley to a crippling halt was for nothing. “What are you saying, Praefectus? That we should let this Hibernian nobilis vanish into that night? Is that what you want?” 
 
    He hesitated a little and looked back again at the smouldering outline of the war-galley. He suspected that few aboard that vessel held any knowledge of worth - those who did would be escorting and guarding this elusive Hibernian lord now. He knew then he faced a choice. If they turned back to stumble ashore and attempted to hunt that warrior-prince and his guard, this war-galley would limp westwards and back to its home port. If, however, they remained here then all chance at catching the latter would be lost and they would remain in the dark as to who this person was and what his mission had been to the Novantae.  
 
    However, he realised, darkness could work both ways. 
 
    “This Hibernian and his escorts are gone. It will be hard to catch them - agreed?” he asked, holding that arm in a tight grip, his words almost urgent. 
 
    “ . . . It’s possible we could . . .”  
 
    But he sensed that Paternus did not believe his own words. 
 
    “It isn’t. That fox has out-witted us but he has not out-lived us.” 
 
    “Sabinus?” 
 
    “He is stranded now. Cut-off deep in Novantae land.” 
 
    “Not for long,” objected the Magister. “Once word reaches his people back there, other vessels will put out and come for him. There must be known places here along the western coasts where Scotti raiders came come ashore - he will wait at one of them, I am sure.” 
 
    “I agree - if word reaches his people, Paternus.” He let go of the arm then and looked back at the war-galley. 
 
    “If?” Understanding spread across those craggy features then. “You can’t mean -” 
 
    “What choice do we have? It’s the only advantage we have now,” 
 
    The Magister stepped back from him a little and shook his head. “No - that’s against all conduct and honour, Flavius Sabinus. I won’t fire on a stricken vessel. No magister would. Look at her, she’s helpless now. We own her. The worst we can do is to let her drift at the mercy of these waters. Perhaps she will make port and perhaps she won’t. That is up to the will of the gods. What we should do is seize her and make slaves of them all.” 
 
    “What good are more slaves, Paternus? And if that crew does make their home port, this Hibernian will be rescued. Do you want that?” 
 
    “We don’t know what he was doing here,” pointed out Paternus, shrugging. 
 
    He looked again back into the ruddy mist. “Nothing good. That I’ll swear to. Whatever is agitating between the Novantae here and those Hibernians is not for the advantage of Rome. That much I do know. It isn’t just the Picts Veleda has been allying with, it seems. Our only course of action now is to seal up this prince here in the exile of his own choosing. If he escapes back to Hibernia, we lose that advantage.” 
 
    “You are asking me to do a cursed thing, Flavius Sabinus . . .” 
 
    He thought he sensed a hint of fear in those words in Paternus. The latter had stepped back from him and was watching him aghast. About him, other milites were staring at him, some frowning and others with a hint of anger in their faces. 
 
    He pointed out towards the war-galley. “That vessel escapes and all this will be for nought. It can’t be allowed to make its way back to port. You must see that,” he urged. 
 
    “And you must see that this is not a simple battle between that war-galley and this one, Praefectus.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    The Magister gestured to the men about him. “We are all men of the sea first - that binds us all to each other over everything else. The sea, Flavius Sabinus, is an awful mistress. She loves you and hates you and never leaves you - even at the last. At the last, she swallows you into her dark and bitter depths. Old gods skim these waves - Poseidon, Manannan, others, too - but they all owe abeyance to her before all else. As do we. As do they over there. No miles here will ever willingly sacrifice another to her.” 
 
    “You have just slaughtered many of them,” he objected. 
 
    “In a fair fight, yes,” replied Paternus. “What you are asking is against all honour and what little code exists out here. If we do that, we cast them into the bosom of the sea and that is a monstrous thing. You must see that.” 
 
    In truth, he supposed he did. He understood the superstition Paternus was describing. All fighting men had it, whether on the land or the sea. It was a code which lived deep below the notions of patria or loyalty to an emperor or the respublica. It was something deeper - bred in the blood and which united men from all divides despite their clan or tribe or legion. The customs changed - twisted in time - but that underlying bedrock always existed. It was what allowed all men under arms to achieve hard things, desperate things, while still holding on to some poor notion of mortality amid all the blood and carnage. Here, as Paternus was attempting to point out, that superstition involved the sea. It united them all and opposed them also. It was a covenant between them all. 
 
    “Magister! She’s submitting!” Atticus pointed out past them towards the war-galley. 
 
    He turned away from Paternus and saw that the high red vexillum was being lowered now. It hung limp and seemed to curve in about the mast in defeat. The figures all along the deck and up about the high prow were lowering their shields and casting their arms aside. 
 
    “That’s that, then, Praefectus - I won’t fire on a surrendering vessel. Not now. Not ever.” 
 
    Cursing in frustration, he stepped a little away from the Magister and gazed out over the churning waters. The light was falling fast now and a chill was beginning to creep through him. There, a hundred paces from him, rested the battle-torn Hibernian galley while over a stades away lay the crimson outline of the low mist, seeping further out towards them now that the sun was dipping down into the unseen west and its elusive lands - lands once described by Magnus back at Calunium as filled with lost, bitter, tribes cloaked in regret. The light was fading, the land and the sea was fading, his grasp at victory - or even better, understanding - was all fading now. 
 
    And it suddenly felt as if this minor expeditio into the land of the Novantae to re-seal a foedus was all nothing but ash and failure. Cunomarus was dead. This Hibernian prince had eluded them. Unknown enemies ranged through this land, re-forging alliances and threatening Rome as a result. The Novantae were twisting in an uneasy wind and no matter how hard he tried to grasp their shoulders and settle them, they evaded his steady grip. All the while, a devious enemy rose far in the north, gold tumbling from him, luring an ancient people out of their hidden warrens to spill southwards to the very Vallum itself . . . 
 
    “ . . . I need answers, Paternus . . .”  
 
    His words were snatched away on the wind. 
 
    “It is rare that the gods are kind to us, Flavius Sabinus,” muttered the Magister in reply, hitching the axe into his wide belt. “Are we boarding that vessel and seizing her or letting it limp westwards?” 
 
    “Could this Hibernian lord attempt to use that scapha to sail westwards in the night?” 
 
    Paternus shook his head. “Only a fool would try that at night - a fool or a desperate man. It’s a small crossing but a rough one. The Hibernian Sea here narrows and rushes through like a beast caught in a trap. That scapha would be swamped in the darkness. No, that Hibernian horse-shit will go to ground and wait for relief, I suspect.” 
 
    The mist was beginning to envelop them now and the air about around the Liburnian softened a little. The coldness deepened in response. Uneasy shouts fell over them from the stricken vessel nearby, offering surrender. The crimson vexillum had vanished. 
 
    He looked astern and saw the Sagitta’s own ship’s boat upended and fastened off on the deck. It was nothing but a small blunt-prowed lembus with an upturned cutwater. A single rudder completed the vessel. Pain knifed up his shoulder and he shrugged it away with a grimace. For a moment, he found his gaze lingering on that up-turned boat. This Hibernian prince or chieftain had braved the shores here to go to ground awaiting rescue - that much was obvious now. He had eluded him using that mist as cover. But, he realised, cover worked both ways. In tricking him, this Hibernian had also shown him something. Something he could us now to his advantage. He made a decision then and it was one born of desperation. 
 
    “Let the war-galley limp away. Render assistance if you want, Paternus,” he said.  
 
    “Assistance?” 
 
    “Yes, aid them. Help them on their way. Take off the wounded if you have to. The sooner that vessel is sailing home to its port, the sooner these Hibernians will mount an attempt to come to the aid of this lord.” 
 
    “You want him to escape?” 
 
    He turned to face Paternus. “No, I want to trap him. Sail back to Rerigonium. Order Araxes with the Tigris and the Mygdonus to put out at dawn. I want those two assault craft ranging up and down this coast come morning. He will understand. This is what the Barcarii are trained for. That rescuing vessel will never see them coming.” 
 
    Understanding spread out over those craggy features and he thought he saw Paternus blanch a little in shock. 
 
    “And you? What will you be doing, Praefectus, that I am to carry these orders back to Rerigonium?” 
 
    “Me? I will taking your boat here and hunting the boar, Paternus . . .” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    It took an hour or so for the small lembus to make landfall. A small oil lamp gilded the mist and darkness about them while the rowers heaved on the oars pulling the small craft deep into the shallows. He stood up by the bow, looking through that mist as it thickened about them all, one hand on the blunt up-curved prow, the light falling over him. Behind him, in the small craft, ten milites heaved gently and slowly on the oars, five on each side. 
 
    Far behind them, the Sagitta had vanished northwards, seeking the opening into the Sinus, her massive oars flashing through the waters while that Hibernian war-galley had been allowed to limp westwards into the dying light.  
 
    He knew his gamble was a desperate one but what choice did he have? He needed answers - or more importantly, pieces on the board he could observe. This sudden emergence of the Hibernian lord hinted at something on the latrunculus board which could change everything and he needed to understand it - and that meant capturing this piece at all costs. This warrior-prince would be going to ground here somewhere on the coast, waiting on a rescue, hiding in the warren-like coves or woods scattered all along here. He meant to flush him out if he could and put pressure on him so that when the Hibernian vessel eventually arrived and this warrior made a break for it, he would be trapped and finally caught. 
 
    “ . . . Shore’s coming up, Praefectus,” muttered Atticus near him. 
 
    The small gubernator had volunteered to accompany him despite the Magister’s objections. A swift, violent, argument had ensued which - to his surprise - Paternus had finally relented from. Atticus had just shrugged towards him as if embarrassed and then ordered the lembus to be cast out onto the waters. The Magister had stalked off then in what for all intents and purposes had seemed to him to be a huff. 
 
    Now, he looked down at him and nodded in reply. “And we are down-coast from where that scapha put ashore?” 
 
    Atticus peered out hard into the darkness now, his face limned with the dull light from the hanging lamp. “Yes, by about an hour if we oar slowly and carefully. You sure you want to do this, Praefectus? We could just beach here and march on foot.” 
 
    “It would take too long,” he replied. 
 
    “As you command, Praefectus . . .” 
 
    What followed was slow and painfully tedious. Carefully, the lembus oared northwards through the mist and darkness, edging up along the shoals and rocks of the coast. Atticus sat at the tiller-bar, watching intently, while about him the milites bent to the oars in slow precise strokes. He heard the waves break ashore unseen nearby while above him gulls shrieked like daemons on the wing and he felt unseen forces swirl in towards them, watching them, mocking them almost. Once, a man behind him coughed violently and he felt the darkness around them almost shiver back in response. The small craft however was steady and rode on the waters with confidence. It’s flat bottom skipped over the hidden shoals while the rowers propelled it with confidence. 
 
    Only once did Atticus heave hard on that tiller-bar to make the lembus dip over suddenly away from the unseen shore. Spray had gilded his face under that swinging oil lamp and he had sensed more than seen a sudden emergence of rocks falling past them. 
 
    An hour passed, or so he judged, in which men heaved slowly and carefully on those oars as the small gubernator clung to that tiller-bar and guided the lembus. It was an hour when the cold and the darkness fell heavily over them like a frozen black cloak. The pain in his shoulder was intense now and ached in waves of fire. The heavy weight of his scale corselet only exacerbated that pain and despite shifting again and again under it, he found no relief from it. A part of him yearned for wine to drown out that fiery ache but he knew also that such relief would have been illusory. What he really needed was the linen wraps Oribasius had prescribed for him . . . 
 
    It emerged, finally, almost as an after-thought. The lembus had nosed in a little to what he sensed was a small cove, the fitful light gleaming from oily rocks and a snaggle of bushes and half-drowned trees. Then a line of white fire appeared as if from nowhere and he made out the impression of a small glistening beach fringed by those rocks and bushes. It was desperately narrow, hidden almost, and its sudden appearance startled him. The oil lamp rocked from the movement of the ship’s boat and that white sand seemed to waver and re-appear as if flitting in and out of his vision. 
 
    “ . . . Praefectus . . .”  
 
    He saw it even as that quiet word from Atticus reached him. 
 
    It was drawn up on the sands and up-ended as if abandoned. Ropes lay scattered about it and he saw that the white around it was churned up. One long drag mark like a wound showed where they had come ashore and pulled it up above the tide-line. 
 
    “Get us beached here, Atticus,” he breathed out. 
 
    A few commands later and a sudden heave on the oars and the lembus slid up out of the waves and into the white sand. He stepped out and steadied himself, feeling his boots sink a little into the beach underfoot. The milites about him shipped the oars and jumped over board to heave the vessel up and lift it carefully alongside the Hibernian craft. Atticus moved up towards him. He saw that the small gubernator seemed to be enjoying himself. 
 
    “What would you do, Atticus?” he asked. 
 
    “Me? Depends if I knew the lay of the land here.” 
 
    “Imagine you do.” 
 
    The other nodded back at him. “Very well, I’d put ashore and lay up the boat here as a diversion. No point putting ashore at the very spot where I wanted to be rescued from, is there? No, that’s a fool’s play, if you ask me, Praefectus. Look at how the boat here is just left out. It’s bait - that’s what you are thinking, isn’t it?” 
 
    “I can see why Paternus didn’t want you to leave him, Atticus,” he smiled back down at him. 
 
    “Ach, that old fool? He’ll be fine. He thinks I am lucky, is all. Blessed by the gods. Utter nonsense, if you ask me - but he’s an old man now and Fortune has dug her filthy talons in him. Paternus sees ancient things where only the mist breathes now.” 
 
    “You don’t hold to that?” 
 
    The gubernator smiled a little and shrugged. “There’s a difference between holding to something and clinging to it. That old Magister is more the latter now than the former . . .” 
 
    “You think he is getting sentimental?” 
 
    Atticus frowned and looked away. The milites about him had finished securing the lembus and were readying themselves for the march now. Axes gleamed a little in the light from the small oil lamp. Small, round, shields were unslung. The thick, woollen, cloaks were shrugged on for warmth. 
 
    “Sentimental? Perhaps, Praefectus. That old man has lived long and seen much. He’s like a father over us.” The small face broke into a wide grin then. “And we children are growing up too fast, eh?” 
 
    “More god than father, I suspect,” he replied - and looked away into the night. 
 
    The heavy mist obscured his gaze and he knew that landing here to track the fugitive Hibernian was a desperate gamble. About him, the white sand shelved up slightly, away from the beached boats. One of the miles had strapped the oil lamp onto a spear and had raised it up high now. The light was fitful and only seemed to make that mist thicken as if alive. The high shoulders of rock gleamed deep in it and he sensed that the small beach was enclosed in like a poor arena. Looking down, he saw footprints trailing away from the upturned vessel and then angle to their left. 
 
    “Let’s get off this beach and onto the land proper. If we can pick up a trail in the mist, we will follow it . . .” 
 
    “And if not?” 
 
    “We camp for the night in what shelter we can find and then pick up the trail in the morning. This Hibernian is in no hurry. This hidden landing spot will be not too far northwards, I think. The war-galley must have oared past it before putting out the boat under cover of the mist to slip them ashore. I suspect they will be hiding inland for dawn also. Once the sun is up, they will break cover and make for it to wait out the arrival of their relief vessel.” 
 
    One of the miles nearby sighed heavily. “That’s a lot of supposition, Praefectus - if you don’t mind me saying.” 
 
    “It is,” he replied, turning to face him.  
 
    Others about the man were staring at him, waiting. He realised then that these Liburnian men did not know him or had not served with him for very long. He was taking them into a hunt in a land none of them knew very well or even cared for against an enemy who was elusive and unknown. They ranged up about him now and waited, patient but tensing a little. Back on the Sagitta, Paternus had asked for volunteers to crew the lembus under Atticus and these men had swiftly stepped forwards while that little gubernator had smiled somewhat hesitantly at them as if embarrassed. These, he suspected, were all his companions and tent-mates, eager to accompany him and protect him. None of them were here for him. 
 
    He gestured to draw them in closer and they all fell in under the light of the upraised oil lamp. “ . . . This is a hunt, commilatones. A hunt after a prey which has played us for a fool. We risked death or drowning when we attacked that war-galley - all the while this Hibernian lord had already put ashore. Now he thinks he is free from us. He thinks he has outwitted us. All he has to do now is wait - wait and be lifted off this shore to be taken back to the land in the west here. But he has miscalculated, hasn’t he? We have slipped ashore to hunt him and soon my Barcarii will be sniffing along this coast in the morning, waiting for that relieving vessel - and just when he rises up to see that vessel approaching with all its banners lifted to signal to him, those assault craft will slip out of the shallows and cripple it. He will be forced to watch the destruction of his own rescue - and when he sees that blood flowing on the sea, we will close in on him to seal that net. And all his plans and wiles will not save him . . .” 
 
    One of the figures nearby laughed at that. “And what if this lord makes for Rerigonium instead? It is less than a day’s hard march inland to the east from here.” 
 
    “He won’t,” he reassured him. “He’s too vulnerable here in the Novantae lands.” He turned to the miles who first raised a question. “That upturned boat there - how many can it hold, do you think?” 
 
    The man looked back at it and shrugged. “It’s larger than the Sagitta’s - no more than twenty men, I would wager.” 
 
    “I agree - this Hibernian lord has his comites with him. His blood-brothers and guard. All garbed in finery and gold, no doubt as befitting warriors - but still only about twenty.” 
 
    “You’re saying that’s not enough?” asked another figure. 
 
    “What would you do with only that number in this land?” 
 
    “Depends on why I was here, I suppose . . .” 
 
    He looked at them all then. “If you were here to broker a foedus, you would want a show of strength and might - to illustrate the benefits of that alliance. If you showed up with just a small band of warriors - all exhausted and fleeing from a Roman hunt, what do you think would happen?” 
 
    Another voice spoke up - rough and dripping with contempt. “I think a few Novantae horse-shits will be dripping with more gold and weapons than before, is what I think!” 
 
    Laughter echoed about him at those words. 
 
    “He’s hit it,” he joined in, smiling with the laughter. “That is why this Hibernian is attempting to return to his people. He is weak and vulnerable now. And what do wounded prey do? They flee back to their warren.” 
 
    The men about him nodded in reply and were smiling. He had stoked up a grim resolve in them and he saw that Atticus was looking at him now with a slight mischievous glint in his eye. The gubernator was nodding along with the rest of his ship companions, eager to march up off the sands and into the land behind it. He smiled back into all their faces and gestured into the night behind hm. 
 
    “Let us hunt this Hibernian fool . . .” 
 
    The cove shelved steeply up amid a tumble of moss-covered boulders, all slick and dark now, and they slowly picked their way up it under that swinging oil lamp. Stark shadows were thrown out from that light, jagged and inky, and occasionally a foot dislodged a stone and it twisted down the rocks echoing like a ram touching a wall. The sound of the sea behind them faded a little as they reached higher ground and broke free eventually from the scree and boulders and pulled up onto a rough land of bracken and heather. A faint path wound its way through that maze - more a sheep’s track than a proper path - but slowly they filed into it and moved eastwards and then northwards. Silence fell in among them now and, once or twice, he found himself looking back down that thin line of milites only to see faint masks under that wan light; more illusions than faces . . . 
 
    After a while, deep in the night, as the wind blew in from the unseen east, cold and damp, that faint path petered out and they stood alone in a dark vast moor. Above them, a great scud of clouds flew past, brushing the cold stars, while about them the heather sighed and whispered as if alive and mocking them. Atticus had lopped ahead a little and then returned to advise him that the path simply vanished. 
 
    “There was a tumulus of rocks we passed some moments back, wasn’t there?” he asked, breathing out a little in frustration. 
 
    Atticus nodded in reply. “A small mound in the heather, yes. You want us to encamp there?” 
 
    “Better that than out here among on the moor, I think. We rise at dawn and get our bearings.” 
 
    The gubernator turned and whispered sharp orders to the men about him and soon they were all drifting back down the path and over towards a faint mound at the edge of the darkness. It was nothing more than a pile of thick, ancient, stone poking up at odd angles, shaking free from the wild heather. The ground about it was slightly dryer than the moor and soon a place had been found which - once the cloaks had been pegged and pinned together to form a rough cover - would stand as a shelter for the night. Swiftly, the men crammed into that small space and placed the oil lamp inside to give an illusion of warmth. A few flasks were passed around and wine was eagerly supped while the monotonous bucellatum, or dry tack, of the exercitus was broken out and chewed on. Someone produced a lump of hard cheese and it was seized upon as it if were a gift from the gods themselves. 
 
    He sat at the edge and leaned in against the flank of a stone, feeling its coldness press back on him. The wind rippled the pinned cloaks which brushed his head now, propped up at the edge here with two spear hafts. Inside, under that woollen cover, everything was ruddy and fluid as the light from the small lamp flickered from the wind. Figures were falling back, wrapping themselves up in spare cloaks or covering themselves in bracken cut from the ground outside. Two men were rolling bone knuckles between their crossed legs and muttering on their ill-luck while another looked on and smirked at them. Atticus, he saw, had promptly laid out and was snoring now, his small face swaddled up in wool, looking peaceful. Someone had offered him the final piece of cheese and he had devoured it greedily, thanking the man, not realising just how hungry he had been. Now, as he washed that taste away with a gulp of water, he felt the exhaustion rise up and seize him. His limbs ached and drowsiness fell over him. Resisting the urge to unstrap the scale armour, he twisted a little and placed the semi-spatha down by his thigh. 
 
    As sleep wrapped itself about him and all those resting figures nearby fell away from him, he wondered if what he was doing now was indeed foolish; nothing more than a last gamble over an empty board. Part of him knew that he was irked that this Hibernian lord had out-played him and he wanted revenge but another part of him knew that he had to have answers. This journey into the heart of the Novantae territorium had thrown up nothing but treachery and more answers. He felt he was slipping into a soft sand which was drowning him and he needed to grasp something real and tangible. The words of Brennus came back to him then and he marvelled at the certainty contained in them. This Arcanus did not hesitate - even at the impossible - and had simply turned his face towards what needed to be done. He had ridden his rough men north into the dark mountains to seek out the Atecotti and the source of this imperial gold and had never once questioned the worth of that action. Or at least, had not written of any qualms in doing so. And had he succeeded, he wondered then? The blood on the parchment told him all that he needed to know about that question - the blood and the scarred face which had goaded him in the agora at Calunium. 
 
    And here he was hunting his own prey deep in the barbaricum with a small boat party from the Sagitta 
 
    He looked out at the figures about him, willing the sleep away with an effort, seeing the ruddy light limning their faces. Dark shadows flickering about them even as the cloak-cover above billowed and sagged like a miniature sail-cloth over their heads. For a moment, he shivered in response to that image and felt the singe of an unseen fire ripple over him. The cover billowed again and just for a heartbeat he imagined that face deep in it, smiling, eternally grateful, all the while seeming to mock him . . . 
 
    It was a face which haunted him - derided him - and it emerged now, gleeful almost, floating over him, as the flames rose up and the fires scorched all about, licking high amid the cracking timbers and the shelving wood. He stood amid it all, the spark which had ignited it, horrified as that face looked on, blessing him, showing only a madness now which he sensed would never leave him and would haunt him until the end of his days . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Praefectus . . .” 
 
    The word was soft but insistent and with an effort he shook away the visions and woke into a cold world. A shiver rippled through him as that sudden cold took hold and banished the memory of the wash of fire. He blinked up into the face of Atticus who was staring down at him in concern. 
 
    “Is it dawn?” he asked, twisting a little to raise himself upright on his elbows. 
 
    The gubernator nodded back but the frown on him deepened. “Are you ill? You were trembling as if you had a fever, Praefectus. A few of the lads heard you moaning and woke me.” 
 
    He smiled to reassure him. “It is nothing - a bad dream I suffer from. Nothing more.” 
 
    A figure behind Atticus laughed at that. “You may be a good commander, Dominus, but you’re a shit liar!” 
 
    “Be quiet, Murinus. Get him some bucellatum. The sooner we are up, the better . . .” 
 
    The latter grumbled a little and then turned away. Other figures were rousing themselves now and sitting up. One stood up and stepped out from the cloak cover, unloosening his belt, coughing a little and hawking out a stream of spittle. Someone else passed him a piece of the hard tack and he bit down into it.  
 
    “ . . . Your Murinus is right, though.” 
 
    Atticus shrugged at that. “It’s none of his business. That one trades in gossip like a eunuch. Good at the oars, though. Muscles like an ox.” He leaned in and handed him a water flask, wiping his own spittle from the clay mouth. “Persia, was it? Many good legionaries were lost in that mess, I heard.” 
 
    He swigged from the clay flask and relished the cold water running down his throat, washing the hard tack away, filling his gut. Pain shot up his shoulder in response but he ignored it with a stoical grunt and then handed the flask back. 
 
    “Something like that, yes.” 
 
    For a moment Atticus stared at him and then he took the flask and looped its rope strap about his shoulder. “Paternus lost a galley once - years ago it was - we were battling Scotti raiders and then all of a sudden the main mast snapped clean in two. Almost as if a god had simply reached down and flicked his fingers. The shock of that accident tipped the galley into the wash and she foundered. It was a mortal blow, it was. Nothing to be done. But Paternus stood on that deck even as the waters rose up over it and attempted to steer her back into safe waters.” 
 
    “It sank?” he asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “It did. We dragged him away. But he still thinks about that galley. Part of him is still fighting to save it, you see. Part of him is still standing on that flooding deck refusing to let go.” 
 
    He reached out and clapped him on the shoulder, rising up even higher. He shook away the wool cloak wrapped up about him. “I may be a bad liar, Atticus, but you are an even worse priest.” 
 
    The other grinned back at him. “That wasn’t a sermon, Praefectus!” 
 
    “Good - I wouldn’t shave your head any time soon, if I were you . . .” 
 
    He turned about and eased the coldness out of his bones. 
 
    The cloak cover was being unpinned now and bundled away to its owners and he saw the sky over heard.  
 
    Stepping out from the cover of the tumulus, he realised that the moor about him seemed to stretch away for an eternity now. It was a long, endless, expanse of heather and small clumped trees no higher than a man which clung to that landscape like blasted survivors from the passing of an invading horde. The wind had died down a little and now merely skimmed the waves of the heather. High above him, the sky was blue and raked with thin white clouds. Everything felt dryer now but colder also and he huddled deeper into his thick woollen cloak. He scanned all about, turning slowly to get his bearings and found the faint path which they had followed in the darkness. It fell away behind them to the south, veering a little into the west and the unseen coast. It struck him then that they had drifted further inland along that path than he had realised. Northwards, lay only the wildness of the moor, littered with the odd copse of trees or high bush. There were no other landmarks which he could see now. This mound of stones which had formed their shelter in the night seemed to be the only feature he could make out in all the moor about him. 
 
    Atticus appeared at his side and looked out, pinning a cloak to his shoulders and settling a small, round, shield over his back. “Your orders, Praefectus?” 
 
    He nodded northwards. “We march for an hour and then turn westwards to find the coast. After that, it is in the lap of the gods, I suspect . . .” 
 
    What followed was rough and hard going. The ground underfoot was tussocky and riddled with bogs. Atticus ranged ahead and attempted to guide them through the worst of it but even he floundered now and again and they found themselves knee-deep in mud, using their spears to steady themselves. More than a few curses were uttered then as they stumbled and slipped through the treacherous ground. The exertion warmed them up a little though against the cold wind and soon the cloaks had been loosened and were flowing free now from their shoulders. The landscape they filed through was unrelenting in its bleakness - wild and endless and unremitting. Here and there, they passed the remnants of ancient, blasted, tree-stumps, white with age and hard like marble. Only once did Atticus raise his head and grin back at them - holding up a small fragment of dyed wool, torn from a cloak or tunica. 
 
    Gradually, as the weak sun overhead rose and he judged that a summer’s hour had passed, he gestured to the gubernator and pointed westwards. They all angled into that unseen coast and slowly a deep tension began to rise up in all of them. About him, he sensed that the Liburnian men closed in a little and brought those small round shields in tight. A few carried long spears while others readied axes or semi-spathas. Two, he noted, moved out on either flank and strung the small vicious arcuballistae they carried. That small, blunt-nosed, weapon was brought up then and swivelled out, ready to fire. He doubted an ambush lay ahead, however. The landscape was too desolate for a force to hide in it. Nevertheless, that tension increased until silence descended over everyone and Atticus, ahead by a hundred paces or so, looked grim and determined now. 
 
    It was the smell which hit him first - the salt and tang of the sea as it sifted over them and edged the cold about them with a damp stitch. Ahead, Atticus lifted up his head and nodded, pointing westwards and then dropping his hand in a hard shelving motion. Cautiously, they all closed up and moved forwards, crouching a little now. The moor and its bogs petered out and then a hard line of stone appeared to mark a sudden fall down onto a rocky coastline. Atticus beckoned him up while dropping low into that stone for cover. Turning, he ordered the others to settle in and remain alert before moving up to join the gubernator in the rocks. 
 
    The latter was crouched low and had slid in behind a lump of granite. He had rolled on to his back and was munching on a piece of the hard tack as he came up on him, crouching and then falling in beside him. Atticus offered him the bucellatum but he shook his head in reply and peered up and out slowly. 
 
    Below him, the rocks tumbled down into a hard wash of sea. Foam raddled those rocks while further out he saw that the sea fell away into the west and the dim haze of a horizon. Gulls wheeled and dived about while he thought he saw the wet, glistening, flank of an otter turn and then tumble away into those waters from the rocks below. After the silence of the moor behind him, the sound of the waves below seemed unnaturally loud now. 
 
    “Talk to me, Atticus,” he whispered, looking up and down that shore-line with its tangled rocks. 
 
    The latter spat out some crumbs and grimaced at the taste, still looking up at the sky. “Look northwards, do you see it? About a four stadia away . . .” 
 
    The coast-line edged northwards, fronting the sea with rocks and sharp edges. Waves crashed hard against that barrier. Foam glittered like diamonds to his eyes. For a moment, he saw nothing. Far out, dark shapes emerged gently and then vanished into the deep waters and he thought a small phalanx of dolphins was moving southwards. Small ripples soon vanished in their wake. Looking harder, he frowned and turned to face Atticus. 
 
    “I can’t see anything . . .” 
 
    Turning over, the small figure inched up to him and pointed up along the coast. “See that foam? How the waves are breaking over the rocks? That’s a pattern, isn’t it? But look up there about four stadia away. The foam fades away - you can only see rocks from here but where’s the foam, eh?” 
 
    He saw it then. Something broke that pattern. It was only a small detail and one easily over-looked but it was there nonetheless. “Another cove?” 
 
    “Yes, small but deep. The sea there is rushing into it - it’s a breach in the shield-wall of the coast here. Look to the water, Praefectus, not the land. Always to the water, you see?” 
 
    “And you think that is the spot?” 
 
    “It has to be - nothing else about here. I would wager an emperor’s donative on it. For all that’s worth these days,” he said, smiling at him. 
 
    “About a third of a mile, then - as we legionaries measure distance . . .” 
 
    “Praefectus?” 
 
    He turned and looked up at the sun which lay low overhead. “ . . . If that crippled war-galley sailed through the night, it would have made port in the early hours. Give those Hibernians aboard time to rouse their comrades and outfit another vessel and then put out . . . What, how many hours to sail back here, Atticus?” 
 
    The other sniffed and looked out over the sea. “ . . . The wind has shifted overnight - it’s a boreas wind now, coming out of the north and east - that suits your assault craft coming out of the Sinus but will make it hard-going for any Hibernian vessel coming in from the west. It will have to tack against it and put on oars also. I would guess - if it was similar to the one we crippled -  that it would take them until midday to reach landfall here . . .” 
 
    “Time to bait the trap, then  . . .” 
 
    Atticus leaned in a little to him then and glanced back at the huddled figures behind them. Concern edged his voice. “ . . . There’s only ten of them, Praefectus - and us two, of course. Those aren’t good odds against that prince’s warriors. There’s twenty of them.” 
 
    “It won’t be a fight on even footing, Atticus. And that will make a difference.” 
 
    “It will?” 
 
    He smiled into the evident confusion on the small gubernator’s voice. “No, we’re penning them in from above. And we will have surprise on our side. Not all battles are won by honour and courage. And this one will be all about the surprise and shock. It may not win us any glory under the eyes of the old gods but it will get me what I want.” 
 
    “That Hibernian?” asked Atticus. 
 
    “That Hibernia indeed . . .” 
 
    The next hour saw them all creep northwards, keeping low and moving carefully. He ordered them to drop back a little into the expanse of the moor so that any watching eyes would be unlikely to see them against that heather and bracken. Anything which gleamed or shone was muffled up in cloth or put away and he gave commands to the two arcuballistae men to range further out as flankers.  He and Atticus pulled a little ahead and broke ground through the moor as they threaded a route northwards and back from the coast-line now. After what he estimated was a third of a mile, he ordered them to angle out back towards the unseen coast-line. About him, a few of the milites reached down into the dark earth and smeared some of it across their faces and hands, further darkening them. A grim silence settled over them all then and as he looked back to watch them follow him and Atticus he wondered on how the Arcani under Brennus would have looked after months deep in the barbaricum to the north. What little of Rome would have remained in them after such a long time swaddled in that mud and fern and the dirt? These Liburnian men had only been ashore for one night and now this morning and already they were blending into the landscape like natives. The only thing which spoke to their romanitas now were their weapons and the careful manner in which they threaded the moor underfoot. How long before even that discipline would fade and they would be indistinguishable from the Novantae here? 
 
    “ . . . Praefectus . . .” 
 
    A narrow track emerged ahead and fell away into the unseen coast-line while also threading its way eastwards across the dark breast of the moor. He and Atticus broke onto it and he stood for a moment looking both ways. The earth underfoot was hard-packed from use, he saw, and the track held a small parallel dip of ruts in it . . . 
 
    Atticus swore quietly and reached down to touch the hard earth. “This is it, then. Look at it, worn by use. And the bloody Novantae have been carting stuff up here, too.” 
 
    “Trade?” he hazarded but the look from the gubernator silenced him. 
 
    “Trade, my arse. You trade at Rerigonium. This has the smell of something hidden under a cloak. You smuggle here not trade . . .” 
 
    “What would Dabronus be smuggling out to the Scotti from Hibernia? These lands are poor enough that they would horde whatever they have from each other, I would suspect.” 
 
    “Whatever it is, it has been happening for a while now, judging by the track here. These ruts are deep. That means loaded goods. Heavy goods - either coming in or going out . . .” 
 
    A thought struck him then and he remembered the words of Brennus about that trader - what was his name? Nicanor, wasn’t it? A merchant with illicit Roman gold bearing the image of an as-yet unproclaimed Augustus. Gold was heavy. Very heavy - and always desired or smuggled or stolen. 
 
    “Praefectus?” 
 
    He pushed that thought aside. The implications were too fearful for him to dwell on now and he had other more immediate issues to contend with. For one moment, he found himself cursing that scarred face - hating that it remained mocking him while also at the same time only giving him half the pieces of a puzzle. He held the writings of half a man - nothing more. Half a man and all his blood. He needed to know what happened in that ride northwards up into the dark mountains and into the lair of the ancient Atecotti. What was the point of giving him only half his reports, he wondered then in frustration? It was a mosaic with every other tesserae missing - useless. Worse than useless for it goaded him into an action which would be wild and hazarded more than it was formulated. And as every legion commander and tribune knew - that was nothing but a path to disaster . . . 
 
    He pushed that scarred face away and turned towards the west. “Bring up the rest,” he said. “We crawl forwards now. I doubt this Hibernian will have scouts or pickets out up here but let’s not tip the wheel of Fortune against us, eh?” 
 
    The gubernator nodded and gestured back to the small band behind him. In moments, they were ranging up alongside him and crouching low into the cover of the heather. A cool wind was brushing across the furze of the moor giving everything a soft pliant feel at odds to the readiness about him now. The milites near him were breathing hard and gripping their weapons with a tension which he could almost touch. Even the figure of Atticus looked different now - coiled and ready for action; all the easy humour on him gone . . . 
 
    The hidden cove was deep but broadened out into a long shallow beach, white, expansive, and forming a safe harbour of sorts. High walls of granite shielded it from the weather while the tidal waters rolled ashore in long slow ripples. Only at the entrance to the cove, where the shoulders of granite bunched in, was the water rough and uneasy, spilling through and boiling with foam. That wildness soon dissipated, though. The white sand was curved and wide, roughly a stades long, shelving up gradually into the granite rocks which guarded it. The dark stains of sea-weed gave the white a grainy tone which showed how far up the high tide would rise. Driftwood lay scattered about on the sand, twisted and bleached, like petrified serpents. 
 
    High up on that beach and back towards the last of the granite rocks tumbling down from the moor waited a party of warriors, all huddled in thick cloaks. A small pit had been dug and a fire lit. It smouldered now, more glowing ash and embers, than flames. A thin line of smoke rose up and swiftly vanished. The figures were clumped up about that pit, resting around it or squatting nearby. Some were tending to their weapons, cleaning them, rubbing the mud and rust off them, while others were waiting, looking out towards the little water which could be seen through the entrance to the cove. One, apart from all the others, had mounted the rocks up towards that entrance and stood now like a sentinel, looking out across the west, all muffled up in a heavy cloak, one high spear angled back across his shoulders. 
 
    All the figures bore the tight, muscled, look of seasoned warriors. There was a confidence and alertness in them which appeared natural and unenforced. One figure in particular centred the others - a tall, blond-haired, man with an easy grace and look to him. He ranged about the others, joking with them, mocking them, with a familiarity which spoke to his confidence. He called out once to the watch-man up among the rocks and the latter had raised a hand in return and shouted something back to him which had made him laugh and clap the shoulder of a companion near him.  
 
    “ . . . That has to be him, Atticus . . .” 
 
    Flavius Sabinus eased himself a little back from the granite rocks and shifted the semi-spatha against his thigh into a more comfortable position. 
 
    “Twenty warriors, then,” murmured Atticus in reply. “They look well-rested . . .” 
 
    He nodded back. “One on look-out up on those rocks - the rest below, waiting.” 
 
    He turned and look around him. The Liburnian men had spread out on their bellies among the last of the heather at the edge of the granite on either side of the beaten track. That latter breached the granite and fell down into the white sands below for a short distance before fading away. The Hibernian warriors below had set-up camp to the right of that track with their backs to the granite boulders. Thoughts tumbled through him and he gazed about, assessing the position and the milites about him. 
 
    “You think we can hold them back if they rush us?” Atticus said, his low.  
 
    “We have the advantage of height and an entrenched position . . .” 
 
    “But?” 
 
    He smiled at that. “A concerted rush could push through and reach the open moor at our backs. If they cut through us, we will be slaughtered. Our only advantage is the height here and the rocks.” 
 
    Atticus peeked out a little and breathed through his lips. “That track is short - we could maybe get off two salvos at most. Maybe take down a few of them. Those shields are wide and well-made. But . . .” 
 
    “But it won’t be enough, will it?” 
 
    The gubernator smiled back at him. “You’re the legion officer. I am just a tiller-man. You tell me, Praefectus.” 
 
    “If we attacked first with surprise, we will thin their numbers. Let’s imagine that look-out sees the approaching relief galley. He shouts back and points westwards. Those on the beach below will rise up and move down to the edge of the waters there. They will get ready to await the arrival of those who have come to pick them up. The look-out will scramble back down the rocks to join them. They will all have their backs to us up here.” 
 
    “Then what?” 
 
    He smiled at that. “If Araxes is shrewd, he will have spotted the approaching galley and hid the scaphae among the rocks. Once it moves to come inshore here, he will give the command to assault it and those scaphae will slide out and engage. All the while, this lord will be waiting here with his comites, wondering on what is taking so long . . .” 
 
    “He’ll order that look-out back up among the rocks, I suspect, eh?” 
 
    “He will - and as that warrior reaches that position only to see blood-shed and carnage on the waters, he will turn to shout back an alarm. That is the moment, Atticus.” 
 
    The latter looked hard at him. “You are serious?” 
 
    “You look to the sea, Atticus, is that not what you said?” 
 
    “I did, yes - but this is madness, Praefectus. You said earlier we won’t be fighting them on even ground. But this slope is short - we won’t have much of an advantage.” Concern grew across his features and he saw the gubernator look uneasily to his commilatones hidden in the heather about him.  
 
    “You have the sea, Atticus - leave me the land. This is the only way forward. Trust me.” 
 
     “You want us to abandon the heights here -” 
 
    “I want us to use that moment of confusion to hit them as hard as we can. We will drive them into the waters and overwhelm them before they can gather their wits. If we wait up here, they can break through us. Once broken, we are dead men fit only for the carrion crows. If, however, we hit them when they are all facing the sea, we can break them.” 
 
    Atticus looked unconvinced. “Men trapped fight twice as hard. Every fool knows that.” 
 
    “They do, yes,” he agreed. “But that water down there is not a vallum or a fossa, Atticus. They will stumble back into it on instinct and sink further into its seductive embrace. If you can step back, you always will. That is what will break them . . .” 
 
    “If you’re wrong, Praefectus, we will have squandered the only advantage we have up here. Why not wait and see what your Barcarii do? If they sink that galley, won’t they land here to finish the job? One of those scaphae of yours will bring in over fifty fighting men - more than enough to bring this lord to bay, no?” 
 
    “Not if he rushes us up here and breaks through us. Before the Barcarii could disembark and form up, we will all be slaughtered. No, this is the only way forward.” 
 
    It was clear to him that Atticus was unconvinced. The gubernator looked out along the rim to where his companions were secreted in the rocks and then back out to the Hibernians below. All the easy humour on him had vanished. He shook his head and sighed a little. 
 
    “ . . . You’re the Praefectus, Sabinus . . .” 
 
    He reached out and gripped his shoulder to reassure him. “This will work. Order those two arcuballistae men to stay up here and provide covering fire - stop those warriors from flanking us. You understand? The rest are with us - we move hard and with no mercy. We need to break their fighting spirit.” 
 
    “ . . . And now?” 
 
    “Now we wait for that watch-man to signal the group below . . .” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER FIVE 
 
     
 
    Fortune Delivers But Never Enough . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The relieving Hibernian vessel must have made good time under sail for it was not midday - not even close - when that watch-man appeared to stiffen a little and turn to shout back down to the group below.  
 
    He untwisted from his cloak and lifted it high above his shoulders, whipping it back and forwards in a clear precise move which told Flavius Sabinus that he was signalling out to the approaching galley. For a moment, as Atticus shifted near him and whispered out urgent commands to the Liburnian men about him, he saw that watch-man wait, still and alert, before he turned abruptly then and clambered back down the granite rocks. Below him, figures stood up and began to assemble their gear at the edge of the tide. Shields were propped up and covered over in leather hides. The spears were bundled together into a small pyramid. Packs and heavy sacks were piled up. That gold-haired warrior-lord strode among his comites, laughing with them, mocking them, all the while those about him responded in kind. For a moment, as he waited and observed them all getting ready to depart, he felt a small twinge of jealousy at that sight. Years had passed since he had been stripped of the First Parthian Legion and he missed the feeling of pride and union which he had felt with that legion. It was a proud legion - an accomplished one with many laurels under its aquila. Laurels he had added to, also. The men and officers had hailed him as one of their own and had also looked up to him in times of war and siege. Now, however, those under him - if they did not despise him - merely looked on in coldness. He had a bitter stain on his fingers now and reminded them of a moment in their past which had finally broken them - and now they had ended up here in the dim west of Rome, forgotten and abandoned, with the ancient Mesopotamian lands taken away from them. 
 
    “We’re ready, Praefectus . . .” 
 
    He shrugged those dark thoughts away. Brooding would do him no good now. That warrior-lord below was not to be envied. Instead he was a key to unlocking a door into darkness -  and he needed him.  
 
    “I want him alive, Atticus. All the others are not important. There is something brewing here in Rerigonium and I need to know what it is - Rome needs to know. Cunomarus moved against Veleda in a hurry the moment we arrived here. He failed. What prompted him to make an attempt on her life? This Hibernian lord sailed into the Sinus expecting a welcome but found a Roman classis here instead. He promptly turned about to flee. Why? What is being smuggled here between the Hibernians and the Novantae? He has the answers I want . . .” 
 
    “Then let’s snare this petty regulus, Praefectus, and get you your answers, eh?” 
 
    The wait which followed was short. The figures below grouped up about the pile of gear and weapons, looking out at that tight entrance, watching the waves and foam surge through it before spreading out into the waters before them. Silence had descended over them and one or two squatted down into the white of the sand. One picked up a long bleached piece of wood and was dragging it through that sand, making small spirals and curves, carving a pattern in it while occasionally looking up as if bored. Ahead, the sound of the waves was loud and interminable. The sea flooded in through that entrance and he sensed that only a skilful magister or gubernator would be able to bring a small scapha or lembus into that cove. It would need to ride high on the tidal wash and surge in or be caught up and dashed against the rocks on either side, he thought.  
 
    A sudden shout below made him look out beyond that entrance and what he saw chilled his heart. At his side, Atticus cursed darkly and shifted a little, bringing a double-headed axe up close. 
 
    A small craft was threading that entrance, riding up high on the surge, its oar blades up and shining. Foam crashed up from its prow while a hooded figure stood up at the bow and turned to shout back commands to an unseen tiller-man behind him. For a moment, it hung suspended on that wild foam and then it plunged down as the tidal waters rushed through the entrance. The vessel almost seemed to fall into the cove then, breaking free from that bottle-neck, as the oars sliced back down into the surging waters and pulled the craft clean of that elemental battle. 
 
    “Praefectus?” Alarm rose up over Atticus. All about, the Liburnian men twisted around to stare at him. 
 
    It was a small boarding craft - a scaphula - long and narrow, with ten oars down each side, blunt-nosed and flat-bottomed. The stern rose up into an inward curving post atop which rose a high pole. A scarlet vexillum snapped now from that pole as if pinned there. Crammed into that narrow scaphula were upwards of twenty or so figures, all bunched up about the oars and straining hard against the tidal waters here in the cove. That figure up by the prow was shouting out and gesturing over towards the warriors waiting now at the edge of the waters. An answering cry from the gold-haired warrior-prince echoed those shouts. 
 
    He looked on and saw that vexillum whip about to reveal the stark image of a stag, its head crowned with a forest of tines. 
 
    For a moment, he lay there and wild thoughts crashed through him. The sight of the small boarding vessel shook him - the implications were too hard to bear - that this craft had arrived, victorious, to lift off those waiting on the sands - that behind it on unseen bloody waters lay a barbarian triumph he dared not contemplate. 
 
    “Atticus - we have to move. Now!” 
 
    The gubernator looked at him in shock. “That’s madness -” 
 
    He rose up, shifting the semi-spatha and making to grip it. The hilt felt somehow re-assuring to his hand despite the cold hard knot now forming in his stomach. 
 
    “We have to! Before that Hibernian vessel beaches!” The blade slid out cleanly from its scabbard. 
 
    He was up and moving forwards before he had finished speaking. Speed was everything now. If he hesitated or thought too deeply, all would be lost. He thought he heard a mad shout behind him from Atticus - half-curse and half prayer - but he refused to look back and instead drew his blade and pelted down the worn track to the sands below. Figures were rising up in his wake but it was too late to issue commands or turn back to goad them on. 
 
    Ahead, that scaphula had cleared the entrance now and was rowing cleanly over the tidal waters towards the white sands. He heard dim shouts from the rowers as they bunched in over the oars and worked them as hard as they could. He saw that the craft was old and shoddy - the paint-work on the bulwark and up at the blunt prow was peeling while the forward part was grimy and corroded a little from long use. The figure up by that prow was staring hard across the waters of the cove and up towards where the Hibernian warriors waited. One hand was shaded across his forehead. 
 
    If it ran ashore and debouched its crew, any fight on the beach would be over. He knew that. His only option now was to rush in and get that Hibernian alive - to bundle him back away into the long moors before the arriving rescuers could get ashore and aid him.  
 
    The ground fell away under him with startling speed and with an effort he heaved up the baldric of the semi-spatha and flung it aside. It would only encumber him now in that desperate run down onto the beach below. A small part of him regretted not bringing his shield with him aboard the lembus. 
 
    His feet sank a little into the white sand and his momentum slowed. Cursing inwardly, he pushed harder, his breathing ragged now. He felt more than saw figures grunting and heaving behind him in his wake. These were naval men though - not used to working hard on the land - and he knew he was pulling ahead of them in that run down the track onto the beach. Ahead, he saw the figure at the prow of the scaphula gesturing backwards out through the entrance, waving his arm up and almost laughing. A high, hooded, paenula flowed about him and obscured his face. 
 
    He was half-way across the white sand, his feet dragging hard through it, as the warriors ahead of him seemed to grow larger with a slowness which seemed interminable now. A figure at the rear of that group was turning about, twisting his head, as if sensing something. One hand gripped a heavy war-spear, its long iron blade glistening darkly. That figure turned and looked back, frowning, even as he ran hard in towards him. A small part of him cursed all the gods then that Fortune had blessed this warrior - 
 
    Something hard and dark slid past him high over one shoulder. It razored the air and before he knew what was happening that warrior grunted a little and staggered backwards. The war-spear fell onto the white sands. Another dark missile thrummed past him and took him hard in the chest. The impact of the two arcuballistae bolts bowled him over and with a heavy crash he fell backwards into the sand. Blood stained the white about him. 
 
    What followed next was a riot of confusion. Men shouted out in alarm and turned about, gripping shields and spears, while the blond-haired figure seemed to slip behind a sudden wall of shields which appeared as if on a whim. Two warriors reached down to drag that collapsed figure in amongst them while the latter cried out in agony.  
 
    Two more bolts slashed past him, high over his shoulders, but both glanced off those shields. The Hibernians ahead of him were shouting out hard oaths now and hunkering in behind their square shields. 
 
    The sand underfoot seemed to drag at him as if to pull him down into its depths. 
 
    A spear arced up out of that assembling phalanx but the throw was rushed and the weapon fell to his left. He heaved harder, willing himself on, the semi-spatha in close now. His vision narrowed down into that tight group of figures milling about, shields rising, spears and small blades emerging, while at his back he heard nothing but rough curses and ragged breathing. 
 
    Everything dissolved suddenly then into violence and a wash of blood. He dashed in hard to the figures at the outer edge and half-slid in under an upraised shield, slashing quickly at the underbelly now exposed. He felt a sudden shock of impact and a cry of pain as that figure jerked back. Without waiting, he kicked past him and gripped the semi-spatha in both hands to parry away a clumsy spear-thrust. The warrior behind it was snarling in rage, his face all twisted, as it rose suddenly over the rim of a rough shield. The parry knocked that spear aside slightly and before the Hibernian could recover, he dipped his blade over that rim and thrust it hard into the man’s exposed neck. Again, he felt the shock of impact, of the hard iron slicing into exposed flesh - but before he could relish it, he brought the semi-spatha back and then slashed it across that face. The warrior screamed out in agony and fell backwards.  
 
    Already, the Liburnian men were in about him now and widening that opening. Men grunted and swore, hacking at each other with wild abandon. The sand underfoot was churned up into a crimson slush. Mad shouts fell over him. Another warrior ran in towards him, spear low and shield in tight but the sand made him stumble a little and slow down. Almost as if in a dance, he swivelled about and side-stepped that long thrust but the warrior anticipated his move and angled back in towards him, grunting savagely. The spear-tip darted in and he only just managed to batter it aside. That parry left him exposed and in response, the other’s shield slammed out and winded him, knocking him backwards. Fire arced up his shoulder and he grunted through it, back-stepping hard. The warrior grinned at that and closed in on him, dropping the spear and pulling out a short blade similar to his own. They clashed again amid all the fighting and in moments had parried and counter-thrust against each other. Sweat coursed over him and he blinked it away. The Hibernian dodged and then slashed backwards, anticipating his lunge - and he only just evaded that blow, feeling the iron blade slide and grate against the left flank of his scale corselet. He whipped his own blade about in return, cutting at the exposed arm but again that move was anticipated and the warrior drew back swiftly, grinning at him. Something hard crashed into him from behind and he staggered a little forwards in response. Curses exploded behind him - but that stagger forwards made him dip a little down into the sand underfoot. Its whiteness was stark and absolute before his eyes. 
 
    The warrior before him moved decisively in response and lunged in hard at his face. It was a swift thrust, merciless and brutal. Without thinking, he threw himself forwards and under it, using the momentum of the blow from behind, to fall sprawling into the sand. Grit exploded into his eyes and mouth then. He rolled hard and felt another blow fall past him into the sand by his face. He thrust up and out, blindly, and felt a hard shiver run down the iron blade as it was knocked aside almost as if in contempt. Get up, he willed himself, fear coursing through him, get up! Stay down and your are dead. 
 
    Darkness fell over him and he looked up into that warrior looming high above him. The man was relishing his imminent victory, his face wild with the joy of battle, as he lifted up the blade for another sudden downward blow. It came in fast, a line of white fire before his eyes, flashing in - but he shifted a little, sliding up, tensing - and that iron blade scraped in hard across his chest even as he rolled a little aside from it. Pain exploded across his chest but he felt the scales holding, buckling and bending but not snapping from the force of the thrust. In that moment, as the warrior above shifted a little to recover, grunting in anger that the blow had not penetrated his armour, he struck back, thrusting up into his groin, putting all his might into that blow, one hand about the lobed pommel of the semi-spatha as if cupping it.  
 
    Blood cascaded down on him in response. The warrior yelled out in agony and stumbled backwards, falling to one knee. Without let, he shifted up and reached out one hand to grab the man’s shoulder, pulling him in a little towards him. Before the other could react, he struck again and plunged his blade deep into the exposed chest, twisting it, before pulling it out and pushing the dying figure away from him. Blood and sand covered him now and he rose up like an elemental thing, mantled in the matter of the earth. His breathing was laboured and he felt blood on his mashed lips from where he had bitten down hard without realising it. Pain throbbed in waves across his chest and up his shoulder - one new and raw bleeding into another old and eternal - while he looked about at the chaos and wondered on it.  
 
     The Hibernian warriors were broken apart and scattered all about the edge of the tidal wash. The water nearby was churned with blood and the soft rolling of dark shapes. The Liburnian men under Atticus had hit hard into them and the result now was a chaos of savage fighting in that surf and sand. Figures grunted and strove against each other in a brutal dance which left no mercy or relief. He saw Atticus and two others working hard against a small clump of Hibernian warriors who were attempting to order their small shields into a defensive line - but the small gubernator was laughing grimly at that and hacking into one like an untrained gladiator while his two companions flitted at either edge to keep them off their guard. Another arcuballistae bolt scythed through the air and took a tall warrior in the throat. The impact tore him backwards and he vanished into the surging water, foam covering him like a white shroud. Desperate shouts reached his ears and he turned a little to see the golden-haired lord ordering his guard to move forwards and push the attackers back. For a moment, this warrior-prince turned to glance backwards out over the waters to the advancing vessel and then nod in triumph. 
 
    Close to him now, he saw that the man was tall and magnificent in his bearing - clad in the finery of a barbarian Celt but carrying it with a certain demeanour which told him that this man was a powerful leader among his people. He bore the dark mien of a northern Celt which contrasted with the long blond hair but his eyes flashed with a battle-joy and the smile on his features was wide and easy. He was relishing this call to action now after a day and a night going to ground, he sensed - especially now that his fellow Hibernians were about to beach and disembark to add their numbers to the battle.  
 
    Cursing, Flavius Sabinus steadied himself and made to advance on that lord. He gripped his semi-spatha tightly, feeling blood run in little trickles now down through this fingers from the wide iron of the blade. The sand underfoot was churned up, sucking at his boots, clotted with dark crimson. The sound of the fighting about him only echoed the dim roar of the waves as they broke through into the cove and the high cries of the gulls overhead. Everything was merging into one long mosaic of struggle and movement. Far behind this warrior-prince he caught a quick glimpse of the newly-arrived vessel and saw that it was rowing in fast now, the cloaked figures bunched over their oars and heaving as hard as they could. 
 
    Fortune had gifted him what he wanted, he found himself thinking then, as he stepped forwards, only to snatch it away with a mocking laugh. 
 
    He broke into a laboured jog through that sand and pointed his weapon at the lord ahead of him. Instantly, his guard - no more than a few warriors, all clad in richly-embroidered tunicas and cloaks - shouted out and turned to face him as he closed in on them. Their small, leather, shields were brought forwards while a small hedge of axes and spears bristled out. The lord behind them was laughing now as he caught sight of him advancing on him. An iron bolt slashed into the waters before them, kicking up spray, while another shot overhead, too high, and then vanished. 
 
    On either side of him, battling figures fell and pushed as if opening a bridge for him in towards that small phalanx of warriors. 
 
    He was barely a few paces from that group, running hard, breathing heavily, a small part of him thinking that this was madness now, all nothing but madness and the whim of the old gods, when one of the warriors ahead grunted a little and fell forwards in shock. Blood started from his mouth. Behind him, he glimpsed that dark outline of the advancing scaphula, with its high vexillum of the stag - and saw that banner slump and dip down, falling like a lost thing. For a shocking instance, he saw instead that moment the imperial signum over Nisibis had been drawn down to be replaced by the triumphant Persian standard. A surprised shout echoed out over the sand towards him and he saw the Hibernian prince flinch in alarm. Panic spread over him, turning that pride and battle-joy into confusion. One of the warriors stepped out then towards him, flashing a small axe about, while bringing in his small shield close. Above all their heads, he saw a small forest of oars rise up, flashing with light, waters cascading from the blades, and then vanish like mist. In the wake of that forest, rose the imperial draco of Rome, its long silk tail whipping out, fierce and vengeful - 
 
    He laughed then - at the absurdity of Fortune, her whims, her vicissitude and caprice - before half lunging and half-sliding into that advancing Hibernian, his blade whipping up and into him with a blunt viciousness which lacked craft and skill. It was a butcher’s thrust and it caught the warrior by surprise. His shield buckled inwards from that thrust and hit him hard on the left shoulder. Before he could recover, he was up at him and bowling him backwards into the thick, wet, sand, knocking that axe aside with one blow before ramming the heavy pommel into the side of his skull. Stunned, the figure grunted a little and fell backwards into the wash. Spray covered him, glittering like diamonds. The warriors around him - around that lord - were all turning from him in horror, looking backwards out into the tidal waters, shouting out in alarm. One pitched forwards, the long stalk of a heavy verutum embedded in his back, while another fell to one knee in the surf clutching at his side as blood gushed out from where an arrow now protruded. That blood cascaded into the waters like a sacrificial offering. 
 
    The Hibernian lord was frozen in shock now. He had turned a little, knee-deep in the waters, one hand holding a long, black, spatha, the other gripping a small shield, while he stared out over the waters as the scaphula knifed in towards him, all its oars sheathed now, men up at the bulwarks ready to leap overboard,. A small clump of sagittarii and slingers stood up at that blunt prow while above them all flowed the draco of Rome, hissing and twisting in fury. 
 
    That oncoming vessel slid up into the white sands then like a furious serpent, spray cascading out like an explosion, and with a harsh command, the men aboard all leapt overboard into the pounding surf. Their heavy cloaks fell from them and what he saw brought out a hard laugh of triumph from him. Barcarii fell in towards him, proud Helios shining from their oval shields, long spears out and ready - while that figure up at the prow surrounded by slingers and sagittarii tugged away that hooded paenula and stood revealed, his Persian helmet gleaming now like an imperial diadem. Araxes smiled and nodded down at him as the Barcarii about him fell onto the white sand and the surf about it, moving forward with a precision and an earnestness which cut through all the fury and battle about him. 
 
    The guard about this Hibernian lord fell backwards in alarm, scythed down by lead bullets and arrows, even as the Barcarii advanced hard into them. He saw the warrior-prince turn about, anger and fear colliding across his face, that black spatha wavering in indecision - and then that gaze with all its conflicting emotions fell on him and the lord cried out in deep frustration. He pushed past the collapsing figures about him and broke out towards him - 
 
    He had barely a moment to ready himself for that charge. Madness was surfacing on that warrior-prince now - his face looked deranged, filled with battle-lust - and he knew that all the anger and bitterness at being duped was falling on him now. He shifted his feet through the sand, tensing, and raised the semi-spatha up slightly in a two-handed grip. This lord was tall, his hair wild and blazing with gold now, and he towered over him. The spatha swung in low against him in a tight controlled slash and he battered it aside, feeling that shock of the blow quiver down the blade into this arm and up his shoulder. Before he knew what was happening, the figure dodged aside and came at him from his left side - his shield-less side - and pushed his own shield out to tip him off-balance. The spatha vanished in behind that edge, waiting for an opening. He crouched back in response and twisted to avoid that push, keeping his blade out a little to parry any blow. For a moment, they twisted and danced about each other, feinting a little, sliding through the mess of the sand underfoot, wary of the ground beneath them. He saw that the warrior-prince was mouthing something - a fierce curse or boast which was winding up his courage and anger against him. The eyes were narrowed now and glaring at him over the rim of the small shield.  
 
    The lunge which came next was sudden and almost took him. The figure roared out suddenly and leapt up high as if jumping over an obstacle - that long dark blade flashing forwards with a speed which seemed impossible. He parried it - barely - but the impact winded him and took him off-balance. That leap had seemed barely human - almost animal-like. The sound which had erupted from him was otherworldly. Breathing hard, he found himself driven back and again wishing for a shield. His own blade was too short against the other’s spatha and for one moment he found himself remembering that encounter with the scarred face in the narrow corridor and how the latter had mocked his own long spatha as being inappropriate in that confine. That was when the semi-spatha had been tossed over to him along with its scabbard.   
 
    The warrior-prince leapt again, shouting out a mad cry, and again that spatha crashed down into him like a black thunderbolt. His parry this time was weak and thin and he was forced down onto one knee into the sand. He felt the wetness of it seep suddenly through the heavy wool of his breeches. 
 
    He understood him - this noble warrior - then. He intuited his heart and knew this figure was fighting to be seen - to be remembered. That leap repeated was not to slay him, it was to mark the warrior-prince as blessed by the gods. This battle now was more ritual than it was mortal. Again, he saw him tense, ready to leap for a third time, that black blade quivering in anticipation, the gaze narrowed and looking now on a distant landscape where golden gods and demi-mortals waited on him, smiling and nodding, approving of his prowess, willing him to die gloriously in battle and come home to them, to his eternal patria . . . 
 
    And a certain wilful madness rose up in him in response - a madness at the futility of it all; the wildness of abandon; of exile. That all this was folly and unrequited honour. He looked at that figure, seeing in him his yearning to fall under the gaze of his gods, to be recognised and welcomed, to be remembered for it - and knew it was all folly. And the madness which rose in him - its anger and hot, molten, contempt - made him anticipate that leap with his own. 
 
    He leapt back, shouting, even as the Hibernian lord rose up also, that spatha slashing out hard at him, all black and wild and vicious, and he swung his own Hibernian blade hard against that spatha. They crashed into each other like wild stags, colliding hard, their breath exploding out of them as if rent away, the blades singing out in agony, all madness and fury - and that long black spatha shattered with that impact into a thousand fragments. 
 
    The world revolved about him in a sudden whirl, darkness enveloped him, and then the white of that sand came rushing up at him. Black shards coruscated about him like obsidian pearls and he felt rather than saw the Hibernian lord tumble backwards, stunned by that impact, all the life and wildness shivered out of him. 
 
    For a moment, he lay in that sand, unable to breath, still holding that semi-spatha, seeing the high blue of the sky overhead. Gulls wheeled above him in tiny circles, mocking the cries of battle below. A sudden wash of sea-water drenched him and he felt that wave rush up along his legs. With an effort, he rolled then, breathing hard, and pushed himself up to look for the Hibernian. The latter lay winded face-down in the sand. One hand was still gripped about the hilt of the shattered weapon, twisting it with a futile gesture, while he saw that blood covered him and was staining the white sand about him. 
 
    Barcarii were rushing past him now, their shields in close, helmeted heads down. He saw Andronikas shouting out hard orders and gesturing with his spatha up towards the granite rocks. The Illyrian was covered in sweat and fine grains of sand, giving him a marble or statue-like look - 
 
    “Up you get, amicus.” 
 
    A hand reached down and lifted him and he found himself looking up into the smiling face of Araxes. The Persian was nodding down to him and looking at him as if surprised to find him alive. 
 
    “That was foolish, Praefectus - very foolish, indeed!” 
 
    He brushed aside his comments and made to steady himself, looking about, taking everything in. His breathing was ragged while pain coursed up along his arm into his shoulder in one long unending wave. 
 
    “Get him alive, Araxes,” he whispered, gesturing to where the Hibernian lay. “Forget the rest - let them run or fall. I don’t care. This is all about him. You understand?” 
 
    “Of course - he is winded. He is not going anywhere, Sabinus. We have won the beach. Can’t you see?”  
 
    Araxes stepped back from him then, allowing him his feet, and he turned about slowly, still getting his strength back. 
 
    The Primicerius was correct. The beach was won. The Barcarii had advanced viciously into the backs of the few remaining Hibernian warriors and broken them against the Liburnian men. Corpses rolled in the wash now. The vast stain of crimson seeped out into the tidal waters. A few poor figures had fled and were attempting to rush the track which wound itself up onto the bleak moor - but even as he glanced up at them, two dark shapes rose up from that high lip, lifting up those small deadly arcuballistae and he knew those poor refugees from the battle here would never make that lip. He turned away and looked back to the craft which lay up now in the sands. 
 
    The high draco hissed down at him, its silk tail whipping about as if in a frenzy. 
 
    “What happened . . .” he found himself asking, his voice a harsh rasp. 
 
    Araxes laughed at that and sheathed his own spatha, looking back out over the cove to its wild entrance. 
 
    “I, too, can play the Trojan Horse, Flavius Sabinus! And what better way to honour a friend than to emulate him, eh?” 
 
    Up close now, he saw that the vessel bore signs of battle-damage. Soot stained the bowels of it while up along the side nearest him fresh gouges and scars showed where iron harpagos had bitten into it.  
 
    A final shout behind took him away from that sight and he saw the last of the Hibernians fall to the iron bolts of the two men up in the granite rocks. All about him now, men were slowing down and lowering their weapons. A wounded Hibernian was swiftly put out of his agony while a corpse nearby was being stripped of its gear and jewellery. An uneasy stillness was falling over everyone on the beach despite the crashing waves and the gulls overhead. 
 
    “You stole into here in Greek clothes?” he asked, already knowing the answer. 
 
    “I wasn’t sure what lay in here. I thought if you were waiting up on the moor, what better way to distract these barbarians than to look as if we were coming to rescue them. Let us say, I took your stratagem at Arbeia and embroidered it a little, eh?” 
 
    “Well, it worked,” he muttered in reply, “but it also goaded us into action. That was risky, my Persian friend . . .” 
 
    The smile which greeted those words was lazy and slightly mocking. “What action isn’t? The dice roll and the coins change hands and everything carries on.” That mockery vanished then and the dark, olive-coloured eyes, narrowed. “ . . . But that leap? That was madness. More, it was barbaric. I would never have imagined that in you, Flavius Sabinus . . .” 
 
    He found himself looking down at the figure prone below them - and a sort of pity moved through him at that sight. Gone was the magnificent barbaric warrior-prince. In his stead, lay a slumped man, supine and bloodied now. The fragments of his spatha lay about him almost as an offering, dark and glittering in the white sand. The pain in his arm and shoulder flared up then and he twisted his wrist, flexing the iron blade, in an attempt to relieve it. For a moment, he re-lived that leap but already the memory of it was fading. The impression of two bodies colliding filled him but it seemed remote, distant, as if he were imagining it or remembering a dream. Iron shattered about him but it seemed weightless - more shadows of tesserae than shards of that black weapon . . . 
 
    The figure below him stirred a little and groaned and he felt something sad rising in him now. He had cheated him of his warrior’s death; swept away that mythic landscape of gods and demi-gods which he had sensed lain in his eyes as he had leapt against him. He had torn the sacred and the mythic away from him and rendered him nothing but a bruised figure now - brought low into the matter of the earth. 
 
    “Get him up, Araxes . . .” 
 
    He turned away for a moment to look out over the rest of the white sands. The ground underfoot was a mash now of crimson slush and twisted corpses. Armoured figures walked among that wreckage and stooped to retrieve what they could - while up near the granite boulders he saw the Liburnian men regrouping about Atticus and laughing in relief. A few were clapping the little gubernator on the shoulders. Higher up, on that rutted track, the two arcuballistae men were descending now and swinging those small missiles weapons across their backs. One stooped suddenly and picked up the leather scabbard of his semi-spatha. 
 
    A quick count told him that of the ten Liburnian men, three were missing. He saw one propped upright against a boulder, nursing a cut arm, stifling the bleeding by tying off a linen wrap and grunting in pain as he did so. The remaining two must be among the dead piled up along the surf and clotted sand now. 
 
    “Fucking mad jump, Praefectus - wouldn’t have believed it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes . . .” 
 
    The words came from a Barcarius who was helping another lift up the Hibernian lord. He saw that the small Syrian was looking at him and smiling but that smile was one of disbelief. The other Mesopotamian man was shaking his head and he thought for a moment that something like awe rested in his eyes. 
 
    He stood then and stared at them both, not used to such words - and then he pointed to the figure slumped in their arms. 
 
    “Get him cleaned up, you understand? Wash the blood off him. Bind him but be gentle. I need him.” 
 
    The man who spoke first nodded back. “ . . . Dominus . . .” 
 
    They dragged him deeper into the foam and wash of the tidal water and began to sluice the blood from him. His belt and dagger was unbuckled and put away. Rings and a gold torq were stripped from him. He saw that the figure was reviving a little from the shock of the cold water and the strange hands on him but the light in his eyes was muted now. 
 
    “Going native on us, Praefectus?”  
 
    Another Barcarius walked past him, gathering up the heavy javelins which had been cast from the blunt prow of the scaphula. He turned to look at him and saw he had a sly grin on his face. The familiarity in those words struck him as odd. 
 
    “Native?” he found himself echoing back, frowning. 
 
    The man laughed at him and made to move on, shaking his head a little as he did so. It was then that Andronikas appeared before him. The Ducenarius reached up and unstrapped the heavy iron helmet before removing it and passing a hand over his brow, wiping the sweat away. The blunt face was exhausted, he saw.  
 
    He turned then to Araxes and beckoned to both of them to walk with him a little way along the edge of the sand.  
 
    “Report, please . . .” 
 
    Araxes spoke first and nodded back to the beached outline of the boarding craft. 
 
     “ . . . Paternus arrived at sunset just as the Novantae began to return from their cremation and internment up on the moor. That old Celt told us what you had done and was still cursing you all through the night as we got drunk on their ale.” 
 
    “Wait,” he broke in, “you feasted with Dabronus and Veleda?” 
 
    The Illyrian next to Araxes laughed sourly at that. “What choice did we have, Praefectus? We couldn’t put out oars at night and we couldn’t ignore their feast - the ritual of it - that would be an insult!” 
 
    He saw again the exhaustion on his face and wondered on it. “So you put out at first light? 
 
    The Persian nodded in reply. “Paternus advised it. He judged that any relief craft would be here at midday - which was more than enough time.” 
 
    He looked around at all the Barcarii on the shore-line, seeing their tiredness and how pale their faces were. Even Araxes looked a little wan now, he realised, but hid it well behind a light smile. 
 
    “Two ritual feasts since we arrived . . . I am surprised you have any sober men left, Araxes . . .” 
 
    The other laughed a little at that. “As am I!” 
 
    “It wasn’t too bad,” grunted Andronikas, smiling a little along with Araxes. “We knew we would be putting out at dawn. Orders went out to be moderate with the feasting and drinking.” 
 
    “And you thought those orders would be obeyed?” he asked, looking hard at him. 
 
    The Illyrian shrugged a little. “What else could we do? Besides,” he added, looking at the Persian next to him and shaking his head a little, “we had to drink some, yes? To propitiate their gods . . .” 
 
    “So you arrived along these shores and hid in among the rocks?” 
 
    Araxes nodded in reply and took up the report then, filling him in with the details.  
 
    The sailing out of the Sinus and down the coast here had been swift, he told him, and he had ordered one scapha to put in at a small rocky cove northwards from here while the other under the Centenarius had been dispatched southwards to bracket the rough area. The dawn light had been pale and misty - a low fog bank had arrived in from the west but was slowly burning away as the sun rose. Once it had partially lifted, a vessel had been sighted coming out of the west under sail. A full westerly, or zephyrus, wind was rising up, aiding it. It was a large vessel, stout and high-sided, but inelegant with it. It had a huge main canvas and a smaller artemon sail rising up from a foremast. Swiftly, he had ordered the scapha out to engage, arcing in from the northern waters while in the distance he glimpsed the other assault craft moving in swiftly. What followed was vicious and predictable. That Hibernian vessel shipped out oars to engage the advancing scaphae but the latter merely circled it like wolves about a slow ox - peppering it with missiles and fire-pots - until it had attempted to back oars and retreat. That was when that zephyrus wind became a hindrance. The galley swung steadily about but had settled ungainly into the water. He had ordered the assault craft to slide in aft of the Hibernian vessel and stalk it on either side. After more volleys of missiles and judging the time ripe, he had commanded both scaphae to rake the sides in one sudden, swift, move, crippling the galley and leaving it wallowing on the waters. One then hung back, sweeping the deck with fire while the remaining one moved in on the other side and grappled the bulwarks. Axes and falces had cut the braces and lifts of the main sail as the Hibernian crew attempted to find cover from the arrow and lead bullet volleys. Crippled now, the order to board was given and the Barcarii had stormed over the bulwarks, shields up and spears out, behind a final missile salvo. What followed was short and brutal. The remaining Hibernian warriors were all cut down after a savage fight, refusing to surrender despite several warnings and pleas. 
 
    Once possessed, Araxes had looked back to shore and to see that a final rag of sea-mist still hung between them and the coast behind it. 
 
    “ . . . That was when I realised that we had the element of surprise now, “ he concluded. 
 
    “No one ashore here had seen the battle?” 
 
    “I couldn’t imagine how. That sea-mist hid it all. I looked down the length of the galley and saw that it had a long boarding craft tied-off on deck. That was when I thought of you and the Creia crossing in that war-curucus of the Picts . . .” 
 
    “As I said before, that was a dangerous gamble, my friend,” he replied, looking again at the long scaphula. 
 
    “Only if it fails - I believe it was Caesar himself who coined that phrase, no?” 
 
    A shout drew his attention away from the Primicerius and the Ducenarius at his side. 
 
    The Hibernian captive was on his knees, wrists bound behind him, his head low. He looked dishevelled now and all the proud ambition and nobility was battered out of him. The jewellery and marks of distinction were gone. His weapons taken. All his companions and foster-brothers slaughtered and nothing but dark corpses rolling in the wash nearby. The two Barcarii stood behind him, each one holding a shield and spear now, guarding him. For a moment, he remained gazing on this elusive figure who had outplayed him at sea and almost succeeded in evading him to return back to that winter land in the west. He looked a poor figure now as he knelt in the slush of the white sand, his hair ragged, and with a haunted look in his eye. 
 
    “Let’s see if this prize was worth the hunt, shall we?” 
 
    The man looked up at him as he approached and seemed to glance aside then. All about him, the Barcarii were standing up from their despoiling of the dead and began to drift closer, curious now. One or two spat into the sand and cursed in their ancient argot. He was struck then for a moment on the contrast between these Mesopotamian men with their dark looks and smoky eyes and the tall Celt at their feet. The ancient symbol of Helios on all their shields seemed to close in on this fallen warrior-prince as if to mock him and his ancestral gods. 
 
    “Do you know who were are?” he asked him, without ceremony or courtesy, in Latin. 
 
    The other looked up at him and nodded. “Romans - from south of the Vallum?”  
 
    His Latin was thick but came easily from him. Up close to him, he saw that the man was broad-chested and physically strong. Bruises covered him now, though, and he realised that one or two deep cuts lay on his arms under the torn wool of his tunica. He hadn’t remembered cutting him like that but the sudden ferocity of that duel meant that he had fought more on instinct than training and that more happened in it than he realised now. He shifted a little in the sand and reached up to ease the pain in his shoulder under the scale armour. That pain had settled a little into a dull but pervasive ache. There was little relief to be had but he rubbed it now more out of habit than anything else . . . 
 
    “Not south of the Vallum - north of it. You understand?” 
 
    “Does it matter?” He looked away, at the figures piled up in the wash, seeing their brutal deaths written over their bodies now. 
 
    “What’s your name, Hibernian?” 
 
    The warrior lifted up his chin a little and attempted to muster some pride in his voice. “ . . . I am Athairne, lord and dominus of the Darinoi, blessed of the Red God, raiders and pillagers of Rome . . .” The ritual phrase fell from his lips but the conviction behind it was faint. 
 
    Andronikas grunted at his side. “Scotti, then . . . nothing but raiders . . .” 
 
    He turned to face his Ducenarius. “He’s hardly a cattle-thief or land-grabber. No, this is something else.” 
 
     Araxes broke in and gestured back out to the unseen waters beyond the cove. “That first galley yesterday and the one this morning all speak to more than Scotti, I think. Those were impressive vessels for Celtic barbarians here in the far west.” 
 
    He looked back down at this Athairne. The loss of his warriors and foster-brothers filled his face and gave him a haunted look. The blond hair was lank, plastered to his forehead, and glittered with sand.  
 
    “You are the leader of the Darinoi, Athairne?” he asked. 
 
    For a moment, the man opposite him simply stared at him and a certain numbness filled him. When he spoke, his voice was quiet. “ . . . You should have killed me, Roman. There would have been honour in that. My people would have respected you for it. A warrior should not outlive his fall as I have. But I think you also know this, do you not?” 
 
    “I? I don’t understand -” 
 
    “The gods have allowed you to live on after your fall, I think, also, eh? I can see it in your face. There is bitterness there - and I saw it, too, when you rose to meet me in the leap. The glory of the gods rose up in me then to cover me, to lift me up - but you came at me mantled in darkness and it was as if the earth itself rose to consume me, Roman . . . You leapt, didn’t you, but that leap was a dark thing, I think, no?” 
 
    His words were stark and blunt and for a moment he remembered the mockery which had filled him and stoked up an anger in him - and how that anger, its bitterness, lifted him up to smash that spatha into smithereens and bring this Athairne low to the ground at his feet. 
 
    “If there is any darkness here, Athairne, it is in the north among the mountains of Caledonia, I think. Not here on this beach. The gods have gifted you your life - what you do now with that gift is entirely in your hands . . .” 
 
    “There is no life to be had here, Roman. This is shame. You have gifted me your darkness. Nothing more. Hand me a blade that I may end this now.” 
 
    “Praefectus, a word . . .” Araxes reached out a hand and touched his sleeve and drew him aside a little. He fell quietly into the argot of Mesopotamia. “This will be futile. I know this sickness. That man’s soul is twisted now with shame. He will not talk freely. It will be easier to twist a snake out of its skin than get the truth from him now.” 
 
    “Men have died for this prize, Araxes - good men. Mine and Paternus’. I need what is inside him. This cove here is more than a Scotti secret. Atticus discovered a track up here leading out into the east and back to Rerigonium. It is well-rutted from the transport of heavy goods - something heavy and secret.” He found himself sighing then and he glanced back down to the figure of the bound Hibernian below him. “This can’t have been all for nothing . . . I won’t accept that . . .” 
 
    “Look at him,” Araxes urged. “That man is riddled with darkness now. But there is another way . . .” 
 
    He knew instinctively what he meant then and a part of him rebelled against that path. He pulled back slightly but the Primicerius only nodded at him to reinforce his point.  
 
    “I can get that truth out of him. You know that. And I will do it if you order me to. Leave him with me and two good Barcarii. I will take him up into the moor up there and we will work on him.” 
 
    “He fought valiantly,” he began to protest - but the look in the other’s face stilled those words. 
 
    “You said yourself you need what is inside him, did you not? Let me get that for you.” 
 
    For a moment, all the friendship and years fighting together fell away and he found himself staring at the eternal blank face of a Persian - cold, elegant, distant. The dark eyes were remote now and all the easy grace or light humour had vanished. He remembered how Araxes had fought and strived against his own kin on that long hard march down towards Ctesiphon, spilling blood and slaughtering innocents under the standards of Hormisdas. Then Araxes had been noble and even cruel - only breaking that armour when alone with him and getting drunk on the stolen wine. There had been moments when he had seen him and wondered on who he really was. But defeat and that dry, almost-endless, retreat had brought out a closeness in them which had survived all the exile and shame to come . . . 
 
    Araxes stepped in closer and that face filled his vision. “You are thinking that this is cruel, barbaric, even. It is not so in Persia, amicus. It is an art form. The pain and the carving of the flesh will be deliberate things. Not wanton or cruel. All I need is a little fire and a sharp blade. He will resist - even revel in the pain a little. It will reach down into his soul and stoke the life in it. I will gift him pain to wake his soul from the sickness which is consuming him now. I will bring him back to life with that pain and once that happens he will talk. This I vow by Ahura and the sacred fires.” 
 
    “You talk as if you are helping him, Araxes.” 
 
    The latter shrugged then. “Perhaps I am . . .” 
 
    He glanced back at the figure of Athairne slumped in the white sand. The latter was staring up at them, attempting to divine their strange tongue, frowning a little. That moment of collision - of the wild leap - filled him for a moment and inwardly he shivered again at that impact. Something this Hibernian warrior-prince said struck him then - 
 
    Turning he leaned down and lifted up the man’s chin. Coldness filled his voice. “See this man here - this is a Persian from far in the east where the sun rises. Beyond Rome. Beyond all you know. I have seen his land, Athairne. Fought in it. It is a land filled with canals and oases and rich date groves. A land of milk and honey. Its people are wolves in the dark, though. This one is a wolf. He is in exile now. His ancestors have been stripped from him. He cannot sacrifice in his ancient temples or worship the sacred fires of his gods. You understand?” 
 
    Athairne glared up at him. “What of it? I do not care for these barbarians from the east -” 
 
    “He wants me to give you to him. He will take you and work his art on you. And you will give me what I want. But I will not give him to you. I don’t need to, do I, Athairne?” 
 
    “I won’t talk for you, Roman. My life is over.” 
 
    He nodded hard into those words. “It is. I took it. I am the darkness and I rose up and swallowed you - that is what you said, isn’t it? I took your bright glory and drowned it in my bitterness. And now you are wrapped up in it.” 
 
    “What are you saying, Roman?” His gaze flicked aside then.  
 
    “I am saying that I own your soul. It is mine. I tore it out of you in that leap. You know this. Tell me what I want to know. Give me what I ask - and I will release it back. What you do with that is up to you, Athairne. Resist me and this one will take you, you understand?” 
 
    “You are mocking me.” 
 
    “Am I? Look about you - your kinsmen and guard are dead. Two of your vessels have been bested here on the shores of the Novantae. Your spatha is broken - shattered in that last leap - and I stand over you. Rome rises over you. That darkness you speak of in me is in you now. Shame and bitterness wrap you up. Think on that. Think on the Darinoi now.” 
 
    Athairne pulled back a little and looked up at him. Confusion entered into him. “My people? What are you saying, Roman?” 
 
    “Give me what I want and forget the Novantae here. Go home to Hibernia. Be free of all this. Forge a new path there in the west in that Winter Land. Break that chain which has forged the path here. Go home, Athairne, while you still can. Let me take that darkness and loosen it from you . . .” 
 
    “I am already dead, Roman. There is no life here now -” 
 
    He gestured to Araxes again. The latter was watching the exchange as if amused. “This one is in exile. As I am. As are all the Romans here. Look at us - lost men from the east, from the oriens. These are men who worship a different sun from the one which rises and sets here. Look on the shield and see our god emblazoned on it - Helios. Mighty rivers have washed our limbs and distant mountains shaded us. And not one of us would not slaughter you in an instant if your blood could give us passage home again. Not one. But that is a thing no blood can buy now. Our patria is gone, you understand? We are exiles. All of us. Your home lies over that horizon, Athairne. Go home - forge a different path from the one here in Caledonia. Tell me what I need and sail home. Leave that darkness behind. You can find a path out of this exile. Every man here would barter his soul and the souls of his ancestors to have that choice . . .” 
 
    The words tumbled out of him and he became aware that others about him were watching him now. A few Barcarii had moved in closer to him and were staring hard at him, frowning a little. For a moment, he forgot the figure kneeling before him and instead looked on those distant faces ranged against him over the rims of the oval shields. These were dark oriental faces, all worn and tired now, their curly hair matted with dust and sand while the olive-brown skin was pale and covered in dirt. He saw Syrian faces, evasive and cruel, others with a Persian stamp on them, slightly womanish but possessing a strength which belied that image. One or two had the mountain hardness in them which spoke to Armenian blood giving them a stolid look at odds to the Mesopotamian cast about him. Others had Arabi blood or a Greek cast to their faces. All were looking at him and listening to him now and he sensed then that the words he had just spoken were as much for them as they had been for the Hibernian below him. 
 
    “Do that one thing now which not one of these men can do, Athairne. Go home.” 
 
    Athairne looked about him. He sensed that the Hibernian prince was struggling to understand him and so he reached down and lifted him up out of that sand. He swayed a little and then braced himself. Sweat was streaming from him and he saw that he was pale and clearly exhausted.  
 
    He leaned in. “Your words are my tribute now. I am owed them. I bested you in battle and that is my prize. In return, your home beckons. Make of it what you will, Athairne - you can go home. We cannot. We are all lost souls. We fight now under a distant banner for a remote emperor - all exiled and landless. Under a sun which does not know us or our customs. Leave whatever plans you had here and forge a new path in the west. Give me the tribute of your words.” 
 
    “ . . . I will return a solitary - shorn of fame and honour -” 
 
    “But you will return, Athairne. You will see the shrines of your ancestors again. See the sun shining on the faces of your people. You will hear the waters of your land murmuring as you come home. Trust me, until you lose that, all of that, you will never feel true heartache or know what loss really is. This shame you bear now is nothing compared to that. It is a living death . . .” 
 
    All the faces about him seemed to crowd in then, staring, cold and remote; harsh, even - but something else was rising in them also, he saw. Here and there, one nodded or even smiled a little, acknowledging his words - as if they were for them alone. All were staring at him. 
 
    He spoke to Athairne then but he understood that his words were not for the Hibernian at all. 
 
    “I can gift you that which I cannot gift them. Can never gift them. Yes, I am darkness. I expunged their light. All of it, Athairne. I extinguished it. I took all their pride and glory and snuffed it out - that act led to their exile here to these cold shores. They trail me like shades of the dead who can never be unshackled back into the light of Helios. I am darkness and a curse. You would not want that, Hibernian - no mortal would. Go home to your ancestors and the shrines of your gods . . .” 
 
    The sound of the waves crashed over him, muted but eternal, and that sound washed him and moved him. Above, the cries of the gulls twisted into distant shouts.  
 
    Athairne was staring hard at him. “What did you do, Roman?” he asked in a whisper. 
 
    “Do?” he echoed back, looking up at the sun, squinting a little into it. “I leapt and that leap broke them like I broke your spatha . . .” 
 
    And he told him then of that day at the edge of Tigris after the great battle at the gates of Ctesiphon, as the emperor deliberated on what to do, while all the proud commanders and legion officers crowded about - he with them. He told this Athairne how Julianus had walked the shattered plain before that mighty city and wept to see the slaughtered men - Romans and Persians - but he knew that the Augustus wept more for the moment spent and wasted at those portals than he did for the slain. And in that moment of vanity and waste, he had ordered him to do the thing which would subsequently mark him for the rest of his life.  
 
    For it was then that Julianus had ordered the retreat away from Ctesiphon up the Tigris and back into the lands of Adiabene and the advancing columns of Procopius and Sebastianus. Orders had rang out. Men had moved stiffly in response. The standards had swayed into action - and he had advanced down to the great fleet moored up now along the thick, dark, waters of the Tigris. They would be advancing upriver now into the dry barren lands of the north which layup hard against the brooding Zab mountains. That fleet which had shadowed the mighty expeditio down the Euphrates from Callinicum would not be able to make that retreat now against the current. And so he had walked down to those vessels - the supply transports, the Liburnians, the assault craft and barcae, knowing that all of them would have to be sacrificed. And as he approached - as the legions and the palatine auxiliaries behind him shook off their dust and broke camp to begin the march upriver - he saw the Barcarii emerge from among those vessels, tired and broken and evasive. They had moved to surround him, wary, cautious, seeing the look on him as the vast columns of men and animals behind him were assembled and turned northwards - for they sensed what he was bringing . . . 
 
    “ . . . I was bringing an end to them, Athairne. Without that classis, what purpose would they have? They are ship-fighters, bargemen, river-men all. They are Barcarii named after the Tigris itself - and I came to take that all away.” 
 
    “You were ordered to destroy the ships?” 
 
    “I was. We could not leave all those vessels behind to fall into the hands of the enemy and we could not spare the hands needed to drag them upriver against the current of the Tigris. I had to burn them all. Every single one. That was what the Emperor ordered . . .” 
 
    And that face appeared before him then, almost falling out of the sun above him, golden and smiling and mad and lost. Julian laughed down at him and he knew that despite the correctness of those orders - it was madness to drag those vessels upriver, after all - the Augustus did not issue them to win a tactical victory, he issued them to punish the Barcarii for not taking the banks of the Tigris in that night-time crossing - that in some hubristic manner, Julianus was railing against that single moment of failure to take the Persian capital and pouring his bitterness down upon these poor Mesopotamian  men through the legion Tribune who had failed in that gateway. It was an understanding which reached deep down into him and could not be shaken off. But that smiling glorious emperor had spoken and those words could not be rebuked - and so he strode in among those poor Barcarii, still raw from the loss of Terentius, a coward, a refugee from the truth, and he had ordered them to fire all the ships on that wide river. 
 
    The conflagration which had risen then had been like nothing he had seen before nor since. It had been glorious and magnificent and devastating. It spread with a speed he had found astonishing, rippling from vessel to vessel, leaping across the thick waters of the Tigris, rising up like a great sacrificial shroud. Sparks and reams of smoke filled the sky above him while the small figures of the Barcarii moved among those vessels, pouring oil over their timbers and reeds, tending the fires which took hold until the rim of the horizon itself seemed to melt under him. He had stood as if alone in all that conflagration as the legions and cavalry and auxiliaries had marched away into the north behind him - and all he could taste had been the smoke in his throat, its acrid blackness stinging him. The Tigris itself was a crimson sheet of reflecting fire. The dark bulk of the ships crackled and burned as they slid one by one into that sheet of fire, the masts tipping aside, the canvas and leather sails roaring up like papyrus. 
 
    Until one last vessel remained - the Emperor’s Liburnian galley; a magnificent thing, wrought and painted in imperial colours, the prow a massive carved post fashioned after Sol with radiant crowns and a smiling, benevolent, face. It stood, moored up at a pier on the Tigris, alone and abandoned, as the world about it collapsed into a violent inferno. Hades rose up all about it but this one vessel seemed to remain aloof from it all - inviolable, sacrosanct. It gleamed as if freshly painted against that wild coliseum of fire about it. 
 
    “ . . . So I boarded that galley, Athairne, with a smattering of Barcarii about me. A few of them are here now - that one there - and him over there, too. We boarded that imperial galley - the last of the great classis which had sailed down the Euphrates with us. The Augustus’ own vessel.” 
 
    “You burned it, Roman?” 
 
    He spoke but he knew his words were faint. Distant images rose up in him and he felt that heat of that day wash over him. He could almost taste the smoke again on his lips.  
 
    “I ordered the Barcarii with me to torch it but there was something about the wood which resisted the fires. They wouldn’t take. The great sail above us rippled up and away as if seeking to flee. I became angry then. I shouted out at the men under me . . .” He was looking now at those Barcarii near him who had been on that deck with him those four years ago. Those faces were cold and hard and stared back at him but he saw also that they could not look away now. They, too, were reliving that moment when all which was of worth to them was burnt into ash. 
 
    “ . . . I shouted and railed at them, walking back and forth across that deck, as the fires about us singed the heavens itself. Until I found myself up against the stern and the high cabin there. As the Barcarii worked hard about me to torch the Liburnian, I saw it. It rose above me on a high pole painted in gold and purple, hanging from it, fluttering a little from the wash of smoke which was drifting across the vessel . . .” 
 
    For a moment, he looked up as if expecting to see it again here on the beach. It was a large cloth painted and decorated with the imago of the Sacred Emperor. That face gazed down on him, glorious and framed with Victories, smiling and benevolent. It twisted and danced before his eyes - and he knew then. He knew without a shadow of a doubt that Julianus was doomed - that they were all doomed. He had sensed it watching the emperor on the banks of the Tigris when he had ordered that night-time crossing, seeing him smile to himself as the distant barcae had caught fire - feeling a madness rising up him. Now, as he stood under that imago he saw that it danced and mocked him - and he saw again with a truth he could not doubt that the Augustus was more shade now than mortal. He had found himself raising a palm up to that standard and its imago as if saluting a newly risen god - a mad god - knowing that all which would follow would be nothing but darkness and the whim of one already dead inside . . . 
 
    It was then, as he turned aside from that standard, that the fires took with a speed which defied all logic and a searing wall of flame wrapped him up. The Liburnian went up like a funeral pyre then and all those aboard had leapt overboard to safety, shouting out in alarm. All save him. Those fires hemmed him in and he remembered looking up at the painted image of Julianus above him, seeing those flames stitch that face in now even as it seemed to smile and nod and acknowledge him. Dark figures attempted to reach him from the margins but he ignored them - transfixed by Julianus above him. He sensed more than saw one figure attempt to brave those flames and pull him away but was beaten back by the heat. Pain enveloped him as if he had been plunged into a bath of fire - and still he stood there looking up at a mad face which smiled down on him alone . . . 
 
    “ . . . These men here saved you?” 
 
    He blinked away that vision, the awful majesty of it, and looked Athairne in the eyes. “The decking shelved in. I fell down into the bowels of the galley wrapped up in fire and scorching wood. Everything fell in on me and a great pain enveloped my shoulder here. It felt as if the galley itself was swallowing me - and that awful face fell in after me, fluttering and snapping to its own tune. I could not escape it. That face hunted after me. It pursued me down into the guts of that Liburnian . . . And then others were beating back the flames and pulling me free. Hands reached in and lifted me up and out, dousing me in water, washing away the flames which had bitten into me . . . And the bitter thing, Athairne, is that I resisted that moment - I looked back at that imago and reached out to try to hold onto that face, even as it dissolved into fire, melting away, laughing at me, smiling at the last . . .” 
 
    He told Athairne that what followed was madness - the bulk of the exercitus, seeing the fleet go up suddenly in flames, turned about in horror. The legion commanders attempted to order them back into their ranks and files but were drowned out in anger. Crowds pelted back to the banks of the Tigris, throwing aside their gear and weapons - shouting to each other to beat out those flames. Panic had arisen and all those Roman legion troops and auxiliaries had become nothing but a wild and frenzied mob. 
 
    But it was all too late. 
 
    The ships and barges and transports were all gone. Nothing now remained save the smoking hulls at the water-line and wreckage drifting down-river back towards the gleaming walls of Ctesiphon. As he had been man-handled back onto the shore, scorched and in agony, a mob of angry men had surrounded him and shouted out that he was a traitor - a betrayer of Rome - to have burnt their only succour in the days to come - 
 
    “ . . . To them, those vessels were nothing but a symbol of hope, Athairne - something to lull them from their toil northwards. They could not understand that they had to be torched. All of them. They didn’t see the waste of men and effort heaving them manually upriver in the long days to come. To them, those ships and barcae were a refuge from the sun, the march, and the dust of the deserts ahead. In torching it all, we were shattering that shield . . . Wasn’t I?” 
 
    He looked at the faces about him and the world of the oriens, its ancient landscape and myth, filled his eyes. The Barcarii were crowding him now, ignoring Athairne, their gazes on him alone. And he couldn’t tell now if condemnation filled their faces or pity . . . 
 
    “ . . . It took the emperor’s guard to beat back that mob and restore order - to pull me out from that pit of hate. He strode about them all and shouted out that it was necessary - that if we took the fleet with us, we would be condemning ourselves to a toil worse than slaves. And he did win them over - just. But that reasoning was thin and we all sensed it. Julianus was going mad - we could see it in his face. The sacred aura was poisoned now. That mantle which protected him seemed to be slipping . . .” 
 
    “You carried out the orders of your emperor . . .” Athairne’s words were nothing but a faint whisper, lacking conviction, and he saw that the Hibernian, too, was staring at the men about him. 
 
    “No, Athairne, I carried out the whim of a madman - and as a result, these men here were stripped of what little honour they had left after the Tigris crossing. Didn’t I?” he asked them, looking away from the warrior-prince into all their faces. “They became nothing but beggars in that long march northwards into hunger and defeat and loss - hanging like frayed shadows on the fringes of that long column, lost and reviled by all the rest. These were men who had torched that which was their obligation. What purpose did they have now? Worse, they stood as echoes of that thing which the legions and cavalry and auxiliaries saw as their salvation from that march. Many reviled them. Some called them traitors - despite the Emperor’s words . . . All shunned them.” 
 
    Andronikas tipped his head to one side, nodding a little into those words. “And you, Praefectus . . . You more than us . . .” 
 
    “ . . . I more than them, yes . . . That fire had marked me, Athairne. It was an omen and a portend. The Emperor’s physician healed me but he could not take away from the men’s eyes the image of one marked by the gods. And so we all marched away into a horror and a defeat we could barely comprehend. And many days later, after Julianus had fallen in battle and the Persians stood over us in triumph, we arrived at Nisibis and everything up until then was only a tremour of what was to come.” 
 
    Shame. Exile. Revulsion, even. All had arrived at their feet. Their home had been surrendered to the Persians. A new Augustus had refused to listen to all their pleas. Worse, he had been condemned himself after his father had bearded the Emperor in front of his own guard and advisors - and then that Emperor had poured scorn on him alone and stripped the First Parthian from him in revenge - only to place him over the lost and broken troops of the Numerus Barcariorum Tigrisiensium. It was a public act designed to repudiate this new emperor’s honour and exile the glory of the last emperor, poor Julianus. And his bitterness and defeat was complete. He commanded those whom he had stripped and made worthless and who were reviled - brothers together in that dark heavy cloak. 
 
    “ . . . These men lost everything, Athairne - honour, duty, their patria. Look on them and see that loss in their faces. That is a darkness you would never wish on anyone. It is a darkness I would not wish on you. Go home. Yes, your honour is broken. I shattered it. Mend it. Stitch it back together. Your people will need you. Do not leave the Darinoi to that darkness in you now . . . Tell me what I need to know and go home across these waters . . .” 
 
    He sighed and stepped back a little from the man before him. There was an anticipation in the air about him now but it was not from the warrior-prince - it was from all those gathered about him and staring at him now. The pain in his shoulder was deep and constant but also familiar to him. In some twisted fashion it was his and he bore it like a stigmata to be endured - welcomed even. He looked out and saw the ancient symbol of Helios - battered, worn, the yellow paint flaking on those shields - while behind that god stood the veterani of the Barcarii, all watching him, all staring at him, and he found himself wondering on them. Unlike the legion milites of the First Parthian, surnamed Nisibene after that ancient bulwark of the east, these men were rough and casual in their discipline - mocking and unruly at times. They had resisted him as he had also pulled back from them. He saw them as a curse - a reflection of that shame he felt - while a part of him hated them. He hated them for what he saw in them all the while knowing that he hated himself more - and so he had always turned away from them. While they reviled him - for seeing their weakness that night while Terentius lay dead and also later in commanding them to burn the only thing of honour and worth left to them. He had taken everything they had left and thrown it onto a sacrificial pyre . . . 
 
    But he knew deep down that the hate they bore for him was also because he reviled himself more than they ever could. He had stolen that hate from them and never allowed them that anger and bitterness. He had cheated them. 
 
    “ . . . I am offering you the one thing I can never offer these men, Athairne. Look at them - see the anger and pain in their faces. I caused that. These men are rootless now. The homes of their ancestors and the shrines of their gods are gone now as if they never existed. All they can hope for now is to one day find a new home again - for each man here to sail back into his own waters . . . Pity them the curse I have given them . . .” 
 
    He saw the Hibernian look slowly about him, frowning a little, unsure of what to make of his words. A part of him didn’t care now. He saw those faces turned to him and knew that in each one rested a land and a past which he shared and which was gone now. All this - the intrigues and the treaties and the fragile peace along the limes here in the diocese of Britannia - meant nothing to him. It was all nothing but mist and echoes. He was at the opposite end of the respublica from where all that mattered had lived. As were all these Barcarii. 
 
    Athairne turned back to him and offered up his bound hands. “ . . . Our land is a similar place, Roman. Torn by war and rivalry. Tribes rise and vanish like the turning of the seasons. Exile and wandering is the lot of many. It is why so many flee - are fleeing - to try to settle here. We are not stealing from you, Roman. We are trying to join you.” 
 
    “I know that, Athairne.” 
 
    He gestured to one of the Barcarii near him to cut those rope bonds. A knife flashed suddenly and then Athairne’s wrists were free. He flexed them and turned to look about, wincing a little from the pain of his light wounds. 
 
    “ . . . But now it seems that the war we are fleeing from is here already and Rome is not the peace we thought it was . . .” 
 
    “Tell me . . .” he said. 
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    The Gifts of the Gods Remain Always an Enigma 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “I’ll do it, Praefectus,” said Atticus, looking down on the white sands, that usual smile wreathing his dark face. “I’ll take the lads with me and sail that chieftain back to Hibernia. If we make good time and then get a following wind back we should all be at Rerigonium by nightfall.” 
 
    “You could stay here and the two scaphae -” 
 
    The gubernator laughed at that, his smile widening, showing his dirty teeth. “Those classiarii? No offense, Praefectus - I am sure they are all good riverine troops and all - but this is a sea crossing. Those dark waters are something else. No, best leave it to us Liburnian lads to navigate that wild sea. Give me command of the two assault craft and I’ll get them across that Hibernian Sea and then bring them back to the settlement. Don’t worry - I’ll make sure they return safe and sound. You sure you want to march overland back to Rerigonium while we all row back into the Sinus?” 
 
    He found himself nodding back in reply, looking eastwards across the wide expanse of the moor. “I want to follow this track back after what Athairne said. If you bring the assault craft back before us, make sure Paternus and the others do not divulge anything which has happened here. If they press you, just say that this Scotti chieftain evaded us on land and we gave up - that I am marching back inland, hoping to pick up his scent. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Nothing more. Our lips will be sealed tighter than a legionary’s evading his munera.” 
 
    “Good. Take care, you understand? Drop this Hibernian off and return immediately.” 
 
    It was then that he saw Araxes next to him sigh and turn to gaze out over the waters to the unseen land in the west. The usual lightness in him was gone now and there was a serious cast on his face which seemed out of place on him. 
 
    “You trust this Hibernian, Flavius Sabinus?” 
 
    “I don’t have a choice,” he replied. He knew his voice lacked conviction, however. 
 
    “What he said -” 
 
    “Had the ring of truth to it.” He turned to face Atticus again and put those doubts aside. He knew he had few options here. “Very well - be swift and leave as quickly as you can. Don’t accept any offers of hospitality, you understand? I don’t want Paternus fretting over you all.” 
 
    The gubernator grinned ruefully in return. “Of course, Praefectus - I wouldn’t want to be the cause of his lost sleep, either.” 
 
    Atticus turned and called out to his fellow Liburnians nearby and roused them up from their rest down on the beach below. He made to step onto the wide track back onto the cove - but on a whim, then, Sabinus found himself reaching out and touching him on the shoulder. 
 
    “Atticus - I won’t forget what you all did these last couple of days. You lost two good men here on that beach - but what we bought with their blood will aid the respublica. Fortune blessed us and it was thanks to all your efforts and the efforts of the men under you.” 
 
    He saw Atticus glance back down to the beach and the long dark mounds where the fresh upturned sand lay now. His voice faltered a little. “ . . . I know that, Praefectus. Though I kind of wish I didn’t know what I do now, eh? Ignorance can shield as much as it can blind, I think. Anyway, we’d best be leaving. The wind is turning and we need to get that boarding vessel out of the cove while the tide is ebbing . . .” 
 
    He stood and watched him jog back down onto the sand and assemble the others about that long scaphula. It was dragged back down into the water-line and figures leapt aboard, stowing gear and getting the long oars into position. A high mast was stepped upright and the yard-arm hauled up it. Atticus slotted himself into the stern then and wrestled with the single rudder, getting a feel for it, before turning about and shouting over to the Hibernian figure to step into the vessel. The latter shrugged and clambered aboard as hands reached out to steady him. Barcarii crowded about the blunt prow to push it backwards into the rough shallows while the oars were shipped out and Atticus began to shout out the commands to row. In moments, the boarding craft was slipping backwards out into the wash and slowly angling about to nose towards the narrow entrance to the cove. For a moment, the gubernator glanced  up at them high on the ridge overlooking that cove and then he raised his palm up and out. 
 
    Slowly, the scaphula rowed across the waters and then with a sudden burst of speed cut through that entrance on a high backwash to be sucked out into the wider waters beyond. In moments, it was gone from sight. 
 
    Below, on the beach, the remaining Barcarii had finished interring the dead and were congregating now about the old fire-pit which the Hibernians had made the night before. The embers were being re-stoked while they began to relax and strip-off some of their armour and weapons. Some were tending to wounds but he saw that most of these were superficial, nothing more than cuts or heavy bruises. One Barcarii had a deep gash across his forehead where his helmet had been knocked off but a companion was winding a linen wrap about him now while another was offering him a goatskin bladder - filled with wine, no doubt, to ease that pain. 
 
    Up here, on the rim, a few Barcarii were strung out as look-outs, but there was nothing to watch or keep an eye on. The moor was endless and monotonous - devoid of life or movement save for the odd raptor above or the sighing of the wind through the bracken. He saw that one of the Barcarii had slumped down a little and angled his oval shield against his knees to ward off the chill from the wind. 
 
    “I don’t like this, Flavius Sabinus. There is still too much we don’t understand here.” 
 
    The Persian stood a little apart and was gazing out over the distant waters and into the west. He had removed his ornate helmet and had it cradled under one arm now. The riding cloak whipped out from him as if struggling to break free. 
 
    Next to him, the Ducenarius, Andronikas, smiled grimly at those words. “The Primicerius is correct. The words of that Hibernian only throw up more questions than answers, I think.” 
 
    He found himself shrugging a little in reply. “We know now that Veleda is building alliances with more than the Picts. She is also inviting the Darinoi and others in from Hibernia. Not as raiders or a few settlers but as a whole tribes. We know that these Darinoi have been promised land and treaties with the Novantae here. Others have, too. Ru and Athairne are nothing but the tip of the spear, it seems.” 
 
    “What land?” broke in Araxes, turning to face him. He gestured across the moor. “The Novantae are poor enough as it is. There isn’t the land here to support a new people - let alone all the tribes this Athairne said were being seduced over. This doesn’t make sense.” 
 
    “Athairne seemed to think so - but you are right. There is something here which does not tally up . . .” 
 
    He thought back to that moment when the Hibernian warrior-prince had opened up and told him what he knew. Once those words had begun, it was as if a burden had been lifted from him and he had talked freely and without let. What he had said then down on that white sand had chilled him to the bone. Alliances and offers had been spun out from the Novantae like a vast golden web built on promises of land and treaties and power - all seeded here in Britannia. The Novantae - or rather, Veleda herself, with that dark shadow of her dying rex behind her - had invited all who would join her to free themselves of the bitter Winter Land and migrate here into the fertile lands and pastures of the east, among friends and allies. Not just the Darinoi but other Scotti tribes and war bands. Picts, too. And even - if Athairne was to be believed - the Selgovae. And all quietly under the fading shadow of Rome itself. 
 
    But more than that, the rex of the Darinoi had told him that this had been happening for months now - long before Magnus had blundered into the region and appropriated the castrum. Almost as soon as the rising threat of the Atecotti appeared. That alone worried him. If this had been happening as a reaction to that darkness in the far north then it showed how capable and determined she was. What had driven Veleda to begin spinning that golden web under the cloak of Rome, though, he wondered? Why had she not turned to Rome first for aid against these dark barbarians from the mountains in the north? 
 
    She must have known that Rome would never tolerate a client tribe inviting in another tribe without first seeking permission - let alone the numbers and petty reguli Athairne had now hinted at. The danger of such a movement to the security and peace of the empire was too great - and yet it had seemed as if Veleda had bargained these alliances and the foedi without daring to gain Rome’s acceptance first. Did she really imagine Rome was that weak now, he found himself wondering? How could the Novantae broker a treaty between this many tribes and not fear losing power or control as a result? Where was her power coming from? 
 
    The memory of the Heruli came back to him then and he found himself cursing a little out loud. 
 
    “Flavius Sabinus?” Araxes tipped his head a little to one side, a half-smile ghosting his face. 
 
    He found himself sighing heavily in response. “It isn’t what alliances Veleda has made, it’s what ones she hasn’t . . .” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “I am Veleda and everything about me is gathering to my will. I am making alliances and treaties. Oaths tumble from my throne, spilling westwards, across the sea here and up into the north and east deep into the hearths of the Picts. The Atecotti are rising up and threatening to overwhelm my lands here. Have I sensed perhaps the hand of a usurper behind that growing power as Brennus did? Is that why I no longer trust Rome now? So I move swiftly. More alliances. More offers. I send gold westwards into the Winter Land. Then Rome imposes its will and seizes an ancient castrum on Novantae land threatening to unravel my alliances. I protest but am overruled. There are murmurs of revolt all about me. Rumour is frightening all that the Atecotti in the north are mustering for war and invasion. Dabronus is dying . . .” 
 
    Andronikas laughed sourly at that. “Or at least appears to be!” 
 
    He nodded in agreement with his Ducenarius. “Either way, it makes no difference. Appearance or fact, he seems dying. So I act to prop up my power here in the Promontorium. I send out messengers to this Ru - seize that castrum and slaughter the garrison there. Wipe out the blot which is threatening my power and unravelling the delicate web I am spinning. I need to stave off Cunomarus and others eager to grab at the throne from within now who might scent weakness or indecision. I invite in Ru and the Picts to take back that castrum knowing that if it fails I can blame them. If it succeeds, I gain an invaluable ally against both Cunomarus and the imminent Atecotti. I seal up the south in order to face the shadow from north. When it becomes time for Dabronus to journey on to meet his ancestors, I have a choice now . . .” 
 
    The Persian was nodding along with him. “ . . . A choice on which warrior chieftain to marry.” 
 
    “Ru, Athairne, or whatever other tribal chieftains migrate - the crop of the Picts and the Scotti, yes. Others, perhaps. My power is secure. I have allies. Cunomarus is outplayed. Rome is rebuffed. Whatever will come from the north and the dark mountains can be resisted now. I have built a shield of allies all about me.” 
 
    The Illyrian swore uneasily at that and spat at the ground. “A Rome rebuffed is never a quiet Rome. Revenge always comes . . .” 
 
    He looked at Andronikas and knew that he was right but other thoughts were crowding him in. “Let’s leave Rome aside for a moment. Rome is distant and weak - there is only a century or so at Arbeia - slaughtered now by Ru. A few more to the east deep in Selgovae land - all vulnerable to a sudden attack. And the Vallum is quiet and neglected. Crows and ravens nest in its towers . . . Rome will not aid the Novantae against the coming Atecotti. So she binds in all the tribes she can. By the time Rome is roused, it will all be too late. A new foedus will be sworn - Veleda will be supreme here in the west and Rome will be forced to deal with her. Expediency will win in the end. It always does. Cunomarus and all those allied with him will be forced into exile. She will surround herself with suitors. Cunomarus is outplayed. If the Atecotti are vanquished, then I can offer their land to the Hibernian tribes to settle and secure the northern borders forever. That will balance any competition from the Picts.” 
 
    Araxes knew him too well, however, and reached up to adjust the riding cloak against the wind. “But . . ?” 
 
    He found himself sighing heavily then. “It isn’t the pieces she is playing which worries me, Araxes, it’s the counter she swept off the board . . .” 
 
    “What piece?” asked the Ducenarius. 
 
    Araxes stared at him and nodded slightly as if to himself. “You are talking about the Heruli, aren’t you?” 
 
    He found himself staring out over the endless moor, falling a little into its monotonous expanse. The bleakness was somehow comforting. His gaze fell into it and the starkness there - it’s simplicity - was suddenly alluring. Nothing complicated it or confounded his eyes. It stretched onwards to a distant horizon in the east, relentless and unvarying. But he knew that it was all nothing but an illusion - or worse, a snare. Beyond that horizon, lay the deep inlet of the Sinus and the rotting settlement of Rerigonium like a stain below the moor. A sudden weariness fell over him then and he turned to look at his two companions. Both were watching him intently. 
 
    “Why slaughter these Heruli? Why makes alliances with powerful tribes and not these? There are also in exile. They have also arrived to make a foedus. They are alone and in need of succour. What more powerful ally could you gain than a migrating band of Germani? That is what I don’t understand. It’s not the alliances she has made - it’s the one she didn’t . . .” 
 
    “Perhaps these Heruli tried to outplay her and precipitated an attack on them?” suggested the Illyrian. 
 
    Araxes shook his head at that. “No, that’s too crude. These warriors have survived a migration north out of Germania and into the northern waters here. They have sailed across the top of the world. These were wily and careful warriors - eager to find a home. To find safe haven. They nosed into Rerigonium at the very moment she is building alliances and were slaughtered.” 
 
    He found himself agreeing with the Primicerius. “She claims it was a trap. Veleda organised the whole thing. She practically admitted that during that first night of the feast. The question is why? Why not ally yourself to them? Are these Heruli not one more counter I can use to balance and check the others?” 
 
    “ . . . Unless . . .” 
 
    “Araxes?” 
 
    The Persian’s face was dark and enigmatic. “We are forgetting one final piece, are we not?” 
 
    The Ducenarius grunted at that. “And the gold also, I think.” 
 
    He looked out eastwards again - only this time he gaze followed that thin line which was the track Atticus had stumbled over. It drove like a cut through the bleakness of the moor out to the far horizon, rutted and barren, pale against that darkness. A little dust swirled across it not far from him and he wondered on when the last convoy had struggled down it, the mules squealing and the slaves whipping them along to drag the heavy carts up to meet the galleys of Athairne hauled up high on the white sands. Carts loaded with gold - gold to buy their friendship and lure them all across the Hibernian Sea and into Caledonia. 
 
    He remembered the words of Athairne and how they had seared themselves into him down below among the slaughtered with the sound of the tide washing in - washing away that clotted bloody battle. The Hibernian warrior-prince had spoken simply, forgoing the usual boasting or embroidered phrases, as if delivering a report after a long patrol into the barbaricum - and what he told him had made him shiver deep into his sagum cloak. The Novantae had plied him and his people with gold - ingots and bars and hacked items, all sent over to seal the foedus. And that gold had necessitated more than one trip. Veleda had bought an ally and bribed a tribe to migrate; she had shown a largesse to these Hibernian warriors far greater than Rome would ever have done. And more importantly, he realised, this forging of a new alliance had begun deep in the shadow of the Atecotti as they rose to threaten the southern tribes here in Caledonia. She had been swift in offering laurel branches to the Darinoi and the other tribes in Hibernia. Did her cunning really stretch that far back, he wondered to himself? How long had Dabronus been on his death-bed? And how was that she had reacted so completely to the threat of the Atecotti? There was a determination there which perplexed him. 
 
    He thought again on when he had arrived to renew the foedus - on how arrogant he had been - naive almost - with the little chest he had offered up. He remembered Dabronus opening it, seeing the light of the gold flicker across his pale face, the blood flecking the contents - and how easily that dying figure had turned aside from it to speak to him. He had thought then on how poor that offering had been but then of course it had been an improvised one. Even so, who turns aside from gold so dismissively, he wondered? Especially a tribe propped up by Rome for generations? 
 
    The ruin of Rerigonium rose up in him, populated by people all clad in gold, shining amid the rot, smiling as the darkness clothed them all, while behind them rose the awful spectre of a dying rex and his wife, her face pantherish and sly . . . Too much gold - and all flowing westwards and northwards from this cursed place. And all of it flowing along this stark track across a featureless moor which began in Rerigonium and ended against the vastness of the Hibernian Sea. He understood her fear of the Atecotti and the fading glory of Rome to south which would not come to her aid, he did - but what confounded him was the speed with which she reacted. Athairne was adamant about that. No sooner had the rumours of the Atecotti rousing themselves drifted south to reach Rerigonium and she had sent out envoys laden with gold - gold and promises. Land would be theirs. Alliances. Safe havens here and further north among the Picts. Even the Selgovae would become fratres. It was a conspiracy of barbarians on a scale which impressed him. One woman, alone, was netting in the Scotti, the Picts, and the federate tribes about the Vallum - and all to buttress her power against threats from within and without. 
 
    And a dark thought rose up in him then, twisting like an oily serpent: perhaps the Atecotti weren’t the true threat here. Everything had pointed to the Atecotti as being the dark shade rising here in the barbaricum, shattering and overturning the peace here. It was a narrative Brennus rode north with his Arcani to sniff out and confront. It was the darkness which hung over Rerigonium now. Even Magnus at Calunium spoke harshly of these northern barbarians and had seized an old ruined castrum in response. But what if the real darkness was not in the north at all? What if instead it existed much closer to home and nestled deep within an ally of Rome? He had been looking at the wrong counter on the board all along - how else to make sense of what Athairne had told him and the fact that Veleda had been building alliances here deep in Caledonia long even as the Atecotti rose up - before even Magnus had blundered into here and resurrected the castrum?  
 
    Something which had irked him made him look up then.. 
 
    He turned and faced Araxes. The Persian was watching him intently. “On that ride back from the slaughter in the Abravannus - when we stopped at the Stones of Lugh - you kept that mount between you and Veleda. Why?” 
 
    His words were soft. “ . . . I was thinking of her brother . . .” 
 
    “Cunomarus? He tried to murder her. It was regicide. A crime all the gods abhor.” 
 
    “Perhaps. I was thinking of that smile and wondering - and a foolish notion came to me and made me sidle around that animal away from her.” 
 
    “And what did you think on, Araxes?” he asked, almost not wanting to know the answer. 
 
    The latter stood back a little and looked out into the far west and the unseen lands there. For a moment, he hitched the helmet in the crook of his arm into a more comfortable position and then sighed. “ . . . That perhaps Cunomarus didn’t act to murder her for his own gain, he acted to save you, Flavius Sabinus . . .” 
 
    “Me? But he attacked her in the forest. She didn’t attack us.” 
 
    “I think we can agree it was pre-emptive, yes? He was attempting to forestall something. The question is what? We have all assumed he was moving in response to our arrival and grabbing at the throne of the Novantae before things became too complicated - that he panicked . . . But what if instead he moved to safeguard us? That in fact he was working with us but had no time to bring us into his confidence? He lured Veleda out into the forest and us with her - but with the aim to murder her and reveal to us a truth which we did not suspect? Why else was he smiling at the last? That is what I was thinking on. That was why I put that animal between myself and Veleda. Cunomarus wasn’t seeking power, he was moving to protect us . . .” 
 
    For a moment, his thoughts whirled about in his mind and the landscape before him seemed to sift and unravel. The smiling face of Cunomarus rose up before him. It was hinting, revealing, nodding to things hidden in the shadows. It appeared and revolved and nothing but half-seen truths rose behind it like a constantly moving sea-mist. 
 
    Araxes nodded as if sensing what was rising in him. “Remember that walk up to the domus? I commented then that Cunomarus appeared to be performing - that he was showing us things but hinting at others?” 
 
    “I do - but could he not simply have been attempting to gain us as allies for his bid at the throne? His was disarming us.” 
 
    He knew his words lacked conviction, however. That face had been smiling then and filled with a certain playful mockery as if not taking all the world about him seriously - that it was all nothing but a childish game to be played but put aside when the time was ripe. 
 
    It was then that Araxes nodded back out into the east and the unseen settlement beyond the dark flat horizon. “Of course, Sabinus. But I will tell you this - that smile on his face was not the smile of a man who did not take life seriously. It was the smile of a man who gambled his last dice and knew then that the fates had not been kind to him. That smile was all he had left to face his end.” 
 
    He looked at the Persian. “You know that smile, don’t you?” 
 
    “I do. It was the look on my father’s face as he fell in the gateway at Ctesiphon . . . It is a look I never saw on him before. He faced the truth of losing despite doing his best and found the courage to smile into it. Cunomarus had that same smile on his face . . .” 
 
    “So why didn’t he take us into his confidence?” 
 
    “There was no time, I suspect. The very speed with which we arrived to impress the Novantae was also our undoing. His undoing. He felt he had to move swiftly and the hunt gave him the perfect moment to do that. We were positioned at the rear - he was always pulling ahead, remember? And then when the moment came with Veleda ahead with him and us too far behind - he struck. But she foiled him long enough for us to arrive - and then in the heat of the battle, he knew with a certainty that all was lost. Time was against him and he played a wild move which failed.” 
 
    Andronikas broke in then, his words rough and blunt. “This Veleda has chosen Scotti and Picts over Rome - that’s all that matters. If she is that afraid of these Atecotti in the mountains to the north, why not abandon these other barbarians and accept your offer? Rome outweighs all in the end, does it not?” 
 
    He looked at the Ducenarius, seeing that hard face frowning, needing a certainty to fixate on, not understanding the alliances and bonds moving and fluctuating here in the barbaricum.  
 
    “ . . . Because I do not think this is about the Atecotti, Ducenarius, it never has been . . .” 
 
    But the question was deeper. For if it was not about these dark barbarians far in the mists of the north, then what was all these alliances for? It was one thing to spin a golden web but it was something else to use that web. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The march back across the dark moor was long and uneventful. They formed a long thin line, strung-out and watchful, under a lowering sky, grey and shifting, like the underside of the sea, but only the wind broke their concentration as it rustled through the bracken and tussocks underfoot. The beaten track faded in and out - here firm and hard, now evasive and dim to the eye - but always moving unerringly eastwards towards the unseen Sinus and the settlement at its southern end. The Barcarii trekked behind him, quiet and consumed with their own thoughts as he walked at the head of the small column, with Araxes at his side. The Ducenarius had fallen back to bring up the rear and bark out commands to those slacking or wandering off a little in that long trek. 
 
    Midday found them all deep in that moor and almost consumed by it. It stretched out in all directions now, featureless, beguiling the eye, almost luring the mind in and unravelling it. As the grey above seemed to press in on them, that trek took on a certain unreality to them as if they were lost not in a mortal realm but instead had drifted into a mythic place, haunted now by unseen daemons and dark ankou hidden deep in that sighing wind. The light above seemed to slow and then pause and no matter how far they marched across that furze and bracken, always following that track, it felt as if they had not moved at all. 
 
    It was in that unmoving place that Flavius Sabinus finally came to understand the loss of Brennus. 
 
    He found himself listening into that wind and hoping for a sight of the Arcanus - that perhaps a faint hint of his soul might drift to him and reveal a little glimpse of what was happening here and further north up with the Atecotti, the ‘Old Ones’. He had been given half a map and was now lost at its last edge - a torn edge, stained with blood, beyond which lay only evasions and shadowed masks. That scarred face loomed up in him and it struck him then that although he knew Brennus through his words, of the man’s face he knew nothing. He understood the commander of the Arcani through his actions and knew his personality by his words - but what he actually looked like, he had no impression. Only that scarred face floated before him now, taunting him, gifting him words and hard iron. The man behind that face - the man who had presumably won his loyalty - was a blank mask of wax . . . 
 
     Other faces crowded him as that unending moor revolved about them all on that march eastwards across the Novantarum Promontorium: the smiling face of Veleda, enigmatic, hinting at a larger mosaic, pantherish, cruel and strong; the pallid mask of Dabronus, flecked with blood, framed with that black rag, the eyes alight with a feverish spark at odds to his obvious doom; Haerviu, playing the heroic warrior, loyal and angry, seeking vengeance for the loss of his lord; Cunomarus, playful, a little mocking, nodding and hinting at other patterns and moves about him, but now also frozen in that last playful smile. The craggy face of Magnus appeared also, frowning, suspicious and wary, a face which was filled with frustration and the fear of missed opportunities. That face seeped behind the others, fading a little but underpinning them all. It was the face of a man who had initiated a move and lost all control over what had happened next. He understood now something of that frustration. 
 
    But another face rose up then, over all the others, those lost and dead and evasive faces all revolving about him in his mind - and this last face was blank and white and seemingly endless like a sailcloth which encompassed the world and all in it. That blankness moved and swelled from an unseen and unknown wind and gave it the appearance of an indulgent god above them all, acknowledging their suffering and promising to alleviate it. And that very blankness filled him with a cold dread and turned all those other faces into nothing but flimsy papyrus masks drowning in the white shadow above them. 
 
    This was the face of a man whose name was known and unknown and who rained down gold to an ancient and bitter people as if it were nothing but autumnal leaves . . . 
 
    When they finally breached the edge of the moor and looked down on the wide expanse of the Sinus stretching northwards away from them, it felt as if they had stumbled onto a new land. It was early evening and the light was sallow and fading now. Below them, Rerigonium clung to that edge of sea and land, tattered and worn, lit by flickering torches, thin trails of smoke drifting up into the darkening sky. Small figures moved in the fields and pastures strung out from the settlement. A long column of carts was winding its way slowly  in from the far east, the oxen lowering under the load, while faint shouts drifted over across the wide land. For a moment, as the Barcarii fanned out to stare down at Rerigonium, they all shared a collective sigh at the sight of the Sagitta berthed at the long pier. Figures stood about and thronged the vessel and he knew instinctively from the manner in which these figures moved and worked the hull that they were all Roman. 
 
    Andronikas grunted then and pointed northwards up along the long wide expanse of the Sinus. 
 
    “Look, see?” 
 
    The two small assault craft were nosing their way slowly down that long inlet towards Rerigonium. 
 
    Araxes smiled at that. “Atticus has made good time, it seems.” 
 
    Sabinus found himself looking up, feeling a cold wind on his face, sensing its strength. “I think Paternus would call that a Thracian wind. It has swept them all the way from Hibernia and into the Sinus. The sea gods have blessed that little gubernator . . .” 
 
    He looked down then and followed the track they had been on all the way from the moor into the settlement itself. It did not deviate or fade away. It fell straight as an arcuballista bolt into Rerigonium.  
 
    Next to him, he could sense the Persian looking over that ruined place below and assessing it. All about him, the Barcarii were closing in and sinking down a little, watching everything below, holding their weapons close. He could feel the enmity gathering in them for the Novantae. 
 
    “What will we do now, Flavius Sabinus?” 
 
    He looked hard at Araxes and smiled an empty smile. “I came here to broker a foedus. I have foiled two of her allies - Ru and Athairne. She needs to understand that Rome will not be thwarted.” 
 
    “You are serious?” The look of amusement on his face almost made him smile in return. 
 
    “Of course not. But she will not know that. We tell her that the Scotti chieftain eluded us in our pursuit. All she knows is that we brought to heel two raiding galleys and hunted down a warrior-prince. She will talk with me not knowing what I know. Wondering on what I know. She will play for time and I will play for hints. The more she evades, the more I can hunt her out. Eventually, something will give. Something is festering down there. If we left now, it will only grow and deepen. I need more than a few hints and evasions, Araxes. What if this is larger than Veleda? That track out to the cove was built to carry more than gold, amicus - it freighted a future built on that gold. The question is what future and under whose cloak does it lie? I need answers.” 
 
    “That is a dangerous game indeed, Flavius Sabinus. What if she tires of it and lures us all into a slaughter?” 
 
    He looked out again at the berthed Liburnian, assessing it against the settlement and all the figures milling about in it. He shook his head in reply. “And provoke a bloodbath here in Rerigonium? Even if she prevailed, the cost would be too high. She would be left a leader with a broken and bloodied capital. The wolves deep in the shadows would slide in without mercy then. No, we are safe as long as we play the game of words and dance about each other. It is all masks now and they must not crack or fall, Araxes.” 
 
    The Illyrian beside them both laughed grimly at that. “Curse them all, Praefectus - why not torch the whole rotting mess? They have betrayed Rome anyways. We could cut out the heart and be done with it, no?” 
 
    He turned to face the Ducenarius. “Because they are not the prize here, Andronikas. And until I have that in my grasp, I cannot afford to sweep a piece off the board.” 
 
    One of the Barcarii near him nodded at that. He was looking down at the settlement and all the figures in it and the cast to his face was cold and dark. The man was a Syrian with a great, hook-shaped, nose that was bruised and bent a little now. He reached up and scratched the blue-black locks of a tight beard cut after the Greek fashion. His Latin was thick and slow.  
 
    “So another leap it is, Praefectus, eh? A leap into darkness and those barbarians below?” 
 
    He nodded back, recognising him as the man who had mocked his leap up against Athairne on the white sands. “A leap to meet nothing but shadows and evasions this time. Will you come with me, miles?” 
 
    The Syrian shrugged at that. “Where the Praefectus of the Barcarii goes, I go. We have always crossed bitter waters. This is no different, eh?” 
 
    The laughter from the other Barcarii about him was cruel and merciless. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Night brought only tension and a subdued hostility to the settlement.  
 
    Both assault craft had berthed now and were readied and manned with guards while the Liburnian galley rode at the mooring piles with her crew and rowers, putting on the finishing touches. Stores and fresh water had been laid in and as the darkness fell, the milites trimmed the ship for a morning departure on the ebb tide back out into the Sinus and then the Hibernian Sea. Many threw their cloaks over the rowing benches below and fell asleep with one eye upon the settlement nearby while others ranged about the long deck, wary and alert.  
 
    The figure of the old Celt stood high at the stern, wrapped up in his hooded cloak, an axe to hand, the two gubernators nearby, tightening the cordage about the heavy massive tillers, fussing a little for no reason. 
 
    On the two Scaphae, the armoured shapes of the Barcarii were equally busy, stowing shields and light missile weapons aboard. The masts had been stepped with the yard-arms raised up high. A screen of guards stood about the long pier and the shed which ended it and served now as a rough barracks. Torches and oil lamps glittered in the darkness as watch-words and commands echoed through that long night. Those few Barcarii not tasked with manning the scaphae or preparing for an early sailing lay wrapped up in thick cloaks and slept as if without a care in the world - though all their weapons lay close to hand. 
 
    Far away from all the preparation and feverish activity at the docks, deep in the domus of the chieftain, ensconced in a weave of smoke and endless chatter, with hunting dogs barking for attention and slaves drifting about like shades of the dead, Flavius Sabinus, Araxes, Aelian and Gallo stood before Dabronus and Veleda. The Romans were all cloaked and armed while their hosts stood before them clad in rich tunicas and shifts, gold glittering in the fire-light, pins and torcs shining about them like oriental halos. 
 
    “You can’t leave on the morning tide after this, Flavius Sabinus.” 
 
    Veleda turned as if to seek approval from her husband and it struck him then that it was one of the few times he had actually seen her seek his support. She was agitated and ranged about them all in quick, small, movements. The tension in the side room here in the round house was palpable. 
 
    Dabronus coughed a little and moved to stand next to her. “My wife is right to protest, Praefectus. If what you say is true about this Scotti raider, we need your protection more than ever.”  
 
    He saw her reach out and touch his arm then as if thanking him. He nodded weakly in return. 
 
    For a moment, he glanced back at the officers behind him, seeing the exhaustion in their faces. He had had little time to bring Gallo and the young Tribune into his plans or reveal what had happened earlier that day on the west coast. Only a few cursory words had been exchanged with them when they had arrived and he had ordered them all to join him and arrange to meet with the two leaders of the Novantae - to nod along and follow his lead. Now, in this small ante-chamber, with Dabronus and Veleda opposite him with a few elders and guards behind them in the shadows, he could feel their frustration pushing in on his back. He ignored it with an effort and faced Veleda again. 
 
    “I understand your confusion - but it is for those very reasons that we need to depart in the morning and sail back to Arbeia.” 
 
    She looked at him and allowed a little anger to colour her face. “You would leave us exposed. You are punishing us, I think, for that affair with Ru and the Picts.” 
 
    He smiled inwardly at that. She was drawing him out and challenging his intentions before all the others. She was dropping her shield. 
 
    “It is the opposite - I need more Romans here if I am to be effective. The brush with the Scotti under Athairne has convinced me of that. We will sail back to Arbeia tomorrow and raise more troops. In three days at most, we will return with ships and men. I see now that Arbeia is too far south towards the Vallum to protect Rerigonium. We will garrison here for the remainder of the summer - with your permission, Dabronus, of course.” 
 
    She held his eye for a moment and then nodded. “So send a messenger back to that old castrum -” 
 
    “No. These are preparations I need to make personally. I must organise this. We will leave a small detachment at the castrum and then the full force of the Numerus will sail back here to garrison and protect the capital of the Novantae. Come the end of the sailing season, we will retire back to Arbeia for wintering and fresh mandates from Magnus at Calunium. It is the only way.” 
 
    Dabronus coughed then and wiped blood away with that rag. “You will leave us alone for three days?” 
 
    “I have to. If I left a small force behind, it will too vulnerable. If those Scotti returned, they would easily overwhelm them.” 
 
    Veleda broke in. “Our warriors can aid them - we are not without power and status here, Flavius Sabinus.” 
 
    He stepped in a little towards her and gestured back into the domus where all the nobiles and veteran warriors were waiting on them. “And what if this Athairne is in alliance with Haerviu - or another high warrior? That Scotti galley sailed into here as if expecting a welcome. We surprised them. They turned about and fled. That tells me those Scotti were not so much raiding here as arriving to assist. You were about to be usurped, Veleda. Perhaps Haerviu sent for them after Cunomarus’ death, seeking vengeance? If not Haerviu then it was another. That aid you talk of is a rotten prop - nothing more. You have shadows here which are closing in, Veleda - you must see that . . .” 
 
    His words resonated about the ante-chamber and he could feel those facing him shiver a little inwardly at their impact. It was as close to the truth as he dared to come. He had no intention to sail away in the morning - none at all. But of all those in this ante-chamber, only he and Araxes knew that. Andronikas did also but he was down by the docks now, ordering the preparations and bullying the Barcarii under him. If it was one thing that Illyrian could do, it was mask his intentions behind that slab-like face of his. In truth, he was bluffing but that bluff was designed to shake them and loosen their guard now. He had already made the mistake days ago of showing his hand too soon and had no intention now of giving Veleda that advantage again. 
 
    He sighed outwardly as if to share in their frustrations. “It is only three days - and then the Numerus will arrive and I will have a full Roman force here. Three days.” 
 
    He saw her shake her head a little and sigh in frustration. “All the world can fall in three days, Flavius Sabinus. If the Christians are correct and their god made it in seven - how many days will it take to unravel it?” 
 
    She was eying him and the nakedness of that stare unnerved him a little. They were all shifting delicately about each other now and watching and waiting for whatever slip might come. The tension in the smoky ante-chamber was thick. 
 
    Neither of them knew Athairne had told him his secrets nor that he was back now among the Darinoi in the Winter Land. As far as they were aware that Hibernian warrior-prince had evaded them and escaped and was still at large somewhere in the wild moors of the Promontorium. For a moment, he breathed out and thanked the gods that Atticus had finally rowed into Rerigonium after they had arrived and he had ordered him to remain silent on what had happened on the coast. Even Paternus was still in the dark about those events though he suspected that the old Celt had divined the truth behind his dismissive words about how they had lost that lord. He doubted the Liburnian men under Atticus could be trusted to keep silent for long however - but that did not matter. The hunt was here and now. 
 
    Shifting tack, he gestured out towards the unseen north. “These Atecotti will be coming. We all know that, I think. That is the real threat here. Is that not why you brought the Picts in under Ru to attack Rome?” 
 
    Dabronus looked up in alarm at that. “Magnus provoked that act - you must understand that!” 
 
    “I do - but Romans died at the hands of Picts you made a foedus with - all over a forgotten castrum up by the Arbeia river. You risked the wrath of Rome over a pile of forgotten stones, Dabronus.” 
 
    “No,” he replied, shaking his head and looking again at Veleda. “We sought to raise a shield to cover ourselves from the madness which your Magnus was unleashing.” 
 
    “Madness -” he objected. 
 
    “That worn-out commander sees betrayals and conspiracies in the shadows about his feet. Don’t you understand that? In taking Arbeia, he brought into this world the very thing he was seeking. That Tribune forced our hand. You think we embraced that foedus with the Picts? We did not. We had no choice. It was that or fall to the wolves in the shadows here.” He slumped a little and moved to sit down on a stool by a small table. “ . . . Look about you, Flavius Sabinus. You have seen Rerigonium. This is not a prosperous place. It is not built on trade or victory earned through war or honour. It is a painted sham. All propped up by Roman gold. It is all I can do to maintain our strength here and not allow that truth out. There are those among us who yearn for glory and prestige under the dark gods of war. Those souls loathe you and how you have branded us with that foedus for generations. They would rise up and shake that brand off. The actions of Magnus stripped the pretence of honour here under my rule and all those wolves rose up, slavering in the darkness . . . I had to act . . . Veleda had to act . . . Ru was necessary to preserve the pax here . . . You must see that . . .” 
 
    If it had not been for Athairne, he would have truly understood that motive and forgiven it - despite the loss in Roman lives and honour. A part of him even sympathised with both of them. But he knew now that Ru was not a solitary piece nor a late one. Athairne had been very explicit that the overtures to him and the other tribes had started months before Magnus had requisitioned the abandoned castrum. Which meant that Dabronus and Veleda had been scheming with the enemies of Rome here in the wilds of Caledonia over a year ago . . . 
 
    Veleda nodded solemnly then and moved to stand behind the slumped figure of the Rex. “Very well - if you must depart, then go. As you say, it is only three days.” 
 
    Dabronus reached up a hand and clasped hers and she nodded down to him in return. 
 
    He stepped closer as if to reassure them, trying to sound earnest. “I will be back with the full force of the Numerus - this I swear by the old gods. Rome will honour the foedus.” 
 
    She looked at him and nodded back in reply. For a moment, the dark locks of her hair veiled her eyes. 
 
     “As will we . . .” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “They want us to leave. Why? They seemed afraid of something . . .” 
 
    Aelian sounded confused and an uneasy frown settled over his young face making him look momentarily petulant. Nearby, Gallo laughed at that and then scowled.  
 
    “I don’t know what game you were playing in there, Praefectus - but the shadows in that room were thick and shifting.” 
 
    He looked at the veteranus and found himself shrugging a little. “Aelian is right. They put up little fight about our departure.” 
 
    “And seemed more concerned about our return, if you ask me,” grunted Gallo in reply. 
 
    The tall figure paused and looked back at the dim round-house. It sat behind them in the darkness, silhouetted by a few torches and the figures of warriors guarding it. The bulk of the settlement lay before them down towards the wide unseen expanse of the Sinus. There was something peaceful now as the low buildings were shrouded in darkness and everything was quiet and still. Overhead, the low clouds had parted and now the dim glitter of stars could be seen. A few dogs were barking in the distance and far away the sounds of an argument could be heard - drunken voices; boastful and vain.  
 
    “But we’re not leaving - are we?” Gallo asked, that scowl still on his face. 
 
    “No, we’re not. I have no doubt that Paternus will discover some leak or other in the morning that will delay our departure. Or the stores are spoiled and we need to lay in new ones. If we left now - whatever is gathering here will only grow stronger.” 
 
    Araxes smiled in the darkness and the affect on his face was chilling. “And what precisely is gathering here, I wonder?” 
 
    “We know that Veleda is binding in allies - two we know of. And there are more - Picts and Scotti but how many we don’t yet understand. One we know of because they attempted to wipe out Arbeia and take it over. The other because it stumbled in here and was unmasked. Fortune has gifted us those two - she won’t give anymore, I suspect. Those we will need to unmask ourselves.” 
 
    Aelian shook his head and stared about, looking lost. “Why would these Novantae turn on Rome, Tribune? This is a poor tribe - the land here is thin; the people have been under Rome’s cloak for too long. What would provoke them to such heights of ambition?” 
 
    “Not what, Aelian, who . . .” 
 
    Gallo snorted at that. “They all fear these Atecotti - perhaps that fear is uniting them all. It is not Rome they are allying against but those ‘Old Ones’ gathering in the north. Rome will not aid them so they are aiding themselves.” 
 
     “Gallo is right,” chimed in Aelian. “She is moving now in fear of what is growing in the north. Whatever alliance she is building must be abandoned now, surely, though? Rome has returned.” 
 
    They had reached a wide open space which had the feel of a training ground. Wooden posts rose up about them, pock-marked with cuts, and the earth underfoot was stamped down and hard now. The arguing voices in the distance faded away and the silence which followed seemed somehow peaceful. He found himself pausing then in that open space and he turned to look at Gallo and Aelian. The silence of Rerigonium grew over him then and for a moment he wondered on that: its emptiness and hollowness. 
 
    “It is a seductive story. This story of fear and reaction against the Atecotti. It is one which absolves them all of any blame - or at least allows us to absolve them. It removes the blood on their hands for the dead at Arbeia and your Centurion, Gallo - and it allows us to play the heroes and raise Rome’s honour again here in the barbaricum. We redeem Rome from its neglect of the Novantae. But not a single word of what Veleda and Dabronus said is true, I suspect.” 
 
    Gallo swore at that and turned to face the Persian. “Then what is true? I don’t understand this!” 
 
    The smile on Araxes’ face deepened then in response and became sinister. “Because it is seductive, is it not?” 
 
    He had sympathy for Gallo then. That stratagem sounded plausible and accounted for all the moved pieces on the board - but he knew there was more to it than that. 
 
     “No, there is something else here - Veleda rebuffed my aid a little too quickly on that hunt before Cunomarus made his desperate move. I made an error in offering it too quickly and that threw her - but now I see that she also erred in rebuffing it quickly also. If that was the true motive - she would have seized upon my aid and embraced it. I offered out an olive branch to her. She didn’t take it. Why?” He swept his hand out and around the unseen settlement. “All of this is nothing but a false image - a shadow-play created by Rome generations ago. It is propped up by Rome and the foedus. It always has been. That is what allowed Magnus to assume he could march in here and resurrect an ancient castrum with impunity. That was also his hubris. Shadows can turn and unlike the real threat it will be the last thing you will see before they overwhelm you. She is blinding us. We know now that she has been building alliances almost the moment the Atecotti rose up. Athairne confirmed that. Think about that - this threat from the north began almost the same moment as she sent out envoys and offers of alliances.” 
 
    The veteranus swore under his breath at that. “So the Atecotti are not the threat here?” 
 
    “Oh they are,” he continued. “They are that indeed. Now at least - but that is the conundrum, Gallo. How could she move so quickly and so determinedly in light of that threat?” 
 
    He shrugged at that. “She is a prophetess . . .” 
 
    “We all know the gods favour those who have already loaded the dice. No, that prophetess tale is nothing but an embroidered cloak. I am beginning to think none of this is a reaction to the Atecotti. Quite the other way around, even . . .” 
 
    Araxes nodded in reply. “These ‘Old Ones’ have not prompted this - they are a nothing but a convenient excuse?” 
 
    “ . . . I think the Atecotti rising up and the timing here is the crux. No barbarian reacts as she has done. And so swiftly . . . Is she uniting the tribes against the threat of the Atecotti or is she is using that threat to bind these allies to her . . . Is she a victim or a manipulator here?” 
 
    “All the more reason to burn this place down then, is it not?” 
 
    “You can’t burn shadows, Gallo, no matter how much you thrust that torch into the darkness.” 
 
    “So we wait here and remain blind? Fuck that, Praefectus. That is a beggar’s dance in the rain!” 
 
    He looked to the Persian who stood nearby, smiling slightly, inviting him to speak.  “Araxes?” 
 
    “That’s the thing with shadows, Gallo, eventually the light always rises and whatever lies hidden in them must step into that light. Time and circumstance serves us best now, I think. Veleda wants us to leave. She surrendered to Sabinus’ reasoning too easily. Time then is an issue here for her. She must suspect that we know more than we are letting on. And others will be waiting on her also. Other allies. She is amassing forces here in the shadows. She cannot deal with them freely while we are here. The longer we remain, the more she might misstep and rush something - and that will expose her.” 
 
    “The Primicerius has it,” he added, smiling back at him. “Sometimes waiting is the best move one can make. Sometimes surrendering the initiative forces the enemy to make a wrong move . . .” 
 
    Gallo sighed and stepped back a little in exasperation. “That is a dangerous move - to make no move at all.” 
 
    Aelian looked up then, a hesitant smile growing across his face. “ . . . Except they don’t think we are doing nothing - do they? They think we are leaving?” 
 
    “Yes. And now we know they want us to leave so every day we delay that move will frustrate them. That is our stratagem now.” 
 
    He looked out and around at the tall silhouettes in the darkness, feeling them crowding in, mute and cracked now with use. For a moment, he wondered on those practice posts, seeing in them a silent mass of the dead rising up and waiting on him now; expectant and tense with a premonition of blood to come. It was a chorus of dark sentinels waiting, attending, on him and in those crude posts he saw ancient enemies and allies ghosting him now: the Persians of Shapur, the latrunculi of the Masius mountains, the Arabi of the silent deserts to the south, the Picts under Ru, and those scattered Hibernians all hunted down and slaughtered here on the coast of the Promontorium only a few days ago, even those lost Nisibenes, his father among them, surrendered to Shapur, the high signum flying over them in triumph - all crowded him in and seemed to wait on him now in expectation. That mass of posts grew and shivered in towards him, sighing a little with an unseen wind which brushed him with its rotting touch. A breath which seemed to seep into his bones and very soul. And for one absurd moment, he felt he owed them all something; that their expectation was for something weightier than his next action. A slight chill rose up in him at that thought and even though he knew that no more than a score of them must stand here in the open ground it felt as if they were unnumbered and eternal. He shivered then and turned about wondering that these dark figures did not move closer and reach out to embrace him or even worse drag him deep into their silent company and render him part of that eternal compact where the dead outnumbered the living; judging them, condemning them, always waiting on them. 
 
    “Praefectus?” The Persian’s soft voice reached him and he turned back to face the Roman officers before him. 
 
    “It won’t be long,” he began, in a far away voice, stepping in towards them, away from the dark posts nearby. He put the awful chorus of the dead about him away and a small part of him wondered then that regret woke in him - as if he were abandoning his own, surrendering them almost. To what, he was unsure. “Whatever is in the darkness is emerging now. The arrival of Athairne confirms that. This place has the silence of the tomb about it. That’s the thing with shadows - they are always drawn to the light in the end. Always.” 
 
    A part of him found himself wondering then if those words were about Rerigonium and Veleda or something else entirely. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    In the end, that wait resolved itself from an entirely unexpected quarter and in the form of a poor and shivering Herul slave. 
 
    The man stood alone in the quarters of the Barcarii, wretched and wary, looking askance at the officers and guards ranged about him. A thick leather collar bound his neck which chaffed the skin and left it raw. Although tall and muscled, he stood before them and stooped a little as if to avoid them all. Both hands were clasped together and were twisting about now, nervous and agitated. 
 
    To Flavius Sabinus, the figure of the slave before him was shocking. He had seen slaves and defeated tribes in the past - too many to recount - but there was something debased about this man’s appearance which hinted at something else. There was a contrast in him now between his servile stance and the frame which held that stance. The man had clearly been a powerful warrior - scars rippled up his arms while his shoulders were broad and thickly muscled under a thin, torn, tunica. He noted instantly that despite his downcast look the slave had shifted his feet a little apart as if bracing for a fight on instinct. And the dark thought rose up in him to wonder on what had broken this northern barbarian so completely that his spirit had been shattered long before his warrior-frame had faded or been starved into submission . . . 
 
    He turned to Gallo, frowning. “You say Haerviu gifted this slave to me?” 
 
    The veteranus nodded in reply. He was standing to one side of the barbarian, his hand resting lightly on the pommel of this spatha. Nearby, Aelian and Araxes waited, looking on in curiosity. The latter had an enigmatic face on him as if to suggest that he had been expecting this all along. 
 
    “He had one of his warrior-brothers approach me and offer the slave to me to give to you. It was back in the agora among all the crowds. This wretch was handed over and before I could object, that warrior vanished, saying that Haerviu wished only the truth.” 
 
    He turned and looked at Araxes. “You think we should accept this ‘gift’?” 
 
    The Persian smiled at that. “It would be impolite not to, Flavius Sabinus. The question is what sort of gift is it?” 
 
    Nearby, Aelian nodded along with Araxes. “This might be a trap.” 
 
    Gallo grunted at that. “Haerviu has no love for us or Rome - why would he send us this slave?” 
 
    Why indeed, he thought. He looked again at the slave standing in front of them. The fear in him was almost like a smell, he thought. It was the sort of fear which only those bred into servitude had and who had only ever known poverty and the caprice of arrogant masters. It was a poor cloak which seemed at odds to the strong frame underneath and again he wondered on what had broken a spirit so completely that the muscles had not yet had time to waste away through neglect. This man before him had once eaten meat with his lord and basked in the reflected glory of war and the hunt yet now stood before him more beaten and broken than any beggar in the agora.  
 
    “You - what is your name?” he asked then, staring hard at him. 
 
    The slave looked up quickly and then glanced away. “ . . . The Novantae call me Aodhan, Dominus . . .” The voice was thick and guttural. 
 
    “He knows his Latin,” murmured Aelian, stepping in a little to listen.  
 
    “Aodhan - what is that? A title?” 
 
    The slave shook his head. “It means ‘little fire’, Dominus.” 
 
    Araxes reached up and stroked his long oiled moustache. “It is a mocking name, I think. Look at him. There is no fire in him now.” 
 
    The Persian was right. The figure before him had been stripped of honour and courage and was now nothing more than a shell of a warrior. There was no fire left in him. It would have been better to have died on the battlefield than live on as a slave in this form and be mocked and beaten. He wondered then on why this figure was standing now in front of him. 
 
    Which, he suspected, was exactly what Haerviu wanted him to question. 
 
    “Get him a beaker of water. And food - some bread and cheese . . . Listen to me. I am a Praefectus of Rome. I command the men here. Do you understand? Look at me.” 
 
    “Dominus . . .” The man lifted his gaze but flinched away again on instinct. A guard thrust a beaker of water into his hands and it was grabbed quickly. A platter of food appeared and was put down on the table nearby. He saw the slave glance at it as he raised up the beaker and drained it in one long draught. 
 
    “Eat,” he offered. “Fill your belly.” 
 
    This Aodhan snatched up the plate and shoved the bread and cheese into his mouth, holding that plate protectively against his chest, looking about as if fearing an attack. The food was devoured in moments as if he had not eaten in days. 
 
    “Look at him,” said Gallo, the contempt in his voice obvious to all. “Not even the legions would take this one.” 
 
    “And yet,” added the Primicerius, frowning delicately, “his frame is that of an ox’s. He could reach out and snap your neck without blinking.” 
 
    Gallo snorted at that. “So why is he eating as if he hasn’t eaten in a month?” 
 
    “Fear.” 
 
    “Praefectus?”  
 
    He reached in and took the empty plate from him and for a moment felt the slave’s hand attempt to hold on to the wooden plate, despite it being empty. He took it gently away from him and passed it back to one of the Barcarii nearby.  
 
    “Look at him. This man is infected with fear. It has broken him - broken him more completely than any rod or whip or branding could ever do.” 
 
    For a moment, the slave looked about at them all, rubbing a hand across his mouth. Gallo made a sudden move then - a hand lifting as if to strike - and he saw this Aodhan flinch at that; at the shadow of it. He realised then that this slave was truly broken for not even a tremour of wariness or tension rippled up those powerful arms and into his shoulders. Even the man’s instinct for war and battle was gone from him. For some reason then, sadness moved in him. 
 
    “ . . . Listen to me, you have been gifted to me. Do you understand?” 
 
    The head bobbed up and down, the eyes veiled. “ . . . Dominus . . .” 
 
    “That means I own you now. You are mine. As Haerviu owned you before, I own you now. What was your real name?” 
 
    The slave looked confused. “My name is Aodhan -” 
 
    “No. Before that. Before you became a slave. What name did you bear?” 
 
    “ . . . Before . . ?” 
 
    “Before this life, yes.” 
 
    A little spark of recognition glimmered in his eyes and he saw that the slave took a slight step backwards - as if fearing a sudden blow. “ . . . I had no life, Dominus . . .” 
 
    “As a gift, I fear it is sorely lacking,” broke in Araxes, tipping his head slightly in amusement. 
 
    But he pressed on - something in that spark told him that the slave before him was hiding more than he was denying that truth. 
 
    “I know you remember your name. I am asking you to give it to me. I could demand it as your Dominus but I am asking instead. Give me your name. You are a Herul, are you not? A Germani from the far north, yes? And your tribe migrated here, did they not? What was your name among your tribe?” 
 
    The figure before him mouthed something then but it was under his breath as if he were tasting something. That spark in him seemed to grow a little and then the head lifted and he found himself staring into blue eyes the colour of a winter sky.  
 
    “My name . . . Dominus, my name was Hermothr, of the Heruli, warrior to our Rex, Pharas . . . but that life is gone now. Now I am ‘little fire’. Nothing more.” 
 
    “Tell me of this Pharas, your Rex, Hermothr. Tell me his tale. I ask it freely . . .” 
 
    Hesitantly to begin with, as if mouthing the words for the first time, the Herul before him unlocked that tale. His words were slow and clumsy - the Latin rough and mispronounced more than it was understood - but the meaning which emerged was felt by those about him as they leaned in to listen to his long tale - and it was one which chilled all those who stood about him and heard that broken Latin.  
 
    Pharas, his Rex, began Hermothr, twisting his hands about, had been the last of a long line of Heruli reges who had foresworn the migration eastwards many generations ago and who had instead clung to their ancestral homelands - homelands deep in the marshes and fens north of the Rhine. While many had drifted or migrated eastwards along the thick dark rivers into the territorium of the Goths and the Sarmatians, seeking new lands and riches to plunder, a few proud Heruli had remained behind in their dismal lands, clinging to their past and their old gods out of pride and stubbornness. Pharas had been the last of that line. Other tribes had moved in and scourged them without mercy - as playthings; nothing more. Hunted and mocked as their land was not worth the taking nor their women worth seizing as slaves. And so those about them - the Saxoni, the Anglii, the Varini - all had hunted them for sport. Until Pharas seized the royal mantle and slaughtered those few cousins and brothers who still vied for that power. He had risen up and dominated the Heruli left in those dank marshes and then vowed to save them all. They would migrate in the few remaining long ships or cyulis and sail not down the eastern rivers but instead westwards - out into the Oceanus, far above Thule. Many thought this was madness but a few realised that madness was their only salvation now from the poverty and the endless harrowing which was their lot. And so after a month of preparation and with the omens propitious and the sacrifices made, the remaining galleys, ten all told, put out and sailed westwards - far into the Oceanus, high above Thule. Almost a thousand warriors and their families boarded that morning and sailed westwards - out of their marshes, past the hunting lanes of the Saxoni and the Anglii, and out into the deep waters of the dark sea to the west. A few raiding galleys had seen them and promptly vanished back into their ice-locked bays or fortified harbours, not believing that those they despised and hunted for sport had dared to muster such a strong force. 
 
    For a month, that poor classis had braved the deep waters and turbulent storms at the top of the world, sailing ever westwards into the sunset, free and alone, singing the ancient songs of the Heruli, remembering the old ancestors and warriors of their past. Many had smiles on their faces and drew deep from the cold and bitter air, knowing a freedom which they had not tasted in a long time. For Pharas, this was the best of his time. He was their Rex and had brought them out of terror and subjugation; he had redeemed them from an ignoble life and bred new honour and freedom in them. He stood amid the bow of the lead cyulus, pride shining in his face, blessed by Wodan and the other ancient gods of the Heruli. 
 
    But it was not to last. The old gods are whimsical and capricious, it is said, and none more so than Wodan. 
 
    At the end of that month, as the full summer season fell over them, a dark wind rose from the north and drove the straggling cyulis southwards. Rain had fallen like an incessant sheet - hailstones, too, hard and iron-like, cracking on the wooden timbers and shredding the sail-cloth. Many of the young and new-born had been forced to shelter under improvised cloaks and shield-boards. When, finally, that storm had cleared a hard, dark, land had been seen off their eastern bulwarks. High mountains it had, all wreathed in storm-clouds, and savage rocks gnashing like teeth at the shore. Islands lay scattered about but they were barren save for flocks of gulls or groups of seals. No trees graced these islands; no orchards or ploughed fields. Many wondered then if they had not all died and sailed on into that dark forbidden sea which led ultimately to the end of the world. 
 
    Pharas had laughed at that, however, and ordered the classis to put out oars and row hard towards the nearest sinus. It was long and cut deep into the high, brooding, mountains. Snow capped those heights and the long galleys had rowed under those peaks. They had heard great booming noises and seen rock and ice fall as if swept aside by the passing of unseen giants. Slowly, in awe, they had rowed deeper up that long sinus as the sea behind them had fallen from view and those brooding mountains above them had closed in, watching, looking down on them, amused and petulant . . . 
 
    They had found and then beached up on a long slim fringe of sand, white and glistening like bone. All ten long galleys had survived that ordeal of self-exile and then the storm to finally beach. Pharas had been the first to leap ashore into that white sand, laughing and shouting from the sheer joy of it. He had twirled his spatha about his head and then plunged it deep into the sand, claiming that land, seizing it, even as his warriors and foster-brothers had followed him, shields out and weapons at hand. Ramps had slid out from the cyulis and all the remainder of the Heruli had fallen ashore, laughing and singing, free at last from that ancient scourge far behind them in the dark fens and marshes east of the Saxoni and the Anglii. 
 
    That night they had marshalled a stockade of rough timbers hewn from the trees and bushes nearby - more a herding pen than anything else - about the beached galleys. Torches glittered in the darkness. Provisions had been brought ashore and accounted for. Small groups of warriors scoured the nearby land reporting only that it was wild and uncultivated - a few ruins had been found, nothing but stone circles and dry empty tombs made from unhewn boulders. All long since left to rot. A hunting party brought back a few deer and a stag and for the first time in too many days fresh meat had been wolfed down. It seemed that the area at the head of this sinus pushed deep inland and drew up into a high valley shrouded by mountains and long waterfalls of fresh cold water. It was a natural defensive landing area, filled with pine and oak and elm, riddled with thick undergrowth and wild, gurgling, streams. Eagles drifted high above them among the icy peaks while salmon leapt in the rivers which fell into the sinus. 
 
    Pharas had seen all that as nothing but a good omen - a gift from Wodan. 
 
    He, Hermothr, had not been so sure . . .  
 
    “You sensed something?” broke in Sabinus, offering him more food. 
 
    Hermothr nodded slowly in reply and then ate the food down. The words which followed were garbled a little but slowly a confidence was coming back to him and his voice deepened and gained strength. The cold blue eyes remained fixed on him and for a moment, Sabinus had the impression that this poor Herul slave was desperate to unburden those words. 
 
    He told them that the land was choked with trees and bush, verdant and full, but that an uneasy silence seemed to attend to it. Life filled it - deer, boar, small game, birds - but that life was somehow muted and wary. After a few days, however, the stockade had been rebuilt and strengthened. A deep fossa had been dug to encompass the landing area and protect the beached galleys. A strong vallum of hewn timbers had been put up to replace the first hasty walls. Rude structures had been erected for the families, thatched and daubed, still wet and smelling of mud. Warriors roved about deeper inland, scouring the land caught and shouldered in by those indomitable mountains. All came back with the same story: that this long valley was hemmed in and empty of habitation. All that they found were those old hollow tombs and crumbling stones. It was then that a few of the warriors, himself included, had voiced the thought that they had landed in a cursed place. 
 
    “Cursed?” Gallo snorted at that. “Sounds as if you all beached at the perfect spot!” 
 
    Sabinus saw Hermothr glance at the veteranus then and flinch back. “ . . . That is what Pharas said to us - and he laughed as he said those words.” 
 
    He reached out and offered him another beaker of water. “But?” 
 
    “Nothing perfect remains untouched by the tribes of mortals, does it? And why was everything in that long valley quiet as if in hiding? No, I sensed it. Others did, too. There was a curse over this place. Where was the tribe which had built those ancient ruins - those stones and burial chambers? Why had they abandoned this place if it was so perfect? But Pharas was too wrapped up in his glory at saving his tribe to see the truth.” 
 
    “And what was the truth, Hermothr?” he asked, quietly, waiting on him. 
 
    “We were being watched, Roman . . .” 
 
    The first missing warrior had been thought of as nothing unusual - the man had had an argument with one of his brothers and stormed off into the forest higher up the valley. Anger had fuelled him and he boasted that he would return with a stag across his shoulders to satiate that anger. He never returned. Pharas brooded for a while and sent out a few parties to hunt for him but he was never found. A campsite had been located up near the pass out of the valley - some charred sticks, pressed down grass where a body had slept, a broken buckle tossed aside in carelessness - but nothing else. It was surmised that this angry warrior, frustrated at not finding his prey, had slipped over that pass and roved further afield into the unseen lands beyond. Pharas had laughed at that and said that he was a fool. He would either return or he would not. It was in the hands of the gods now. 
 
    Some days later a small hunting party also failed to return. It had ventured out to scour for fresh game, full of humour and boasting, as all warriors do when hunting, and then vanished. Pharas, more sullen now, had sent out scouts and guides to locate them but nothing was ever found of them. No trace or path or clue was detected. It was as if they had simply been spirited away by the gods. Some wondered if they had taken off in pursuit of their own glory and riches and broken away from the tribe. These things had happened in the past. But others wondered why if that was the case they had left their women and children behind? 
 
    That night, Pharas had stood atop the stockade and looked out into the darkness, his eyes narrowed and his jaw clenched tight in anger. 
 
    From then on, they moved and hunted in large bands through the tangled valley. The beauty about them took on a sinister hue now. The silence about them all seemed laden with portents. Ill omens began to appear: the bowels of a pig were diseased, the scattered bones cast by the ancient waelcyrie among them foretold only doom and slaughter, a babe was born deformed and mute, its eyes nothing but empty black sockets. The children and those not yet admitted into the warrior-cast were protected and guarded day and night. In the end, it availed them nothing. 
 
    One night, some days after the disappearance of the hunting party, a heavy sack had been left outside the main gateway into the stockade. It had been tossed unceremoniously by an unseen hand. Pharas himself had been the first to open it once it had been brought to him. A great fire was lit and all were revelling inside a rough long hall, feasting and sharing their boasts over what was left of the ale, when it had been brought in. Pharas tore it open without a thought and what spilled out was bones - dozens of them. They scattered about like chaff and fell clattering at his feet. Human bones, all fleshed and cleaned, gleaming like ivory before the flames of the fire. Skulls, thigh bones, rib cages. A few still bore trinkets on them - an arm band, a bracelet, a small ring slipping from a bone finger . . . And they all recognised those ornaments. 
 
    “The hunting party?” ventured Sabinus. 
 
    Hermothr nodded in reply, looking at him, willing him to fall into his words. 
 
    “Hacked and scored by the cuts the fleshing knife leaves behind. Those bones were all cleaned and discarded of any meat. Gnawed and picked white, Roman.” 
 
    He told him that Pharas had flown into a wild rage at that sight and immediately ordered his warriors to arm up and follow him - despite the darkness and the horror it might hold. As one, they had all stormed out into that darkness, shields up and weapons gripped hard. Torches gilded them and they shouted and swore into the night that vengeance was coming to those who mocked the Heruli. Hunting horns brazened the darkness - and before them all, Pharas stormed and shouted, knowing that all his glory at saving his tribe was being snatched away now; that it was fading like mist with the dawn light . . . 
 
    They had ranged far up towards the head of that valley, angry and careless, some had split off into smaller bands, roving ahead on the flanks, others grouped in about Pharas, holding their shields in close to protect him, despite his wildness. He had been one of those, guarding his Rex, tense and alert - and he had been the one to see it first. He had looked back from a slight rise onto which they had ventured and seen a light glowing far behind them, deep in the night, underneath the high stars and the black bulk of the mountains. It flickered into life like a small bud and then seemed to flare up. Pharas saw it then, also, and a mighty groan broke from him - and it was as if his soul had been torn from his body and cast aside as being of no worth. He remembered that moment, seeing the horror ravage his Rex, hearing that sound which no mortal should make, and he knew then that all was doomed.  
 
    What they found when they finally returned from the forest was true horror. The stockade was burning high, all the buildings inside it aflame also. Those few warriors left behind to guard the families were heaped up before the flames, butchered without honour, hacked and cut apart like sacrificial cattle. Whatever had rushed the stockade had done it swiftly and without mercy. Everything was on fire and blazing up high. A few poor arrows lay littered about in the white sand, flint-tipped but razor-sharp. Only the cyulis remained untouched, still drawn up high on the beach, left alone, gilded now by those flames as they roared up high into the uncaring heavens. 
 
    “Your families?” he asked. 
 
    Hermothr shook his head and a haunted look crept into those blue eyes. 
 
    “All gone - snatched away. Not one of them could be found as we roved through the blazing remains. Not a child nor a woman. None. All taken . . .” 
 
    Aelian spoke up then and he saw that the words of the Herul had shaken him. “But why not torch the long galleys? Why had they left them?” 
 
    “Isn’t it obvious?” Araxes replied. “They were taunting them - inviting them to depart while they still could.” 
 
    “And leave their families behind?” Aelian frowned at the implications then and looked away. 
 
    Hermothr nodded at that. “Those cyulis were an open doorway to escape but the cost was too high, Roman. We would be leaving our wives and children to a fate worse than death. No warrior could do that. And they knew that. They left the galleys untouched to mock us . . .” 
 
    What Hermothr described then was slow and inevitable: Pharas collapsed as if he had taken a mortal blow. Nothing could revive him. He remained sitting in the white sand, hollowed out and silent. Others had bellowed in rage or wept like children. None dared steal back into the verdant forest. That night had passed in an agony of turmoil as all wondered then on the fate of their wives and children. By the time, dawn had arisen only a few warriors - those without families and who stood alone - dared suggest dragging the galleys back into the briny waters and departing. As one, they were all shouted down or struck hard into silence. Pharas remained slumped in the sand. A few chieftains wondered if it were not better to take to the forest and high valley and attempt to find their kin but all knew in their hearts it was futile. And so the long day passed in indecision and an agony of waiting until darkness slowly crept back in and the deep shadows slid down from the frozen mountains above to swallow the valley and stain the white sand about them. 
 
    That night, in the burning embers of their stockade, the first assault came and it came with a suddenness with was unnerving. Shadows fell among them, slight and evasive, small arrows whispering out of the night before them. Tall warriors with a score of battle-hardened years on them fell before that onslaught as if they were nothing but bonded slaves handed a stick to fight off rabid dogs. Blood ran wild in that night and no matter where the Heruli turned to strike back, shouting out ancient war-cries, all they glimpsed were shades and half-seen figures leaping away in mockery. And then it was over as if it were all nothing but a fevered dream - save that a score of warriors lay slain in the sand with the same number again missing, stunned and dragged away in the deep forest.  
 
    In the morning, as the sun rose over the high mountains to the east where that pass lay, a pall hung over the ruins of the stockade. Men moved among the charred remains and through the bloodied sand as if in a dream state, mumbling old prayers and invocations, whispering charms out of habit. A few fell and slept where they lay but the sleep which wrapped itself about them was fitful and uneasy. He had seen that Pharas had remained alone amid that sudden slaughter, untouched and unheeded. It was as if he existed in another realm now, abandoned and forlorn. A council was convened and heated debates raged but nothing was decided. Fear was eating at them now - and in the midst of that debate, the screams began. 
 
    No one could tell where they came from. Some said deep in the forest and wanted to rush out but others said no, that the sound was falling down from the mountains above and becoming twisted through the forests of the valley. Many looked up then into the crags and defiles above them - even to the snow and ice hanging high up. All to no avail. All through the rest of the day, the screams continued and it soon became apparent that it was not one voice in agony but a series of voices, one after the other, crying out in torment until it was extinguished and then another would take its place. The only consolation was that the screams were not those of women or children. 
 
    And so they had all stood and stared about, frozen with horror, listening to that sound, as the afternoon waned into twilight and the snow above turned crimson from the falling light. 
 
    It had been then that Pharas, forgotten Pharas, alone in the white sand, silent and abandoned, stood up, girdled on his spatha, and walked out into the darkening forest. His face was blank. He said no word as he passed through the Heruli. He walked out into the verdant thicket and vanished. 
 
    Not one warrior moved to follow him. 
 
    That night, far off, a small fire lit up the darkness. It was high up on a grassy knoll some way off. An indistinct shape was lit up by that fire - nothing more than a mark scratched by a youth on a wall, thin and spindly - but when the screams began, they all knew who it was. Pharas took a long time to die, his screams were agonising, that tiny silhouette twisting against the savage light, but die he did and with him went the last of the reges of the Heruli, alone and abandoned in the night. 
 
    Sabinus reached out and placed a hand on his shoulder. “No one attempted to rescue him?” 
 
    The blue eyes flickered away and he felt the slave’s figure shiver involuntarily then. “ . . . No one . . .” 
 
    For three more nights, the assaults came. They were sudden and violent and always over before they could respond in force. Despite placing guards and sleeping with spear or spatha close to hand, those assaults succeeded in slaughtering many and bundling away a few. Most were too wearied or devastated now to resist in force. With Pharas gone, all leadership had collapsed. Despair had sunk its talons in them. A few braved that night, boasting and shouting out their courage into the darkness but the rest - himself included - merely sat down and waited, hoping perhaps to cut one of these shadows down before falling or being dragged away. With dawn, would come the screams and a slowly building line of fleshed bones deposited at the edge of the sand. Some of the bones were small and fragile and at that sight some of the warriors had been driven mad and rushed into the dank vegetation. None had ever returned. 
 
    On the fourth morning, it all changed.  
 
    As the sun rose over the high mountains to the east, the shadows in the forest rippled and moved forwards, sighing slightly, swaying to the sound of an unseen breeze. They were few of them left by that morning. Two hundred, perhaps, all exhausted and shattered inside. Hollowed out as Pharas had been. Dawn had arrived and through the faint haze of the fires they had seen that line of shadows emerge, whispering, swaying, towards them. The figures were lithe but somehow small and vicious; clothed in uncured leather, adorned with bones and crude beads. Many had twisted their hair up into tangled mops pierced with twigs or bone pins. A few were clad in bronze plates over their chests and backs. Their shields were small and circular, wood or interleaved wicker, covered in a thin hide, all painted with the faces of hideous daemons. Most were armed with  bronze or iron-tipped spears or heavy crude axes. A few bore long poorly hammered spathas. Many had nothing but light arcuballistae after the Roman fashion, though these were smaller and less sturdy, clearly hunting weapons. But it was the faces which froze them all. 
 
    “The faces?” he asked. 
 
    Hermothr nodded back and he saw the colour draining from him. “They were the faces of the dead . . .” 
 
    Those faces were sallow and hollow-cheeked. The eyes dark and pitiless. They emerged in their hundreds from the edge of the forest stepping through the litany of the fleshed bones, staring at the dumb-struck Heruli. Many were smiling, drawing back the lips to reveal filed teeth. One or two were gnawing at a bone as if relishing every morsel on it. And they kept coming. Hundreds of them. A thousand. Bleeding out of that forest over the bones and onto the white sand. Inexorable. Relentless. Silent. 
 
    It was then that she had stepped free from them and raised a mighty war spear over her head. If all about her were the dead then she was a goddess of that underworld. A gold torq gripped her pale throat and gold coins lay seeded in her wild red hair. Her tunica was splattered in blood - both freshly-spilled and ancient. This goddess of the dead stepped forward and raised up her spear to let loose a cry which seemed to shiver the forest behind her: 
 
    “Karnonakae!” 
 
    What followed was a massacre. 
 
    The remaining Heruli were slaughtered were they stood. A few managed to fight back to three of the cyulis in desperation. He among them. The fighting was vicious and like nothing he had ever experienced before. These ‘Karnonakae’ fell on them like wild beasts, slavering and hissing, not defending themselves but hurling themselves onto their weapons as if drugged or possessed by a battle-frenzy. Many were screaming like wildcats. A few of the Heruli, penned in and pressed about, attempted to form a shield-wall but those daemons swarmed them and flung themselves onto those shields, dragging them aside, even as they were cut down. It was like fighting a red wave which could not be halted nor turned aside. He saw those few shield-walls crack apart in heartbeats as if they never existed. He didn’t remember how but suddenly he was up against the wood of a hull and bloodied hands were pulling him up into the bowels of the galley. Flint-tipped arrows were scything the air above him. All the warriors about him were slashed and cut with wounds - many of them mortal. A small guard remained outside, holding back the frenzied figures while also attempting to heave the long galley back out into the cold wash. He saw many of his warrior-brothers leap back overboard then to aid that effort. Beside their cyulis, two more were already out into the shallows and oars were being shipped out. A fourth was overwhelmed with screams and a glut of violence as those dark figures clad in bronze and bones flooded it. He had felt a sudden heave and a dip and then the galley was free. Men were shouting out, locking the shield boards along the bulwarks, gripping the oars in a wild panic, even as the vessel slid further back into the deeper waters. Arrows thocked all along the hull. He remembered looking out and seeing that sand awash now with blood and the heaped corpses of the slain. Of the ten galleys, only three managed to embark onto the waters of the sinus. 
 
    And then he had seen her standing amid all the bloody ruin, her red hair ablaze with light, her limbs bathed in crimson, fallen Heruli underfoot. 
 
    Somehow, in their panic, the three galleys had managed to break free and row slowly back out of the sinus and into the western sea and its desolate islands - and he knew, as they all knew, all those survivors aboard the three cyulis, that those dark figures, these Karnonakae, had been with them all the time, that they had never been alone in that valley at all . . . 
 
    “Not alone? What do you mean?”  
 
    It was Aelian who broke in and dissolved the slave’s words. The young Tribune had a look on him which told Sabinus that he was aghast at what he had just heard. Gallo, he saw, was frowning but equally attentive. Araxes was staring away, deep in thought, but was absent-mindedly stroking his moustache and frowning a little. 
 
    Hermothr looked hard at Aelian then and his words were fierce. “They were among us all the time, in hiding, deep in the forest, watching us. That valley wasn’t quiet because it was empty. It was quiet because it was a trap, Roman . . .” 
 
    He thought of Brennus then and the few words he had written about the fierce tribes up against the western mountains of Caledonia; of how they lived deep in the bones of those mountains, hiding there, breeding deep underground, banished from the fertile lands south and east. He understood then what Hermothr was trying to tell Aelian.  
 
    “They didn’t live in the valley, Aelian. These Karnonakae hide in its warrens and tunnels, deep in the caverns and the high catacombs of the mountains and hidden vales above it. They were there all the time, watching the Heruli, waiting.” 
 
    Gallo turned to him. “You speak as if you know of these people?” 
 
    “We all do. Hermothr is talking of the Atecotti - aren’t you?” 
 
    The Herul nodded in reply. “That is what the Novantae here call them - the ‘Old Ones’. But I heard that she-daemon cry out and it was their own name she raised up to the gods. What they call themselves - the Karnonakae, the Mountain People . . .” 
 
    “Except they don’t live on the mountains, Gallo. They live in them.” 
 
    Araxes stepped in slightly and gestured to the slave. “You escaped these Karnonakae and arrived here, didn’t you?” 
 
    Hermothr nodded in reply and shivered. “For three days we drifted on the waters of the western sea here. No one spoke or moved to grip the oars. The sail cloth remained wrapped up about the mast on the deck. One old warrior grabbed at the tiller-bar more out of habit than to guide us. We drifted southwards with a dark current. The two other galleys remained with us and once or twice someone shouted out something but no one replied. Many succumbed to their wounds and were wrapped up in a linen shroud and lifted overboard. Then on that third day we drifted into the Sinus here . . .” 
 
    The weather had been kind to them and despite their horror and exhaustion a few of the warriors had stood up at the bulwarks to survey this new land. Smoke trails graced the distant sky. Flocks of sheep littered the land. A fishing vessel had seen them and turned about to vanish back towards the end of the Sinus. It was then that the settlement had been spotted at that end and it was if an unseen banner had been raised and all had moved towards it. Without a word or order, the oars had shipped out and all three cyulis had begun rowing in towards that settlement. Next to him, at the rowing bench, a warrior - Aelfingas, it was - had stood up and simply tossed his war gear overboard. He understood that action and threw his own weapons after that gear, watching as the spear and spatha, the shield and helm, had all vanished beneath the cold waves in a heartbeat. Others soon followed suit and one warrior after another threw away their equipment and weapons. Helmets, spears, spathas, axes, knives - all had been thrown away into the deep waters of the Sinus. 
 
    When the hide galleys of the Novantae had finally appeared and rowed up close, all they had left which marked them as a proud warrior tribe was a seax, held up now as a tribute. This had been snatched away from them and then they had all been led away into slavery and abuse to the mocking cries of the Novantae about them - and not one of his fellow Heruli had not welcomed that slavery. They were no longer men. They did not deserve the right to bear arms or live as free men. They were shamed; servile men now. What honour had been theirs was gone - torn away in that cursed valley far in the north among the icy mountains of the Karnonakae. What was a warrior without kin or patria or even a rex to lead him? What was a warrior who had fled from his hearth leaving his womenfolk and children behind to the hunger of the grinning dead? Such a soul was nothing but a hollow thing. An abandoned man. A man exiled from himself. 
 
    Hermothr paused then and looked down. Sweat covered him and Sabinus could see that his flesh was white now. 
 
    “ . . . The Novantae didn’t enslave you, did they? You came here already enslaved. You asked to be taken in. That was why you offered up that seax, wasn’t it?” 
 
    The Herul nodded at that and licked his lips. “We deserved no less, Roman. We fled and left our kin behind. We cowered in horror as they burned our Rex alive and left his picked bones on the white sand. We became slaves to our fear long before we arrived here. No man can bear arms after that. That place devoured our souls, Roman, but let our bodies flee back into this world of mortals . . . We begged to be let in - to live as slaves here. It is the only life we can have. Hermothr died on that white beach. The Novantae have given me a new name -  a new life . . . But now the Karnonakae have come. The serpents are sliding out from their deep cracks in the mountains and they are massing about us all . . .” 
 
    He ceased speaking and the silence which followed was telling. Sabinus stepped back a little and surveyed those about him. Gallo was frowning as if not wanting to believe this tale but he saw that the man’s hand was tight about the hilt of his spatha. Aelian was wide-eyed and staring hard at the Herul slave and he sensed that the young Tribune was struggling to shake off the horror in those words. It was one thing to hear ancient tales of the Atecotti - more myth and fable spun about the rim of a wine goblet - but it was something else entirely to meet someone who had suffered and been broken by that tribe. Araxes, however, he saw, was nodding a little as if to himself and then the Persian looked over and tipped his head expectantly at him. 
 
    He found himself smiling coldly back at his friend. “I hope no more gifts like this are given to us. What are your thoughts?” 
 
    Araxes nodded towards Hermothr. The latter had picked up the water again and was draining it, his hands trembling a little. “You wondered on the alliances not being made here, I seem to recall. Why Veleda had not brought the Heruli into her web - now we know. Haerviu has shown us through this slave. There was no tribe left to make an alliance with. If these Karnonakae are coming, then Haerviu has certainly allowed us to see the horror which is preceding them. The  question is why has he shown us this now - and what has he to gain from it, I wonder?” 
 
    “My thoughts exactly. More importantly, why was Haerviu the one to show us this and not Veleda? Think how she would have gained our sympathy if it had been she who had gifted us this Herul and not Haerviu. As sorrowful as this tale is, it changes nothing. ” 
 
    Aelian looked up at that. “Nothing? It explains why the Novantae and the Picts here are forging alliances, does it not? If these Atecotti - or Karnonakae as Hermothr here calls them - are flooding southwards now, bent on vengeance for some past slight, then Rome, too, is threatened, is she not?” 
 
    He turned to look at the Tribune. “Then why didn’t Veleda say all that? No, she hid this from us. Why? Why has it taken Haerviu to show us this? We know Veleda was already plotting even as the storm was brewing and then broke to expose the Atecotti - these Karnonakae. No matter. We know she lied about how the Heruli arrived here. And we know now why they are so servile and broken. It was not from the prowess of the Novantae.”  
 
    A sudden thought occurred to him and he turned to face the Herul. The slave had put the beaker down and was looking about them all, licking his lips. Those blue eyes were pale now and filled with fear. Sweat glistened on his brow. 
 
    “Who raided here, Herul? This settlement has been stormed and burnt, hasn’t it? This was no careless fire from inside, was it?” 
 
    For a moment, Hermothr looked at them all, his blank face hollowed-out, all the warmth and life gone now.  
 
    “ . . . Karnonakae, it was the Karnonakae, Roman . . . They had followed us all here and stalked the Novantae as they stalked Pharas many moons ago . . . They came in the night and brought red butchery and fire with them - then they vanished like the daemons they are, leaving many dead and more snatched away . . . The Atecotti are here, Roman, they followed us here . . . They want our blood. It is owed to them and they mean to collect . . .” 
 
    Sabinus found himself nodding back into those words and making a decision then. He turned and gazed at the officers about him, nodding a little, a tight smile growing over his features. 
 
    “ . . . Commillatones, it is time to return this favour with a gift all my own, I think.” 
 
    Araxes smiled in reply and tipped his head to him again. “ . . . And what gift would that be, Praefectus?” he asked with a low soft voice which told everyone about him that he already knew the answer to that question. 
 
    “Why, Primicerius, the only gift I can give - the one of honesty . . .” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SEVEN 
 
     
 
     Fortune Whispers Such Sweet Words that Betrayal Must Always Follow . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Haerviu stood before them and a dark anger clouded his brows. The warrior was fierce and ranged around the small hall away from the domus of his Rex like a lion loosed from its cage. Around him, other warriors stood close-by and faced the Romans, gripping spathas or heavy hunting spears, their knuckles white. Ale had been drunk before their arrival into this hall and the sour smell of it hung heavily now on the smoky air. A low thatched conical roof enclosed them all, supported by a massive bole, carved and painted in the spiral patterns found all over the northern lands of the ancient Celts. High up, among the smoke and rafters which radiated out from that bole, dark shapes hung and glistened in the wild light of the hearth below.  
 
    To Sabinus, used to the masked friendship offered by Dabronus and Veleda - Cunomarus, also, but with a different tinge to it - to him, the nakedness of Haerviu’s anger was somehow refreshing. He understood it. He felt the warrior’s outrage at the death of his princeps and lord and saw how he bridled now as he moved in front of those who had sworn to him that death had been at the hands of poor slaves far away in the Abbravannus. Tension thronged them and he was painfully conscious that he and the other three Roman officers were mortally exposed now should Haerviu lose control and unloosen his anger and his warriors upon them. But something had warned him - a feeling deep in his gut - that had he arrived here with his Barcarii in tow then Haerviu might not have given vent to his feelings as freely as he was doing now - and that was precisely what he desired. Honesty - naked emotion - the hot words of anger. 
 
    And Haerviu, it seemed, did not disappoint him. 
 
    “So you uncloak your lies and admit it?” the latter raged, looking to his fellow-warriors for support and encouragement. 
 
    “I do, yes. Cunomarus attacked Veleda deep in the Abravannus. She fought him off until we arrived to aid her. Then she slew him.” 
 
    He remembered again that moment when she had snatched the spear from the very air itself and flicked it back into the figure opposite her. Her lithe form and agile movement still impressed him - she had been wild and exotic; more daemon than mortal, he thought. But the glamour of that moment was only an enticing lure; nothing more. 
 
    Haerviu scowled back and moved about them, flexing his muscles, his dark eyes on them all. “Yet you lied to us all over his corpse and swore that the slaves had turned on him! Rome has always been nothing but a perfidious viper!” 
 
    “And Cunomarus?” he asked in return, attempting to remain calm, his words cold and clipped. “What was he to attack his brother’s wife - to betray her? Is that not perfidy also? Haerviu, he attempted to slaughter her. What was going to happen had he succeeded? Were we to be slaughtered, too? Tell me. You owe me that.” 
 
    “Owe?” The warrior was brought up short and turned to stare straight at him. “I owe you nothing! Cunomarus acted to save us from a madness which is consuming us all, you poor fool!” 
 
    He almost spat out those words and Sabinus saw him pause then and take in a huge breath as if gasping his last. Anger and outrage were coursing through him but there was something else also, he sensed. Something dark and evasive underneath those hot emotions; almost as if this Novantian warrior was playing a different game on which elusive counters moved with unseen hands.  
 
    Suddenly, that outpouring of emotion and anger seemed too obvious to him. That honesty he craved was slipping aside in favour of something else. 
 
    “You owe me nothing?” he echoed in return, then, stepping in a little towards him, one hand out, palm open. The suspicion in him grew but he hid it behind his cold words. “Why send that slave to me? Help me understand this. I have heard his tale - of the Atecotti, the slaughter in that hidden valley deep under the ice-locked mountains in the far north - of how they arrived here begging to be enslaved. I know now that Rerigonium has been assaulted by these Atecotti. But I also know that alliances are being woven here - tribes and chieftains being bribed or bought with gold all taken out on that track westwards to the coast. And all this has been happening almost as soon as the Atecotti shook off their mountain fastness and threatened to move south. What is it that you are trying to tell me?” 
 
    For a moment, Haerviu paused and glanced about him, at the warriors ranged behind him in the shadows, the Romans standing at his side, even looking for a moment up at the dark shadows which hung from the rafters above them all, staring down, almost judging them. A great sigh broke from him then and he saw some of that tension ease out from this shoulders. The warrior that was Haerviu shifted a little and what he saw was a barrel-chested man, heavy with tension, aching almost from it, and who now let some of that anger and frustration ease out from him. 
 
    “Tell you? Roman, you are in a mist and that mist is blinding you.” 
 
    “As the Heruli were blinded in that valley? Help me see that which I cannot see,” he urged him. 
 
    Haerviu smiled at him then but it was cold and humourless. “Those wretched Germani fled with three war galleys and debased themselves to be accepted here - and Veleda snatched that seax as proof of her rule over them. They live now scattered here - broken and reviled. Pitied also, yes. They rowed into the lair of the ‘Old Ones’ and not one of us would have had the courage to do that. We pity them even as we spit on them and whip them. There is nothing left in them now of honour or courage. They are nothing but hollow people. All three galleys’ worth of them. But it wasn’t what they were that interested Veleda. It was what they brought in their wake  . . .  When you lure in the wolf, you stake out a goat, do you not?” 
 
    Araxes lifted his head suddenly at that and sniffed lightly as if tasting something for the first time. A delicate frown appeared on his brow. “ . . . Wait, Haerviu, this is all bait, you say?” 
 
    The cold smile widened at that. “Ah, your Persian has a scent of something, I think.” 
 
    “Primicerius?” 
 
    He turned to face him and saw that Araxes was nodding a little to himself. That look he had first seen on him when he had watched his father make that last stand deep in the shadows of the gateway at Ctesiphon came over him again; distant, appalled, even. It was a look of oriental disdain mingled with deep fascination. That face turned then and stared at him. 
 
    “Three war galleys escaped from that hidden valley, Praefectus.” 
 
    “That is what Hermothr told us, yes. Why? There is something else here, isn’t there?” 
 
    Araxes nodded back. “That left seven remaining on the white sands, I think. seven sea-worthy war galleys in the hands of these Karnonakae.” 
 
    Haerviu snorted at that. “Your Persian is running about the game, Roman!” 
 
    He turned back to the warrior. “So the Atecotti - these Karnonakae - are sea-borne now? That is what you are trying to say here? That they used those galleys to stalk the Heruli southwards and attack Rerigonium?” 
 
    The laughter which greeted him was brazen. “Am I? Ask Veleda again what happened to these Heruli when they came here, begging to be allowed refuge - crying out for safe-harbour and what little life we allowed them. You ask her - ask her why Rerigonium was raided by the ‘Old Ones’ - and then wonder on why Cunomarus attempted to take her life in that sacred forest, Roman. Ask her about the Heruli!” 
 
    Before he could probe further, Araxes leaned in and pointed towards Haerviu - and the words which followed were quiet, soft almost. But they were words which made Haerviu nod back and grin like a wolf. 
 
    “But it isn’t the Heruli you want us to ask about, is it, Haerviu? It isn’t the Heruli at all. That was why Cunomarus was always pointing other things out despite what he showed to us, wasn’t it? What was it he wanted us to understand and look for? Ah - of course - Cunomarus understood us better then we understand ourselves - as do you, don’t you, Haerviu? Of course.” Araxes nodded again and looked about at them all - and at Sabinus especially. “The galleys - that is it, isn’t it? That was why you sent us the slave. It wasn’t the tale of horror and exile. It was the galleys . . .” 
 
    “Araxes?”  He found himself looking at the Persian even as a small chill grew at the back of his neck - and saw his friend smile such a dark smile that even Haerviu nodded along. 
 
    “Where are the war galleys of the Heruli, Praefectus? Where are those long deadly vessels?” 
 
    And he realised then that she had blinded him. She had blinded him in the round hall, hot with smoke and the smells of ale and cooked meat, replete with boasting and the crude songs, as they had sat next to each other and deftly talked of alliances and survival. She had displayed that gleaming seax while he had lifted up slightly the Hibernian semi-spatha at his hip and both had talked of what these iron blades meant to each other - and she had blinded him. In all that talk in which he had discoursed on truth and vengeance and she had described the exigencies of survival, of triumph, she had led him away from a truth which only now was revealing itself. 
 
    “What happened to those war galleys, Haerviu?” he asked, and his voice was distant, faint almost. 
 
    The laughter which greeted him was derisory. “You fool - if you had asked that at the beginning, Cunomarus might still be alive! Veleda beguiled you, though, like the Menapian prophetess she is. She spun a veil about your eyes and Cunomarus knew then he had to act fast and risk everything.” 
 
    “The war galleys . . .” he echoed - and again he saw her pantherish smile as she had held up that Germanic weapon to his gaze. In showing one talisman, she had deftly hidden another from him. “ . . . She didn’t want me to know about the war galleys. She concealed them from me - didn’t she?” 
 
    Haerviu nodded back and the look on his face was merciless. “She blinded you to the true prize here. The one that Cunomarus wanted you to seek out but could not tell you directly. The one he fought to expose and failed in doing so - a failing Veleda bound you into, no?” 
 
    Aelian broke in, frowning in a manner which made him look like a petulant child denied his favourite dish. “What is so important about these war galleys and the Atecotti? They are the plague of Gaul, yes, but easily countered by the Imperial classis. I don’t understand.” 
 
    Gallo smiled grimly at that. “This is not Gaul. And there is precious little of the Imperial galleys in the west of Britannia, Tribune. Paternus commands one for the few true Liburnians here along these coasts. The rest are nothing but light scout craft - those scaphae. That’s all . . .” 
 
    “Which is all Rome needs, one suspects, to triumph over hide vessels and poor dug-outs,” added Araxes. 
 
    “Indeed,” nodded the veteranus. “But three Germanic war galleys - these cyulis as Hermothr called them - would wreak havoc in the hands of skilled warriors. But the Novantae are not sea-faring people, are they? Fisher-men, yes, and some traders, I expect - but raiders? That calling has been lost to them for generations. Those long ships will be of no use to them, eh?” 
 
    “She’s not hiding them for her own use - is she, Haerviu?” he added, picking up from Gallo. “She’s using them as bait. Bait to lure the Atecotti in and bind her foedus with the tribes under her cloak. Those Heruli gifted her an opportunity, I think. One she has been keen to seize upon.” 
 
    He faced the warrior and stared hard at him. Anger was growing in him now - anger at being used and blinded. He looked now at the figure before him and sensed a little how that warrior had no respect for him - a Roman who had been dishonoured through lies - who had been complicit in the death of his lord. Haerviu gazed on him and the contempt in the latter was naked. 
 
    “She is not hiding them, Roman. At least not in the manner in which you are thinking. Yes, the Atecotti came and savaged Rerigonium - seeking those galleys - but she had already spirited them away. We did not defeat those mountain daemons - they vanished once they realised the galleys were not here. She had already moved them in preparation . . .” 
 
    “Preparation for what?” he asked - but he already sensed the answer. 
 
    “To bait the trap.” 
 
    Aelian swore under his breath and raked back his long blond locks. “Then where are these galleys -” 
 
    Haerviu threw out a hand then, laughing a little into the young Tribune’s bewilderment. “They are berthed in a small inlet on the eastern side of the Sinus - a small refuge. She has erected a low shed over them and masked the inlet with bushes and scrub. A ship would sail past it and never know that inlet was there. You have all sailed past it. As did the Atecotti. If you left with the dawn light, you would reach it in less than an hour’s ride as you mark time. Go and have a look but be wary, Roman. She has guards. Not many but it will only take one to see you and flee to report back to her.” 
 
    “You’ve been there?” he asked. 
 
    Haerviu shook his head. “I? No. This is her secret. Cunomarus knew, though, I suspect. He might have even been there - but if he had, I didn’t know about it . . .” 
 
    Gallo stepped in and grunted uneasily. “Praefectus, this is dangerous. If she suspects we have seen her secret . . .” 
 
    He found himself shrugging back into the other’s wary face. “Seen? Oh, Gallo, I think Haerviu here wants us to do more than see this - don’t you?” 
 
    The warrior laughed at that and made to snatch up a goblet of bitter ale. He drowned it in one long gulp and then smacked his lips in relish. “Do? Of course, Roman! I want you to torch the shed and those galleys in it! Veleda seized something which will tip the scales of power here north of the Vallum. She is sniffing at more than holding on to power - she is rising to imperial ambitions. Those galleys are a powerful step in that ambition. Burn them, you understand? Burn them all and let what fates exist fall on the Novantae and drag us into the darkness we deserve!” 
 
    It was then that Sabinus sensed the anger in Haerviu shift a little and deepen behind his moody gaze and the sudden thought came to him that sometimes it was not the nature of the gift which was the enigma but the timing of it instead . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The ride was short through the cold light of early dawn. 
 
    They had slipped out unseen before the sun had risen over the far eastern horizon. Haerviu had gifted them small hill ponies for use - stocky, thick-legged, mounts with nothing but rope halters and a rough, patterned, cloak thrown over the haunches. He had thrust a small fragment of parchment into Sabinus’ hands with a path marked out on it in charcoal near the crude outline of the Sinus. It was a simple map itinerary but he knew enough of the shape now of the Sinus to understand roughly where this small inlet was. Quickly, he had assembled a small escort of Barcarii - those in the Maniple who were proficient at riding, no more than a tent’s worth of escorts - and then all of them had slipped out as the first glimmer of dawn had risen in the east. 
 
    It took them almost no time at all to ride up a rough track which mirrored the coast-line of the Sinus before pulling onto a small rise which allowed them to overlook the long bay before them. In that break of dawn before the sun rose, they had seen it. It was a small inlet carved out from the far edge of a twisting river which snaked back into the moors in the east. Woods crowded it but the slight shore was wide and shallow, faced with mooring timbers thrust upright into the river bed. Behind these posts, lay a long, wide, shed, nothing but a poor timber-framed thing, thatched heavily in straw and faced with thick mud and wattle sides. The front facing the curving river was open but screened by wicker fences. The slight beach in front of the long shed was churned up and muddy now and it was obvious to all who looked down on that inlet that vessels had been dragged up into the shed and concealed inside it. 
 
    A few warriors lounged about the shed, squatting or kneeling on their haunches, half-asleep or dozing, wrapped up in thick cloaks. Near the far side of the shed, by a dim track, a small clump of ponies had been tethered up under guard. 
 
    To Flavius Sabinus, crouching low against the ground, aware that the dawn was coming and time was running out, he quickly took in the sight below him and turned to Gallo who crouched nearby. Behind them, in a slight hollow, waited the rest of the riding party, holding their mounts, soothing them. Araxes and Aelian moved quietly about the Barcarii and whispered small words to them, keeping them attentive and alert. 
 
    “Well?” he asked, looking hard at Gallo. 
 
    The veteranus squinted up into the sky and then plucked at a long stalk of grass. He twirled it absently between his fingers and then shrugged a little. 
 
    “ . . . I could slip into the stream on this side and move across unseen, I think. Those mooring posts will shield me. I can move slowly from one to the other and get up to the edge of the shore. It’s the open ground up to the shed that is the problem, Praefectus . . .” 
 
    He knew he was right. He counted perhaps a dozen Novantae dozing or half-asleep along the front of the shed. A few more were moving about slowly, cold and hungry, but dutifully guarding the area. It was no more than a few paces from the river’s edge into the shed - twenty at most - but the ground was open and exposed. It would only take one sleepy look or a guard to turn about to see the figure rising from the stream - and the alarm would bring all of them onto him within heartbeats. 
 
    “What about approaching from behind the shed?” he suggested. “You could swim across the stream higher up and then double-back.” 
 
    Again Gallo shrugged. “ . . , That would take time, Praefectus. Besides, water can hide your sound. Those woods behind that shed look thick and old. Too easy to snap a twig and alert everyone, I think, eh? No, the water it is - and pray to Fortune that I can slip up that front and not be seen . . .” 
 
    He looked hard at Gallo then. There was a pragmatic quality to him which he had only just begun to appreciate. Although he was tall and rangy, he also held himself lightly and moved with a confidence which told him that the miles was practised at moving stealthily as much as he was adept with the spatha and spear. Now, as he looked at him, he saw the man turn from him and look back down at the inlet below. He flexed his shoulders a little and moved to raise himself up into a crouch. “ . . . We are losing the shadows. Best get going if this is to work, Praefectus . . .” 
 
    On a whim, he reached out and put a hand on his shoulder. “If you don’t think you can make it - come back. Aelian needs you. He needs to grow in your cloak.” 
 
    A half-smile flickered over the Exploratores’ face then. “That cub? You are the one who adopted him - not me!” 
 
    And with that, he slipped into the undergrowth and faded from view. 
 
    He became aware then that Araxes was edging up to him. The form of the Persian looked odd and strangely misshapen from the riding cloak and the empty sleeves which hung from it.  He clasped his helmet under the crook of one arm and twisted a little to settle beside him.  
 
    “If Gallo comes back and confirms Haerviu’s story . . .” began Araxes, in a low voice. 
 
    “Then we return with the Sagitta at twilight and burn the whole thing to the ground. Veleda wants us to leave and so we shall but with a parting gift, Araxes.” 
 
    The other nodded at that. “Then what?” 
 
    “Arbeia and we regroup the Numerus. If we can take this bait for the Atecotti away from her, it will give us time to send word to Magnus. My suspicion is that Veleda has seized upon these galleys as an opportunity to lure the Atecotti and cement her alliances with their slaughter That is what is making Haerviu bridle so much in anger. Take that away and she will be slowed. It will gain us time - time to prepare.” 
 
    “For her or the Atecotti?” 
 
    “Both. Neither. Perhaps they will all tear themselves to pieces.” He sensed what the Persian was driving at, however. While he might be able to take away the advantage of these galleys here - to neuter Veleda and her ambitions or at least slow her down - that still left another seven Germanic galleys in the hands of these ‘Karnonakae’ lurking now somewhere in the hundreds of islands and hidden coves further north. “Either the Novantae triumph and win a fleet of galleys to challenge Rome here in the north or the Atecotti do. Does it matter which one it is?” 
 
    The Persian looked away at the unseen horizon to the south. “A storm is coming but I am not sure which one is worse - Veleda and her desire to hold on to power or these Atecotti and their desire for vengeance . . . There is a collision here between two powers and dark gold underpins both. Flavius Sabinus, my friend, Ctesiphon feels almost like a training ground now compared to this. There the enemy was always in front of us - here it is all mist and shadow . . .” 
 
    He knew what Araxes meant. Even now, after Haerviu’s gift and the knowledge of the galleys below, he still felt that he only half-grasped at what was happening here north of the Vallum. The presence of the Germanic galleys below was dangerous this close to the Roman limes yet further north lay another seven in the hands of a people bent on war and violence greater than anything Veleda threatened. One was bound up with another but in a fashion he had yet to divine. The Atecotti had stormed Rerigonium not long after the arrival of the Heruli - eager to seize on those galleys - and had then fallen back once they realised the galleys were not docked at Rerigonium. Was that the first stirring of their assault on the whole of the land here north of Roman rule or something else, he wondered? Brennus thought that Roman gold originated north deep in the mountains of the Karnonakae seeding rebellion and revolt but how was that connected to the gold Veleda was sowing here further south? And why had Veleda been building alliances the moment these Karnonakae had risen to break out of their mountain fastness and move southwards into the territorium of the Celtic tribes allied to Rome? He knew he was still stumbling about but at least here, now, he had something to seize upon - a goal to win or lose. 
 
    “ . . . He’s at the river’s edge, amicus . . .” 
 
    A small shadow slipped barely seen into the river’s edge and seemed to vanish for an instant. Hardly a ripple moved across the river in response - a ripple which soon dissipated. Something tightened in his gut then and he leaned out a little, striving to pierce the half-light and all the shadows below. For a moment, he shivered and huddled deeper into the cloak. 
 
    For what felt like eternity itself, he looked down on that small river and saw the shade that was Gallo drift slowly through the waters, pulling gentle strokes, moving deftly across the current until he reached the edge of the high mooring poles on the far side. For a moment, he saw him cling to the first one and merge into it, sliding a little around it so that he was hidden from view. Then, after a moment, he bled away from it and floated over to a nearer one. Across from him, up on the shore, a few Novantae drifted about the edge of the long shed, huddled deep in thick cloaks, long spears sloped back across their shoulders. One had a torch held up while another was arguing, throwing out his arms in violent gestures. Laughter drifted back up to him.  
 
    It was then that he saw Gallo brave a sudden move as those figures walked across his front and moved further on. In moments, he was up at the shore line, clinging to one of the last posts, his head and shoulders barely out of the water. More voices fell over that sandy area - a figure stood up angrily and began to remonstrate with the one who was shouting. Others joined in. A pony neighed from hunger nearby and a warrior moved to stroke its muzzle, leaning in a little over its neck. 
 
    “It’s now or never,” whispered Araxes by his side. 
 
    Almost as if hearing him, Gallo moved and slipped on to the sandy shore, bent double, the spatha out and low by his side. In a few swift strides, he reached the corner of the shed and was almost up against the wicker front - when a figure turned that corner and almost collided into him. What happened next was sudden and vicious. There was a fierce tangle of limbs and the two forms became intertwined. The scuffle was over before it even began and then he saw Gallo drag that figure deep into the shed, lifting aside one edge of the wicker screen and then dropping it behind him. In his wake, he thought he saw a small, dark, pool glisten on the sand. 
 
    Next to him, he heard Araxes sigh and seem to relax. He smiled at the Persian. “That’s the easy part - getting out will be harder, I expect . . .” 
 
    “True. We could drop down to the edge and get ready to cover him if he has to dash for it.” 
 
    He shook his head. “We are too few - and they would move across and overwhelm us. No, Gallo needs to do this on his own. It’s a shame Atticus isn’t with us. I should have brought him as well . . .” 
 
    The Persian laughed quietly at that. “I doubt Paternus would allow it. You have used him well enough as it is - that Magister won’t want to lose his best gubernator . . .” 
 
    He thought then of the old Celt and his paternal attitude to the milites under him. “True enough. I had Atticus on sufferance. Nothing more.” 
 
    Araxes put a hand suddenly on his arm. “Wait, do you see that?”  
 
    “Gallo -” 
 
    “No, not down there - look, eastwards. Into the dawn light. Riders are coming . . .” 
 
    He shifted slightly and stared hard into the rising light from the east. Shadows and a dull haze greeted his eyes where the moor and the woods lifted up a little from the river as it drifted back and into the east. One whole quarter of the sky above was silver now from the rising sun which had yet to breast the horizon. The dim spark of torches was flaring through that silver light, slight and indistinct. It was then that he heard the faint bronze of a hunting horn break the drowsy reverie of the warriors and guards below him. That sound made them look up into that uneasy dawn glow and move to their feet. For a moment, stillness embraced them all as they stood and listened and then that hunting horn blew again and its cry fell over them. In a heartbeat, everything down on that slight beach shifted. 
 
    The figures about the shed moved swiftly over to the ponies and began to mount up. Muffled shouts drifted up to his ears. The line of torches snaked closer and soon a column of riders appeared out of the dawn light moving deftly over the rough moorland and through the copses down towards the landing shed. That horn cried out one final time and then went silent. Even as he watched, Flavius Sabinus found himself leaning out and up to take in what was happening. 
 
    “ . . . Gallo . . .” 
 
    Araxes moved forwards also and pointed then down into the semi-darkness. 
 
    A shadow seemed to detach itself from one corner of the structure and move swiftly over to the water’s edge. He saw that it dropped down into the river and waded out a little until it grew closer to the first mooring post and then reached out to cling in to it. Nearby, the warriors had all mounted up and were marshalling themselves into a small column. A voice shouted out - urgent and angry - while a few others turned their mounts about, looking back to the shed. Far behind them, the long column of riders veered away on an distant track and began to file slowly down into an unseen dell or small hollow. One by one those torches winked and then vanished into that unseen depression. 
 
    He looked at Araxes and cursed under his breath. “Those guards are abandoning the galleys . . .” 
 
    He saw the Persian place the helmet carefully on the ground at his feet and stand slowly up, craning his neck, looking about.  
 
    “But that makes no sense. Why leave this prize alone and unguarded?” he mouthed, almost to himself. 
 
    “At least it gives Gallo the opportunity to get back to us,” he replied - but found himself staring about also and a part of him cursed inwardly then at the half-light and the fact that the sun had yet to rise. The very thing which had aided them was now turning into a hindrance.  
 
    More urgent shouts below rose up but then a sudden command cut them off and almost as one the mounted warriors turned about and filed away after the new arrivals and the unseen dell to the north. In moments, they had vanished from view deep into the tall bushes and the tree line further back. The final rider seemed to look back once and then shrug before urging his mount on and disappearing. For a moment, silence reigned below save for the distant gurgling of the river as it swept slowly past the high mooring posts. He saw Gallo - or rather the shade which was that rangy veteranus - look about and almost seem to rise up out of the river. The figure spread his arms out and appeared to shrug then as if wondering on Fortune herself. 
 
    “ . . . Get back up here, you tiro . . .” he found himself whispering out loud. 
 
    But it seemed that Gallo had other ideas. He saw the figure slip back into the waters and drift closer to the embankment again. The silence about the area encouraged him and he rose up and out onto the bank, standing for a moment to take everything in. He stood and waited, motionless, and for a moment Sabinus thought that he appeared as nothing more than another dark post rising up from the water’s edge - save that he moved then and walked quietly back up to the long shed before vanishing again into it. 
 
    For a moment, nothing moved or made a sound below. 
 
    Almost on instinct, he found himself straining to pierce the shadows which thronged the river below. He was keenly aware that his heart was pounding in his chest and that the scale armour he wore chaffed against his shoulders now, heavy and bulky on him. He reached down and gripped the hilt of the semi-spatha and lifted it a little out of its scabbard before slamming it back in again. Another curse broke out from him. 
 
    “Why has he gone back in? That was a gift from the gods - he could have made it back up here unseen!” 
 
    But Araxes remained quiet and raised a hand as if to silence him. 
 
    “Araxes?” 
 
    “Can you feel it?” the Persian asked then in a whisper and turned to look at him. 
 
    The silence below impressed itself on him and he leaned out into it. The silver light from dawn was rising now and glowing a little. Long shadows were reaching out and the reflected silver in the river was flaring up. Apart from the waters below him, all was silent; expectant even. Of the newly-arrived riders and the guards who had departed, there was now no sign. It was as if they had all vanished into the bowels of the earth. Something else impressed itself on him then. He could feel a certain brooding quality in the land below him, as if it were waiting for something, watching almost. The shadows below grew then as the sun finally emerged over the far horizon and slit the sky with a line of fire. The land on the far side of the long shed was a tangle of small rises and deep hollows, choked with bush and copses, all intertwined. No wonder, he realised then, that those riders had vanished into that tangle. An army could hide in there and never be seen until - 
 
    He saw it then before Araxes and the sight made him curse out loud. 
 
    It was downriver where the waters broadened out and turned a little before merging into the wide expanse of the unseen Sinus. Dawn light was filtering down now and that silver was glowing into a rosy sheen. The tall copses of trees and high shrubs clothed the river bank and the river itself deepened, becoming dark and muddy. Something was emerging from around the last bend of the river as it turned into the Sinus in the distance; something low and dark and gleaming now in the growing light of the rising sun. It nosed about that bend and slid deftly upriver. Long, slim, oars lifted and fell in tight arcs while all along the bulwarks small round shields hung sporting twisted faces and grinning masks. The vessel emerged fully even as he saw it and it impressed him deeply. 
 
    It was long and low to the water-line with a high graceful prow and stern post which was carved to resemble a snarling draco head. The timbers of the hull were tight and overlapped each other using a style of construction different from the tight, end-on, planking Roman vessels used. It gave the impression of armour, he thought. It lacked a ram or spur and seemed to be built more for speed and agility in the water. This galley slipped effortlessly upriver about the bend and it was then as the light softly grew all about him that he saw the warriors thronging that long low war galley. There were at least a hundred of them packed in tightly, all crouched low and holding small shields and spears and axes. All were silent and motionless; expectant. Those rowing were bunched hard over the oars and moving silently now - there were no shouts or sound of pipes to command them. He saw that the main mast and its yard-arm was down and laid length-ways along the inner hull with the sail wound up tightly about it. One massive rudder was out and gripped hard by a small warrior who was leaning out and looking intently at the curve of the river. A small stern pole stood up high above the curving draco head but instead of a vexillum standard, it sported a small clot of severed heads, twisting and bobbing now with the motion of the long galley. 
 
    “ . . . Araxes . . .” 
 
    Before the Persian could twist about and take in this new arrival, another war galley emerged in the wake of the first, equally long and low and vicious-looking. More warriors crowded its hull and were tensed, ready for action. The oars rose and fell with a discipline which impressed him. Then a third appeared and a fourth. He knew then that there would be more behind that last one and held his breath in anticipation. He was not disappointed. 
 
    Seven Germanic cyulis, as Hermothr called them in his native tongue, slid deftly upriver, around its last bend and moved towards the long shed.  
 
    All about, the woods waited, silent and expectant, dawn revealing a twisted tangle of dells and sharp hollows choked with trees and high bush. Everything seemed still and serene. The river was quiet. Nothing moved about the long shed. The sun was free of the distant horizon now and a warm balmy light was suffusing everything. Time seemed to slow down as those lean galleys slide inexorably upriver, dark and menacing and silent . . . 
 
    Araxes cursed suddenly then in fluent Persian and turned to him in alarm. 
 
    “Those three galleys, Flavius Sabinus - Haerviu said they were bait!” he said urgently. “They are a trap.” 
 
    He nodded in return. “A trap for the Atecotti. That attack on Rerigonium was an attempt to steal those galleys - but Veleda had secreted them here instead. She is using them now as bait. Now they know where they are and are coming for them. She is luring them in. She wants the other seven galleys, I would wager - and to wipe out the Atecotti in the process. This is the prize she has been aiming for . . .” 
 
    “What a gift Haerviu has given us, eh, Flavius Sabinus?” He thought he detected a hint of respect in the voice of Araxes. 
 
    “You think he sent us here to witness this?” 
 
    “The timing is impeccable, is it not?” 
 
    He could not argue with that and he remembered that feeling he had of a darkness shifting in the warrior which had hinted at other motives. “But the Novantae cannot hope to defeat seven galleys of warriors - that must be over half a thousand down there . . . Unless . . .” 
 
    He let the word hang and stared again into the deep woods and bushes opposite him. The land was dark and thick and could easily conceal a horde or a large war-band. More than a thousand - three times as many. There were dells and hidden lows where small streams threaded that tangle - no doubt, small open spaces lay in that fastness also. Spaces thronging now with warriors and campsites, all hidden deep in the folds of that wood as it fell back from the shed and the river before him. 
 
    Araxes turned to him. “You wanted to find out who the allies of Veleda were. I suspect you will not be disappointed, Praefectus. She has baited the Atecotti in and will slaughter them here. Haerviu has gifted us not just a tale but a moment in time also, I sense.” 
 
    “I think you are right, Araxes. The question is - what do we do with it?” 
 
    “Do? We spectate. What else is there to do?” 
 
    All seven cyulis were around the bend now and moving deftly upriver towards the shed. Apart from the lead vessel, they were all in double-file and keeping to the middle of the river. Again, he was impressed by the skill with which the rowers used the oars. The discipline in them was absolute as those blades rose and fell in long serried ranks. Barely a sound echoed out from the galleys or the dark waters. Closer now, he could see that the figures onboard were small and barbaric, echoing the words Hermothr had used. Few wore armour and those that did sported bronze chest plates which seemed somehow ancient or archaic - more ceremonial items than pragmatic armour. No one wore helmets and their manes were plastered up with mud now and pierced with twigs and bone pins. All the warriors were dark-skinned, bronzed-almost, lithe and rangy like wild-cats. Unlike the usual boasting and vain arrogance many Celtic warriors bore as they moved into battle, these were all silent and poised, coiled in the hulls and waiting for that command to slip overboard and steal those hidden galleys. 
 
    A command he knew now would send them into a carefully-laid trap. 
 
    It was then that he saw her. 
 
    She was standing close by the upcurved prow of the lead galley, one hand on the timber, another grasping a long iron spatha which was naked and gleaming now in the dawn light. Again, he admired Hermothr’s words for he had described her accurately. She was tall and slim with a great mass of red hair wound up about her crown and all bound by gold coins now. A gold torq gripped her throat. She wore a heavy tunica of light crimson-stained wool bound by a wide thick belt studded with gold plates. A small round shield lay slung over her back. She was looking out now, alert, that spatha quivering slightly in her hand. A small tight smile lay over her face in anticipation of what was to come. Around her, in her shadow, crouched a small coterie of warriors and guards, all armoured in bronze. 
 
    “Gallo is still in that shed.” 
 
    He cursed inwardly at that and reluctantly turned his gaze away from the approaching war galleys. 
 
    For a moment, he had forgotten the veteranus. The shed below was silent and still. Now, with the light rising, the structure was emerging in more detail and he could see how swiftly it had been throw up. The mud and wattle sides were still dark with damp patches and the thatching along the roof was thin and uneven. Looking hard, he saw that what seemed to be a small wicker fence to one side shifted a little and he thought a dark figure moved within and then fell back into the interior. 
 
    Gallo had seen the new arrivals and was retreating back into the shed. He was trapped. 
 
    Behind him, he sensed movement and knew that Aelian and the Barcarii had moved closer to observe what was happening below. A muted oath was voiced in surprise and then he heard the young Tribune order silence. 
 
    “Sabinus?” 
 
    He knew the Persian was watching him but his gaze remained fixed on that shed and river below. He estimated that the war galleys would slide up onto that narrow beach to seize the other three galleys inside and crew them for a swift retreat. No doubt one or two would remain mid-river to provide missile cover. The river here was wide enough for the galleys to easily turn about and row back downstream - each one looked nimble and very agile, sitting lightly on the water, he saw. Something drew his attention back down the river and to the unseen Sinus in the distance however. As a trap, this did not make sense. Whatever force that was concealed further back in the deep woods on the far side of the river would not be able to stop the Atecotti from retreating if they felt inclined to do so. The newcomers would simply fall back to the galleys and row downriver and into the Sinus. It was a golden bridge to freedom. If the raid on Rerigonium had been to steal away those galleys, these Atecotti had already demonstrated an ability to fall back at speed if needed. No, he thought, Veleda knew that so why leave the river as an open path to escape? 
 
    For a moment, he allowed himself to imagine the assault to come: the Atecotti would be moving ashore to rig and move those galleys out into the river. That would be the moment when they would be most vulnerable. That would be when the trap was sprung and whatever was lurking in the deep woods would move forwards and begin its attack. No doubt, light troops would harass the galleys remaining in the river while the bulk of the warriors would storm the Atecotti at the shed. It would be a sudden and vicious assault - but not a fatal one. If this woman, this chieftainess of the Karnonakae, had her wits about her, she could rally her warriors and fight a retreat back to the galleys. Once back on the river, Veleda’s force would be reduced to harassing them as they rowed back down into the Sinus. This was a flawed stratagem - 
 
    Except . . . 
 
    He turned to look at Araxes. “ . . . Haerviu didn’t just invite us to discover these galleys - he brought us up to spectate a slaughter. The Atecotti have been lured into a hunting pen. This is Veleda’s crowning moment and the fruition of her plans.” 
 
    But the Persian shook his head is response. “That is a huge band of warriors down there in those galleys - she hasn’t the force to slaughter them all.” 
 
    He stood up high and gazed out back down that river into the unseen Sinus in the distance. “ . . . She has if there is another force moving in . . .” 
 
    “You mean back out there?” 
 
    He found himself nodding in reply. His words were grim. “No one baits a trap and leaves the cage open, Araxes. Whatever is in the dells and groves behind that building is only half the force. She must have more sailing in behind these Germanic war galleys - more curucis secreted about the Sinus. They have rowed out after these Atecotti slid past and shadowed them down the Sinus, I suspect . . .” 
 
    “Then this will be a bloody slaughter indeed, amicus  . . . And Veleda will gain more galleys.” 
 
    He cursed under his breath. “More than that - she will secure her power here. Tribes will flock to her standard and she will be the undisputed Domina over the lands north of the Vallum. Think on it! She will be the woman who vanquished the ‘Old Ones’. The Picts, the Scotti, even the Selgovae to the east and south, all will laud her laurels. In one move, she will have transformed the barbaricum here . . .” 
 
    “Then Haerviu has gifted us an empty chalice.” 
 
    “He wasn’t aiding us, Araxes - he was showing us how impotent we were as a ‘reward’ for standing by and allowing Cunomarus to be killed. That warrior will be fleeing Rerigonium now, laughing bitterly into the wind, I suspect. He’s played us as fools.” 
 
    He knew the truth of his words even as he uttered them. It explained why Veleda and Dabronus had been so keen to allow them to leave. Their presence here only made arranging these plans more complicated - more delicate. It also meant that his Barcarii here were now a liability. She must know that to slaughter such a huge number so close to Rerigonium could not be covered up - that he would learn of it. And that meant she would not now allow him and his men to leave. He found himself cursing again and turning about to glance back into the unseen south. If they had left as he had stated, then they would have been docked back at Arbeia now and secure - for a few days at least - before the inevitable onslaught. A false safety at best. But now he knew she had no choice but to use the full flush of her success to fall on his men also in the violent aftermath of the slaughter below. His own delay was now his undoing. 
 
    Before he knew what he was doing, he began to move carefully down through the undergrowth and towards the dim river-bank below him. Scrub crunched under his boots but he stepped carefully and brushed the undergrowth aside, one arm out. 
 
    “Sabinus,” hissed Araxes behind him, “what are you doing?” 
 
    He turned back a little to see the dim outline of the Persian further back. “The only thing I can - I am saving the Barcarii,” he whispered in reply. “Get mounted up and be ready to ride back to Rerigonium. One of the miles behind us has a bow, yes?” 
 
    Araxes nodded back, frowning uncertainly. “I think so, yes.” 
 
    “Send him after me now as quickly as he can.” 
 
    And with that, he turned away and dug deeper into the bush that led down to the river’s edge. The light of dawn was flaring up now and a certain haze was misting up from the undergrowth. In moments, he was deep into it and pushing up close to the river’s edge. The ground underfoot became muddy and he picked his way carefully through it, crouching low, one hand out to push aside the branches and shrub about him. The sound of the river fell over him but now within it lay the creak of wood and the thrum of cordage as the lead cyulis rowed slowly past him. Behind the net of foliage, he glimpsed that warrior-queen in all her barbaric splendour up at the draco head looking out keenly and smiling a wolfish smile. 
 
    A sudden crack of a twig behind him brought him about and he saw the dark Syrian face of a Barcarius emerge suddenly at his side. He recognised him as the man who had offered to leap with him into the shadows as they had looked down on Rerigonium. Now, that face was grinning and an eager light lay in his eyes. He came to a rest next to him and held out a small tight recurve bow. A wood quiver hung down from his heavy belt. 
 
    “You wanted this, Praefectus?” 
 
    He found himself nodding in reply and pointing to the quiver. “Those arrows - you have any fire ones?” 
 
    The Barcarius reached around and fingered the feathered nocks before pulling out a long slim shaft. The iron head was split into a hollow bulbous point stuffed now with a slight rag of linen soaked in pitch.  
 
    “I need a fire, Praefectus - a spark will do it . . .” 
 
    In moments, he emptied his small leather pouch at his own belt and found the iron striker. A small tuft of tinder and rags were wrapped up about a hard piece of flint and he carefully separated them out and placed them on the ground. Next to him, the Syrian crouched one knee down and readied his bow.  
 
    “What am I aiming for?” 
 
    He looked up and nodded towards the lead war galley. “See that draco head? Can you put a fire arrow into it?” 
 
    The dark face split apart into a grin then. “That? As easy as pissing. You sure you don’t want me to take down that chieftainess?” 
 
    He struck the flint hard over the tinder, leaning down low into it. A few sparks flared up but vanished like breath. Cursing, he struck the flint again with small iron in his hand. 
 
    “Hit that prow-head. Nothing else, you understand?” 
 
    Sparks flared up suddenly and a small shower fell over the tinder. In a moment, that tinder glowed as if small fire-worms dug deeper into it. Quietly, he passed his breath over it and those fire-worms flamed up and took hold. For a moment, he carefully pulled the remaining tinder and the rags in about those tiny flames until they deepened and took hold. 
 
    The Syrian put a hand on his shoulder then and pushed him aside. “That will do, Praefectus.” 
 
    He leaned in and slowly edged the hollowed tip of the arrow into that small flame. The edges of the rag glowed in response and then with a slight hiss flared up into a hard ball of fire. Thick smoke rose up - and then with a small prayer to the old gods, the Syrian leaned back a little onto his haunches and raised up the small bow. His face was tight with concentration. The arms curved backwards and he heard the creak of the string as the arrow slid back. Then it flew free and flared through the dawn-light like a hissing dragon leaving a slight trail of smoke in its wake. He saw it thrum hard into the high wooden bow post just below the carved impression of its eye and hung there, the flames rising up and spluttering now. Sparks flew out at that impact, showering those nearby. 
 
    “Back,” he hissed, “back - get to the mounts.” 
 
    Below him, across the river, the reaction was immediate. 
 
    He saw the warrior-queen jerk back in alarm, even as her guard ranged in closely and raised those small round shields up to protect her. Sharp commands were barked out all along the war galley and he saw the oars freeze and then descend sharply into the river. The rattle of spears and javelins echoed back down the length of the galley and then he heard high cries rally out back towards the double-file of galleys behind the lead one.  
 
    “Praefectus?” 
 
    “Go!” he urged him again. 
 
    He pushed him aside and moved to kick out the small flames at his feet. Standing up, he glared at the Syrian until the latter nodded and moved backwards into the deeper undergrowth. In moments, he had vanished from view. Alone now, he paused for a moment and took a step closer to the river’s edge. Then on a whim, he pushed through the last of the undergrowth and stood exposed at the sandy edge of the river. Its waters swirled past him, burnishing small pebbles and rocks underneath which gleamed now like marble. There, before him, no more than fifty paces away gleamed the edge of the war galley. 
 
    Chao had enveloped it. He saw that the Atecotti warriors all along it had clumped in together and raised up their shields into a defensive posture now. With the sun fully up, he could see their faces in more detail and what he saw shook him. There was an bestial quality to them which reminded him of the mountain lions and jackals he had hunted far in the east. Their wild hair and mud-plastered adornments only aided that impression. These were not mortals but something else - daemons born from the bowels of the earth and let loose upon the tribes of men by some dark and elemental god. They glared about now, striving to pierce the dawn light, their lips drawn back - and for the first time he saw the teeth bared and wondered on what had driven these people to file them into sharp crude points. Many of the faces had been scarred in a ritualistic fashion also, he saw. These were masks which had been fashioned to bleed all the humanity and compassion out of them. It shook him to see them this close with a barely a javelin’s length separating him from that war galley - and he sensed then that the Herul slave had not told him the worst of that horror; that he had in some poor way shied away from truly describing these ‘Karnonakae’. 
 
    That moment in which he found himself gazing upon that galley and all those inside it felt like a frozen moment. It chilled his heart as the masks of daemons rose up to greet him and he felt that even the rushing waters at his feet paused then and all the world about him hung in silence and fear.  
 
    It was a moment he forced himself to break. 
 
    Stepping a little into the river’s edge, he felt the cold water wash over the cracked leather of his boots. His feet slipped slightly on the smooth pebbles underneath and he slid them out slowly to steady himself. He was exposed now - free from the bushes and the small trees which edged the riverbank. Far over to his right, above the edge of the high moorland, the sun was fully risen now and shining like a beacon. The light fell over him and rippled from the dancing waters. Sparks seemed to flash up into his eyes. He stepped again deeper into the water, one hand out to steady himself, the other gripped tightly about the hilt of the semi-spatha sheathed down his thigh. 
 
    A sudden cry made him look up from his footing and he saw that all the Atecotti in the lead galley were shouting and pointing to him now. The chieftainess had turned about and shoved one of her guard aside to stare at him. A few archers and slingers had ranged up to the bulwark and were readying their aim at him. He caught her gaze then, held it, and simply raised his hand to point carefully at the long shed on the far shore. He gestured to it in one slow and precise move, holding that gaze, seeing the anger and consternation flit across her face in a sudden wave of stark emotion. The cold waters rushed past his feet and he felt the drag in them. Light dazzled his eyes but he resisted the temptation to shield them. If he moved now, he risked breaking her thought and it was all on her now and what she would do next. 
 
    For the longest heartbeat, she gazed back on him and what he saw made him frown a little. All that barbaric splendour - the marks on her cheeks, the gold coins clashing in her fiery hair, the crimson-stained tunica, and that heavy iron spatha - all seemed to fade a little and in their place rose the deep concern of a ruler for what was about to happen and how that would impact on those about her. She held his gaze as those about her thronged in, barking and shouting out alarms, their weapons poised, while she watched him - assessed him - as he stood there, his hand pointing carefully at the shed opposite. He did not shout or gesture again but stood knowing that it was all about how she reacted now to what he had given her. 
 
    And he marvelled at her then. He marvelled for he saw what Hermothr did not see or describe to him earlier. The bestial quality subsided in her and what arose in its place was regal almost. Imperial, even. A certain silence emanated out from her as she stood up at the smoky prow and she tipped her head to one side, her eyes wide with appraisal. Her guard shielded her in a tight scrum but she seemed to tower above it like an oak above its saplings.  
 
    It was then as he stood there alone at the edge that she turned a little and reached out to pull the fire-arrow out of the oak timber. The fire flared a little and smoke rose up, greasy and dark. She held that arrow and turned away from him to look out to the shed. He saw that her hand was white like a lily - delicate almost. She turned, holding that fire-arrow, the mass of her wild red hair riddled with coins hiding her face for a moment, even as her warriors barked and hissed at him, waiting on her command. For a moment, he saw that head bow a little and then the lily-white hand opened to let that fire-arrow fall away and into the churning waters below. There was a slight hiss and then it vanished from view in an instant. 
 
    She turned away then and retreated deeper into the mass of warriors about the cyulus, shouting out hard commands, not looking back at him. There was something about the manner in which she dismissed him from her thoughts that irritated him and for a moment he thought to shout out; to hold onto that moment of solitary calm where both existed shorn of all the others. But he checked that impulse - realising how futile it was. She had dismissed him and turned back into her guard, shouting out commands and orders. 
 
    The response was immediate. Those at the rear of the long galley swivelled about and gestured to the galleys in their wake, barking out orders and pointing back down the river and to the unseen Sinus. Oars on the far side of the galley reversed in one swift move even as those nearest him bit hard into the waters and with a speed which took him by surprise the war galley began to turn almost about its mast-step. Again, the lines and agility of the Germanic vessel impressed him. For a moment, he stood there, the waters soaking into his feet, watching that galley turn about with a speed which easily matched anything one of his scaphae could achieve, seeing the discipline in the rowers and the confidence with which these ‘Old Ones’ managed such a vessel. 
 
    Now the galley was close to his shore and moving about in a tight curve, the oars rising and falling in swift low arcs, a few muted orders rippling back down its length. On instinct, he found himself taking a step back out of the waters and onto the river-bank, feeling its firm ground underneath him. Daemon masks glared out at him, mirrored by the twisted designs on the small shields. Of the woman, now, he saw nothing. She was buried deep in her guard, he sensed. All that remained were those barbaric visages, twisted and tattooed, slashed with sacred markings, sharp teeth bared at him in defiance now. Bronze armour flashed in the light, gleaming as if blessed by Helios himself. The twigs and bone pins in the mud-plastered hair made the figures look tall and imposing now but he also saw that the weapons were crude and roughly hammered - axes, clubs, a few spathas. Many held out long hunting spears or javelins. Archers and slingers edged the bulwarks while a few hefted up small hunting arcuballistae.  
 
    A phalanx of twisted faces fell across his gaze, some scarred and others painted; some grinning like beggars eager to feed, others frozen forever onto a round shield; all mirroring each other. 
 
    It was then, as his feet found the solid earth behind him and he stepped back onto the river-bank, that he saw it. It was fleeting and barely glimpsed - a shadow, nothing more - hidden deep among the snarling masks, contempt written across its features. It rose and vanished in a heartbeat and for a moment he almost felt that he had imagined it. But that mask remained burned in his mind even as it twisted away into a black nothingness; it remained snarling and laughing, taunting him, unheard mocking words falling back upon his ears more as a dream than reality.  
 
    And a world of confusion fell over Flavius Sabinus then.  
 
    It crashed in on him and all the sounds and movement before him - the huge galley pivoting about, the oars flashing up and sparkling, harsh shouts breaking over everything, the waters rushing past him over the marble-smooth stones - it all entwined him and rooted him to the earth as if he was pinned there by an ancient and morose god. 
 
    Faces turned and twisted away from him, cracked and scarred, bleeding at the edges, stained with dried crimson, clotted with dirt, teeth bared in hunger and defiance. A thousand faces rippled apart from him as if blown away on a manic whim - masks as light as petals on a bronzen wind - save that one face remained underneath them all, mocking him, scorning him, teasing him. A face which challenged him even as it slipped from him - for even that face, after all the others had fallen away, gazed only once on him and then it too turned back into a deeper darkness he knew he could never pierce. That mask fell into shadows as fluid as ink and then drowned in it - and the last thing he saw was that damning smile which offered so much and gave so little . . . 
 
    “Sabinus!” 
 
    The sudden hiss shook him and made him turn around. Without realising it, the semi-spatha was out with a sudden rasp from the scabbard even as he twisted about in surprise. 
 
    “Sabinus, you fool - we need to leave. Forget Gallo. Now!” 
 
    “What -” 
 
    He saw Araxes emerging from the bush, crouched and armed, his spatha gleaming now, the sunlight shining from that ornate helmet. The alarm on his friend’s face was startling. One hand reached out and grabbed him at the shoulder and heaved him backwards, away from the water’s edge. The strength in the Persian took him by surprise and without realising it, he was dragged almost effortlessly back into the dark undergrowth. Leaves and branches whipped past  his eyes as Araxes grabbed that shoulder and heaved him back and away from the river. 
 
    “Wait -” he began, masks and leering faces still cascading about him like crumpled dried leaves. 
 
    But it was then that Araxes drew him in close and thrust his spatha out past him in a sudden move. 
 
    “Can’t you hear it? It’s started!” 
 
    He heard it all of a sudden - a wild clarion call of bucinas and the high animal cornus of the Celts. It was a savage sound, almost unearthly, reeking of the bull and the boar; dull and sonorous. That groan of sound rose up from the far bank in a great wave of barbaric sound and it felt to his ears then as if the woods behind that bank was heaving and moving, the trunks cracking apart, the roots tearing up the earth, as that elemental sound erupted from the land behind the river and fell over them all. 
 
    “We need to get back to Rerigonium, Flavius Sabinus! We need to move now!” 
 
    The urgency in his friend’s voice finally galvanised him and with a rough curse he shook away that mad vision of masks and grinning faces to look finally at Araxes with clear eyes. He saw that he was panting hard and covered in a thin sheen of sweat. Dirt plastered his riding cloak. There was an agitated look on him which he had never seen before - a look which, if he didn’t know his friend, he would have sworn was almost panic. 
 
    He found himself breathing in slowly and nodding back in reply. The sudden image of Gallo emerged then and with a coldness he knew all officers of Rome had to adopt on occasion he put that image away as if he were already a shade of the underworld. That veteranus was alone now and must effect his own fate. He nodded back at Araxes then - even as that image vanished in him. “ . . . We ride - now. With Fortune on our side, we can slip past this slaughter and escape the Sinus.” 
 
    Araxes smiled back at him. “So that’s why you had a fire arrow shot into that galley? To pre-empt the trap?” 
 
    He found himself laughing then; a dark laugh which rose up out of him too easily. “The Novantae do not deserve such an easy triumph - let them work for it. And if that allows us to slip away and gains us time, so much the better, Araxes!” 
 
    The Persian’s face split then into a cunning smile. “Then let’s use this time you have gained, eh? Standing here is only wasting that gift you have bought us.” 
 
    With that, the Primicerius turned about and vanished into the undergrowth. 
 
    He moved to follow him but then on an impulse turned for one last moment to gaze out through the branches back onto the river - looking, seeking for a snatch or a glimpse again, to know that he was not mad or driven delirious . . . To gaze once more on a twisted face which seemed to exist only to mock him. 
 
    But all he saw was the dark wet flank of the galley righting itself now and those oars rising and falling, scattering waters like diamonds - that and the swirl of ruddy waters flowing past that armoured vessel as if it floated on a rising tide of blood . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    On the short ride up onto the rise and then further back into the woods which fringed the moor, they had only glimpses of what was happening below on the river. 
 
    The tumult of the war-horns and bucinas resolved into a medley of battle as the Novantae, prompted by the sudden about-turn of the Germanic galleys, swarmed out from their hiding places and unleashed a storm of missile weapons across the rough waters. He heard shouts and cries echo up framed by the silk whisper of those volleys. For one moment, he glimpsed the lead galley now rowing downriver in the wake of the other six being overwhelmed with a rain of javelins and sling-shot. Figures crumpled under that impact but many more tightened up and hunkered down under a layered roof of small shields. The thwock of lead bullets seemed endless - then the foliage closed in and all he could hear was the sound of that riverine battle. 
 
    He rode hard but clumsily atop the small hill pony while about him the small escort of Barcarii closed in, tense and alert. Araxes took the lead while he saw that Aelian rode in alongside him, wide-eyed and alert. That young face of his was pale, he noted. The faint track seemed more open now that the sun was up and daylight was here. Looking back from the summit of the small rise as they crested it, he saw that the vast grey sheen of the Sinus to the west had been transformed. Araxes, seeing it also, reined in suddenly and pointed out the flotilla of small vessels scattered along its eastern edge, all moving now up towards where the river below emptied into that long body of water. 
 
    “Mithras! Where did she hide all that?” the Persian shouted out, amazement write across his dark, olive-coloured, face.  
 
    A few of the Barcarii about him muttered hard oaths as they followed his gaze. 
 
    He found himself reining in a little and twisting about. Below and in the distance, a long ragged trail of vessels was converging now on that river’s entrance. Most were small curucis, he saw, holding perhaps twenty or so warriors, all straining now at the long oars. A few were larger - hide war-galleys with over a hundred warriors tensing aboard as those larger vessels drew swiftly closer to the river. Banners and long ribbons of coloured cloth streamed out from high poles and standards. He estimated that there was easily a thousand warriors all scattered across those vessels now. The mass of hide curucis were already converging on the river but many more were still trailing across the flat expanse of the Sinus, moving steadily to catch up with the main force.  
 
    He paused and then pointed out towards the far western edge of the Sinus. “She had them hidden further up there - see? You can follow their line of sailing across the water.” 
 
    The Primicerius sniffed at that. “We have been fools, Sabinus! This has been under our noses all along.” 
 
    He shook his head at that. “No, she must have summoned them after we left to hunt Athairne, I suspect. It gave her the perfect opportunity to move the last pieces onto the board.” He leaned up high across the horse’s haunches, still twisting a little. Now, with the sun up above the horizon, he could see that the distant and dark cluster which was Rerigonium was stirring a little. Smoke trails were lifting up into the clear sky. He estimated an hour’s ride to reach this ‘Palace of the Kings’ and then another hour to make ready for departure - and a part of him wondered then if the gods would favour his actions . . . 
 
    Aelian rode up close and frowned hard. “She is trapping two enemies now, I think, Praefectus.” 
 
    He smiled back into that innocent-looking face. “Not if we ride as if the Furies were on our trail!” 
 
    “Gallo -” 
 
    He shook his head roughly at that. “He made his own fate going back into the shed. If Fortune blesses him, he can slip out amid all the confusion and find his own way back.” 
 
    But Aelian’s frown deepened at that. “War is shaking its cloak over this land, Praefectus. What hope does one man have to thread his way through all this?” 
 
    “The same as any of us, Tribune.” 
 
    And with that, he kicked the horse’s flank hard and flicked the reins. In moments, they were all riding again down that narrow track. The distant Sinus and the chaos spreading across it now fell from view and in moments a strange, almost peaceful silence, enveloped them all. The screen of the small wood closed in about them and they concentrated on guiding their mounts along that track, breathing hard and looking down. 
 
    To Sabinus, in that long, drawn-out, ride, as the men about him fell quickly into the effort of riding, the pounding of the hooves before him and behind him became his only marker of time. He found himself falling into an uneasy contemplation. Pain flared up in his shoulder and the hot ache of it made him curse again under his breath. His mind was a wild race-track of thoughts which tumbled about again and again, endless and tumultuous. This, all this now, was a sudden and violent twist of events but one he had suspected was coming. Ru, Athairne, Hermothr, and now Haerviu - these were all faces which mocked him but also teased him with a truth even now still beyond his grasp. All he saw was that pantherish face of Veleda, hovering over the white, blood-speckled, face of her dying husband - her schemes and plots evading his grasp, even as he in turn attempted to fathom them. But now - 
 
    Now the enemy was here. The Atecotti had arrived in a sudden invasion - intent on taking those hidden Germanic galleys - on completing that destruction of the Heruli and taking what was owed them. And she had used that hunger to lure them in and trap them. That had been the true binding which had united the tribes and chieftains under her standard, he suspected. It was an alliance built on the promise of the final destruction of an ancient enemy. He found himself marvelling again at the alacrity with which she had moved and plotted. No sooner had the Atecotti roused themselves than she had begun spinning her nets out and winding in allies and war bands. There was an energy and focus in her which impressed him and - if the gods bore witness - alarmed him also. The Atecotti were both the cause of this alliance under Veleda and the sacrificial blood now being used to seal it. That story of her being a prophetess was clearly nothing but an ancient myth spun to solidify her standing but a part of him wondered then if she indeed were not prophetic . . . 
 
    And yet - 
 
    For a moment, he found himself glancing back at the unseen river and those long lean war galleys sliding back down on those waters and into the swarm of hide vessels converging on that river’s opening.  
 
    Everything he had read so far had pointed to the Atecotti as the threat - the horror which was rising here deep in the Barbaricum. The gold, the trail these Arcani had been following, the suspicion Brennus had nosed out and which had made him turn northwards up into the distant snow-capped mountains - that had always been about the Atecotti; the ‘Old Ones’ and that blank, hidden, face which rose up behind them, known and unknown, his largesse falling from upended hands like a golden rain . . . 
 
    Save that he had seen something now, deep among the Atecotti, flanked in among their scarred faces, hedged in and almost protected. And the chill which touched his heart now was more than anything he had ever known - beyond the loss of Nisibis’ beyond even the horror of that order to fire the great classis which filled the Tigris and consumed his mind more than all the poetry of Homer or Virgil. Those events numbed him now and gave him stark dreams but this - this glimpse was far worse. It tore away at his certitude and left him exposed.  
 
    For it changed everything here north of the Vallum. It upended all his plans and unravelled his instincts - for it meant that he trusted nothing now. Not the Novantae. Not the Arcani. Not even the words of Brennus or even indeed of Magnus who waited behind that lost and forlorn troop of scouts and trackers. The world about him had fractured into a thousand tumbling pieces of a mosaic he had only ever half-glimpsed. 
 
    “Praefectus! Rerigonium ahead!” 
 
    That did not matter now, though, he decided grimly. Now, all that mattered was the vessels under his command. 
 
    “Ride straight through!” he shouted out, over the pounding of the hooves. “Don’t stop riding until we clatter up onto the Sagitta itself!” 
 
    He was only half-joking. Urging his hill pony on, he breasted ahead of the other riders - save for Araxes - and made for the main open gateway into the settlement. He was not surprised to see that it was unguarded now - open and exposed save for a few beggars drifting about the gaping portals. In moments, the small Roman column, all lathered in dust and sweat, careened under that gateway and then clattered through the dusty streets of Rerigonium, shouting out to all to clear the way. Dust and the neighing of the ponies enveloped them then and Flavius Sabinus realised that the settlement was unusually quiet and still. Apart from a few cloak-shrouded beggars slinking back into the shadows, Rerigonium seemed denuded of life. 
 
    Before he even realised it, they had cantered hard out onto the docks and were reining in before the loading shed used now as a temporary barracks. Barcarii fell back from them in alarm and he saw Andronikas emerge suddenly, hoisting a heavy iron helmet on and then grabbing his military belt from a nearby figure. Swiftly, he buckled it on and strode up to them as they all dismounted and stood for a moment, heaving with the exertion of the ride. 
 
    “Praefectus?” 
 
    He looked at the Ducenarius and saw that the hard, slab-like, face was tense now and closed up. Dark eyes glittered with expectation as he tied-off the last buckle on the belt and hitched it up about his waist. He knew that Andronikas had already been waiting for this moment  for the fatalism which was the Illyrian’s mark proved him true now. 
 
    He threw the reins aside and looked out down the long wooden pier. “We are disembarking. Now. We need to move swiftly, Ducenarius. If we tarry, the Novantae and their allies will pen us in. You understand?” 
 
    “Allies?” the latter echoed in a grim voice. 
 
    “The north itself, it seems. The north is rising under Veleda. I should have torched this place as you suggested, Ducenarius.” 
 
    “You want we should torch it now?” 
 
    He shook his head at that, smiling a little at the Illyrian’s bluntness. “No time. If we sail out of here alive, the gods will have favoured us.” 
 
    A tight smile was his reply and then Andronikas turned smartly about and began calling for the biarchi and file-closers under him. All about him, Barcarii tumbled out of the barrack building, strapping on weapons and helmets. Some were grinning at the prospect of battle but many more, he saw, were looking hard out across the grey waters of the Sinus for an enemy which had yet to appear.  
 
    It was then that Paternus appeared up by the bulwark of the Liburnian, shaking off the dust of sleep and pulling up that mail coif over his wild locks. That craggy face gazed down on him and he thought he saw a sardonic light in it. 
 
    “The shadows have caught up with us?” he shouted over. 
 
    For a moment, he hesitated from replying, knowing that the Magister did not yet understand the peril they were all in. He found himself nodding back and smiling as if to underplay the danger - but then a sudden shout from away and up at the prow of the Liburnian caught the old Celt’s attention and he saw Paternus turn away to gaze out onto the long waters of the Sinus. What he saw made him curse like a beggar in the agora. 
 
    “More than shadows, Paternus,” he called out loudly to him. “The barbaricum itself!” 
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    In The Shattered Desert, Ruins Alone Prosper 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “Two galleys - three points dextra off the prow!” 
 
    The alarm rose above the hard shouts from below and the high thrumming of the wind through the cordage as the Sagitta knifed roughly into the waters of the Sinus. Waves crashed over that prow, glittering like pearls in the morning light, and then the Liburnian dipped a little into the swell. The long almost endless double-bank of oars flashed up high, twisted their blades as if to shake off the water, and then plunged again into the briny waves below. All along the galley’s decking milites and Barcarii tensed and hunkered in along the bulwarks, shields held up in tight overlapping fulcums. 
 
    With a curse, Flavius Sabinus looked out past the up-raised prow and saw them.  
 
    Two large curucis, crammed with painted and tattooed Picts, had turned about and were moving now to attempt to close in on the Roman galley and her trailing scaphae. Faint shouts drifted back to his ears. One of the hide galleys was wallowing a little in its own wash as it attempted to revolve about - but the other had already swung round and was even now rowing hard towards them from the middle of the Sinus. He saw that the warriors cramming its tight deck were moving carefully to balance that curucis and he knew then that these Picts were experienced ship-fighters. Behind the Liburnian, in the chop and wake of the galley, the two scaphae exploratoriae were rowing hard, flanking a little on either side. He saw the sun flash suddenly from the Persian helmet and wondered for a moment if Araxes regretted his decision to take Aelian with him onto the Tigris.  That light assault craft skimmed the waters now with an agility which impressed him. Opposite, on the other flank of the Sagitta, the Mygdonus dipped a little into a wash and then rose up, the oars rising and falling with a precision which echoed the discipline of the other assault craft. 
 
    He brought his gaze back to the oncoming Pictish vessels. “Paternus!” he shouted out over the medley which was the Liburnian now, “can we outrun them?” 
 
    The old Celt swung round and glanced out at the two Pictish vessels making for them across the Sinus. He laughed then and the wildness in that laugh took him by surprise. 
 
    “Outrun? What madness is this, Praefectus? This is an Imperial galley of Rome - one of the finest in the western seas. It does not run.” 
 
    Before he could question the Magister, he saw him turn back and shout out a harsh order to Atticus and Bellarus up at the two tiller-arms. As one, they grunted and heaved on those arms and in response the Liburnian arced about, knifing through the churning waters, clean and true, towards the approaching Pictish war-galleys. A certain wildness enveloped Paternus then and it was as if the ancient god lost in the shadows, enveloped in musty cobwebs and dust, suddenly cracked a dark smile and shifted back into the light. 
 
    “Ballistae! I want that lead galley hit - now!” he roared out. 
 
    The two artillery pieces swivelled about and bucked suddenly. Flaming projectiles arced up and hit hard into the lead war-galley. Faint cries echoed back over the waters. Already the levers were being drawn back and more bolts were being slotted into place.  
 
    “Again - keep firing!” urged the Magister, moving up now to the edge of the Liburnian. One hand held that double-bladed axe while the other reached out and grabbed the railing. Spray crashed over him and he saw the old Celt grin with a sudden and reckless enjoyment. 
 
    More fire-bolts flared out and slammed into the Pictish war-galley. A thin smear of smoke was left in their wake now and the Liburnian closed the distance, dipping and rising swiftly, moving inexorably down upon those two vessels like fate itself. A shout from Bellarus prompted several milites to shift position over to the sinistra side and he felt the deck roll a little in response and then even out. That action caused the speed to rise even higher - 
 
    “Ramming action - now!” bellowed out Paternus, looking hard out to that lead war-galley, judging the distance as the Liburnian closed fast on it. For a moment, he seemed to glance back at him and then shrug as if losing a throw of the bone dice.  
 
    Another shout echoed that command as a miles close to the open hatch down into the bowels of the Liburnian passed that command on. Instantly, he felt the Liburnian respond and the almost-savage piping below increased in its frenzy. All along the deck, men braced and hunkered down even further. In that solitary moment, as the Liburnian seemed to gather itself, he spun about and looked back towards the flanking scapha with Araxes.  He gestured hard with one arm and pointed out to the rear Pictish galley hoping that the Primicerius would see that command. For a heartbeat nothing happened - and then a sudden wave of a cloak greeted his gaze and the Tigris dipped about to curve away from the Liburnian’s wake. He heard the faint drift of commands being called over the waters to the other vessel and then it, too, turned about to run past their stern, following the other’s lead. Both assault vessels knifed hard through the chop to close in swiftly on the trailing Pictish curucus while a hard line of shields edged up along the bulwarks, all emblazoned now with the digmata of Helios, that eternal symbol of the Numerus. 
 
    Another salvo from the ship-board ballistae hit hard into the curucus and this time he saw a figure tumble over-board, wreathed in flames. Others scrambled to douse more flames with small leather buckets. Behind it, the other war-galley had finally turned about and was readying itself to close in on them. Warriors crammed the railings and hurled abuse but those shouts were faint. It was then that a few onboard the distant vessel seemed to recognise the danger they were in from the closing scaphae. Shouts and cries enveloped that hide vessel and it fell back a little when the oars became crabbed suddenly. It wallowed and drifted on the wash of the Sinus, riven with confusion. 
 
    The Sagitta leapt forward through the grey waters and the embolos gleamed now as it rose and fell out of that spray. The oars doubled in speed and the hard shouts below almost seemed to split the hull apart. He heard Paternus laughing then and turned to see him swinging that axe over his head in a sudden wild gesture which struck him as barbaric - elemental even. Sparks almost seemed to flash out from the twin-blades. 
 
    The Sagitta gathered itself then and that bronze-sheathed ram rose up one final time, slicing aside that water, gleaming as if it were doom itself falling on all those below - 
 
    The impact was sudden and violent; it shook the entire galley along all its beams and lifted it high up out of the churning waters. Screams and wild shouts greeted his ears, muffled a little behind the iron rim of his helmet. In an instant, the Sagitta rose up high, that ram streaming with water, and then fell hard down onto the pitching deck of the hide galley. Figures scattered apart and vanished overboard while the bulk of the curucis trembled and then seemed to settle into the depths of the Sinus, crushed and pushed under by the weight of the Liburnian galley as it rode over it. The shock of that impact and then the high angle upwards rippled through him and he reached out suddenly to grip the bulwark. Nearby, the laughter of Paternus fell over him, wild and exultant. The oars rattled away into the cavernous depths of the galley and he heard an uncanny silence emerge now from below him: a silence of anticipation. 
 
    Steadying himself, he looked out over the dextra side to see that the Pictish galley was breaking apart under the pressure of that initial impact and then weight as the Liburnian had cut into and rolled over it. Waters were rushing in and the whole side into which they had impacted was caved in and collapsing now. Warriors were leaping hard out into the wash or dragging their wounded and stunned companions with them. A few corpses twisted and thrashed about from the swirling waters, now stained crimson. Even as he took that scene in, the galley let out a great rending noise and seemed to collapse violently into a broken mosaic of a thing, splitting and tearing itself apart. 
 
    Paternus shouted for the rowers to back water while up at the prow a few milites stood up with long poles to shove and push the Liburnian out from the tangled mess of the Pictish galley. He saw more than one Pict attempt to wade or swim in towards the slowly retreating galley - only to be cut down with arrows and lead shot. In moments, the oars rippled out and dragged the galley back out from the mess of the Pictish vessel and into the waters of the Sinus free from the detritus. Ahead, the hide vessel did not so much sink as break apart and float uneasily on the grey waters of the Sinus, figures bobbing and thrashing about in all that wreckage. A great shout rose up about him from the milites aboard and many of them nearer him were grinning wolfishly now. The old Celt laughed at that and turned to him to clap him on the shoulder - an act which made him tense suddenly and grit his teeth through the sudden stab of pain. 
 
    “Run indeed! What madness was that, Praefectus? Those hide vessel are good for raiding but against a galley of Rome? No, they flounder every time. They lack the strength to withstand a ramming attack and roll under, you see? Nothing but a wet leaf against a sharp stick. Fuck ‘em!” 
 
    “I didn’t realise they were that fragile, Paternus,” he replied, pulling himself upright now that the Liburnian was back onto an even heading. It had reversed some hundred paces from the wreckage of the Pictish galley and slowed in the waters to give the rowers a breathing space. He saw Paternus nod back to the figure up by the open hatch and the latter shouted out down below into the darkness. The oars fell down and rested into the waters. 
 
    “They’re easy to build and light as a whore’s touch on your coin, Praefectus - you can even pick some of them up and carry them overland. The gods curse the day that vessel was invented - but against a Liburnian? I’d rather wager on a Christian not recanting his creed when persecuted than one of those besting us.” 
 
    A shout from one of the milites towards the stern made him look away from the grinning face of Paternus. 
 
    Both scaphae were closing fast on the remaining hide galley, their oars flashing high and true through the grey waters of the Sinus - and he saw in an instant what Araxes was planning. The Tigris had pulled ahead in a straight clean line in towards the Pictish vessel while the bulk of the Barcarii not manning those oars had clustered up about the blunt prow, forming a thick fulcum. Foam crashed about that prow as it closed in hard. He saw the figure of Araxes rising up from that overlapping formation and look back towards the nearby Mygdonus. The latter assault craft was riding swiftly in its wake, almost as if joined to it, while its own complement of Barcarii were forming up all along the sinistra bulwark, raising shields and readying weapons for boarding. A few tall falxes and harpagos were upright, waiting for the command to grapple. 
 
    The Picts aboard the hide galley were shouting out oaths and curses into the oncoming Tigris, brandishing their shields and weapons in defiance. A few light javelins were hurled at it only for the weapons to bounce or slide harmlessly off the seamless fulcum at the prow. With a speed which almost surprised him, the scapha arrowed in on the Pictish vessel, slicing through the chop, brushing aside those javelins - then, to a sharp harsh command, it veered away suddenly off to the sinistra side to cut about the rounded bow of the hide galley. The fulcum dissolved and the yellow-emblazoned shields flowed with precision down the dextra flank, reforming and presenting a high overlapping layer of triple shields. Caught by surprise, the Picts aboard the galley rained more missile weapons after that swiftly flanking assault craft - even as the Mygdonus appeared from the wash of the former and skimmed about in the opposite direction to present its sinistra flank and slide up alongside the hide vessel almost as if docking with it. That manoeuvre was almost flawless, he noted. In moments, the Mygdonus, under the command of Andronikas, had closed alongside the Pictish galley and all those grappling implements had fallen down to bite into its sides. A sharp command echoed by the brassy cry of a tuba ordered the Barcarii to board that galley and with a high shout they flowed forwards, over the interlocked bulwarks and down into the bowels of the opposing vessel.  
 
    In that moment of boarding, the Tigris swung about and moved in close on the opposing side, letting loose a tight volley of darts and arrows.  That initial volley withered the Picts in the galley as they turned to face the sudden arrival of the Barcarii from the Mygdonus. Caught between hammer and anvil now, the fighting which followed was sudden and brutal and merciless. He saw Araxes step up to the bulwark - two Barcarii shielding him - and look over as the milites from their sister-craft stormed aboard. Carefully, he ordered the Tigris in closer, sidling it up against the floundering hide galley, and pointed out where the Pictish chieftain of the vessel was standing, surrounded by his guard and a dark, painted, standard-bearer. Another volley of lead-sheathed plumbatae whirled out and thinned those ranks, melting the guard into a crimson ruin while that standard wavered for a moment and then toppled into that bloody mess. The chieftain spun about in alarm and then desperately snatched up a fallen square shield - but it was too late. Another salvo of lead darts found him and he crashed backwards into the ruin of his own guard. Then the Tigris slid in alongside and grappled with the galley.  
 
    In moments, that vessel had fallen to the two-pronged assault and those Picts who did not leap overboard had been cut down in a short and brutal engagement.  
 
    “That Persian is not quite the painted doll he appears to be, is he?” rumbled Paternus at his side. 
 
    “Araxes? No. Persians wear silk over mail, Magister. They quote poetry whilst shooting a lion down. When they smile the widest, they are hatching the greatest betrayal . . .” 
 
    Paternus laughed at that. “Enough of your stories, Praefectus. That one is an exile - as are you. You can mock me but that doesn’t change the fact that neither of you belong here. That Araxes wears an ornate cloak but exile has hardened him underneath it, I think . . .” 
 
    He wondered then if Paternus was correct. The Persian was an exile doubled, he thought - exiled from Ctesiphon under his father and then later exiled again after his father had been killed and the Roman exercitus had retreated back towards the distant respublica. He had only lost Nisibis once but Araxes had lost his patria twice and that was a bitterness no man should have to taste, he thought. 
 
    A shout from the bow caught his attention and he let that dark thought fade away. 
 
    Both scaphae were pushing off from the curucis now, using the harpagos to manoeuvre away. Corpses littered the latter vessel and blood flowed over its hide flanks. In moments, he saw that the two assault craft had reversed enough and were now oaring about to come alongside as escorts. 
 
    For a moment, the loss of the two Pictish vessels allowed him to absorb the larger image of the Sinus and all the chaos which was enveloping it. The large sheen of the grey waters was studded now with battle and the dark specks of galleys - thick plumes of smoke were rising up here and there which spoke to the frenzy of the fighting further off towards the eastern shore-line, up where that river debouched into the tidal waters. Faint, otherworldly, shouts fell back towards him, more echoes than anything else. Behind them, Rerigonium was fading into a dark smudge with the pillars of its hearth smoke rising up and fading away into a dull sheen or mist. Their sailing out from that dark nest had been swift and disciplined and the few Novantae who had emerged to gape at their departure had done anything to impede them. Now, on the waters of the Sinus, the savage clash between Veleda and her allies against the invading Atecotti with their long deadly war galleys had fallen back from the hidden river and was spilling now across the swell of those waters. 
 
    It was obvious to his practised eye that those barbaric warriors from the high  mountains to the far north - these Karnonakae - had managed to row and fight their way out of that riverine trap before the naval forces under Veleda’s command had closed to block that river mouth into the Sinus. Those cyulis were swift and extremely agile and far from being trapped had slid and danced their way out into a mass of converging hide galleys and smaller vessels. Everything had dissolved then into battle and small encounters across that whole eastern flank of the Sinus. 
 
    He saw two hide galleys up close to a single long Germanic galley, showering it with missile weapons and fire-pots, even as that latter vessel dipped about and rowed hard between them in a sudden lunge. It cleared the gap between them and then to his surprise swung about and arced back in towards one of the hide curucis even as the Atecotti aboard flowed up to one side and made ready to leap aboard it. Within moments, both vessels were locked together and embroiled in a violent storm even as the other curucis made to swing about and join them. Further afield, he saw wreckage on the waters and tiny figures bobbing about. Plumes of white smoke fell over them from the burning remains of vessels listing and shattered now. Of the seven long war galleys of the Atecotti, he could see that five were out in the Sinus and shaking off the attacking galleys and small vessels. He wondered then if the remaining two cyulis were still trapped up that river or sunk even - and if that red-haired chieftainess was now floating face down in those dark waters. 
 
    “Orders?” 
 
    Paternus spat overboard and raked that mail coif back a little, wiping sweat from his brow.  
 
    The two scaphae had swung about and were rowing back towards the Liburnian now to reassume their flanking positions behind their stern. Shouts and laughter greeted his ears and he could see Araxes standing up a little to call out encouragement and a little mockery to Andronikas in the other assault craft.  
 
    Those two Pictish vessels had been the only impediment to their flight, trailing the main force on the Sinus, turning in surprise to engage them. Now, with their destruction, his flight out of the Sinus and onwards back to Arbeia was beckoning to him. It would take two days’ hard sailing - longer if the wind was against them - to reach the distant castrum and then ready it for an assault. An assault he knew now was inevitable. Whatever game or stratagem Veleda was playing did not allow her to leave him and his Roman garrison alive here in the barbaricum. She would succeed now where Ru had failed. With the Atecotti vanquished whatever alliance or foedus was being bound up here would be solidified and her power would be complete. Under her governance, the Novantae would suddenly become a force to be reckoned with here in Caledonia - more powerful than the Picts to the north and east, dominating the Selgovae to the south and east where the Ituna narrowed down into the Vallum, reigning supreme over the distant tribes to the north who had long cowered under the shadow of the Atecotti. Her power and status would be absolute now that she had lured those remote mountain barbarians, the ‘Old Ones’, out of their icy lairs deep into her web in the south here. 
 
    It was almost as if she had played them as fools - as she had played Cunomarus or Haerviu.  
 
    “Praefectus,” broke in the Magister, “are we shipping out oars for the western coast?” 
 
    He turned to look at Paternus. The old Celt was frowning at him, his craggy features screwed up now. The wind bit into him and twisted the grey locks which fell free from the edge of that mail coif he wore.  
 
    “ . . . I should, yes . . .” he found himself replying. 
 
    The laughter which greeted those words was almost contemptuous. “Careful, Praefectus, the wine of success is a sweet taste indeed!” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    “You’re tempted to turn about and dig into that mess over there, aren’t you?” 
 
    The thought has teased him, yes. It was one thing, he realised then, to escape Rerigonium and retreat back to Arbeia intact and another entirely to turn about and engage with the Novantae now to allow these Atecotti to extract their war galleys and retire northwards. If he did that, then Veleda’s plans would collapse with the latter’s escape. This was all founded on blood - the blood of an ancient foe. Their corpses would bind all her allies together under her mantle. If that failed and the Atecotti were able to row away, all those alliances and the bargaining which underpinned them would either collapse or be turned northwards up into the distant mountains. 
 
    But did he have enough forces to effect that battle spreading now across the grey waters?  
 
    “If you’re thinking about Gallo also - let him go, Flavius Sabinus. His fate is all his own now.” 
 
    For a moment, he saw again that distant figure turning back to dip into the long dark shed after its guards had vanished. Paternus was correct, however. In making that turn back, the rangy veteranus had embraced his own fate and whatever gods he prayed to were the only help he could rely on. So why was it that he found himself smiling a little now, he wondered, the moment the Magister had mentioned the name of Gallo?  
 
    He turned to face the old Celt. “ . . . If it is time for his shade to descend into the darkness, Magister, so be it - but I suspect Fortune didn’t have him survive the assault at Arbeia only to have him butchered up that nameless river.” 
 
    “Your snatching at a dream, Praefectus,” replied Paternus - but he saw a slight twinkle in his eyes. A half-smile ghosted his face. “Regardless - what are your orders. If we tarry here, more of those Novantae bastards might be tempted to turn and engage us. A couple of hide galleys can be fought off - but the rest, gods, there must a thousand warriors scattered about across the Sinus now. Those galleys would be like horse-flies on a mule.” 
 
    He knew Paternus was right - the Liburnian and her escorts would simply be overwhelmed by numbers. It would only a take the Sagitta to foul up in the wreckage of a galley for those small vessels to surrounded them all and storm aboard. And while the two scaphae were nimble and fleet, they were small and really only designed for swift boarding actions or riverine assaults. Against such numbers, they would eventually become surrounded and lost. Here, now, the Sinus beckoned to the open waters of the western seas. The wind was fair now - once out of danger, the mast would be raised and that would lift them north and west into that open water. They could then dip southwards and hug the coast back towards where the great Ituna estuary emerged to follow it back in to the smaller Creia where Arbeia stood. Two days - perhaps a third if the wind turned - and they would all be back among the Numerus and its classis, safely ensconced among the defensive walls . . . A safety which he knew now would be nothing but an illusion. 
 
    Sighing, he turned away from the battle and confusion across the Sinus and looked northwards and out into open water. 
 
    “Make for Arbeia, Magister - and let us hope Fortune is kind and gifts us a good wind for the journey back to the castrum . . .” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The two days sailing which followed proved uneventful - dreary even - as the clouds lowered and the grey waters took on a deep leaden hue. A strong northern wind rose up and lifted the leather sails so that the ropes creaked and the prows of the three vessels knifed through those waters as if Fortune had indeed blessed them. That wind brought a cold edge to it which made the milites aboard huddle in against it, shivering a little. It was only when the southern edge of the Promontorium was turned that the edge of that wind dulled a little and the sails were brailed up at one edge to angle a little into the wind. 
 
    For most of the first day, Flavius Sabinus had stood alone at the prow, wrapped up in a thick, fringed, cloak, staring out into the leaden sky and sea. His thoughts were equally dark and heavy and he played again and again the events back at Rerigonium and the sudden twist at the end with the reveal of the cyulis and the Atecotti assault. He knew now that Veleda and Dabronus had been plotting not only long before Magnus had usurped the castrum but also while he and the First Maniple had arrived at Rerigonium. He found himself wondering then if that request not to accompany them to the ritual funeral of Cunomarus had been so innocent now after all. Had she bargained and deepened alliances with the unknown allies about her far away from his prying eyes? It was obvious to him that the Picts under Ru were only the tip of the spear. Other Picts were under her standards too. He knew from what Athairne had told him that the Selgovae to the east were not to be trusted now. How many forlorn tribes of Scotti were moving eastwards? Just how large was this confederation here in the barbaricum? And how had Veleda amassed such power over them all, he wondered? 
 
    All day as the heavy grey clouds settled over them those thoughts had roiled about in him. 
 
    But what really angered him, he found himself realising, was that moment when he had seen the twisted face ensconced deep among the scarred masks of the Atecotti. The moment he had seen that face again everything about him had twisted. His entire world had broken apart into a mass of fleeting pieces all tumbling about. The sardonic look on that face - its almost contemptuous defiance of the world about it - infuriated him. It was as if that face mocked him personally; that in some manner, he had been played and toyed with  like a small wooden doll all along. A slow anger built up in him as the afternoon had dragged on and he mulled over that reveal again and again.  
 
    It wasn’t until late afternoon as the monotony of the sailing fell over them all and they had relaxed a little - sensing that the wind would carry them far southwards to the illusion of freedom - that the Tigris oared up close. Araxes with Aelian in tow clambered aboard then to join him and he was finally able to vent his frustration a little. 
 
    The Persian leaned slightly into the blue-painted prow as it curved upright and swore a little in the fluid musical language of his people. A dark look came over him. 
 
    “You’re saying this Arcanus was among the chieftainess’ guard? Are you sure, amicus?” 
 
    “On the blood of my ancestors, I swear it, Araxes. I only glimpsed him briefly but that face was unmistakable.” 
 
    Aelian was frowning. “This is the man who tossed those reports from this Brennus to you back at Calunium? And now he is among the Atecotti - is that what you are saying?” 
 
    The Persian turned to the young Tribune. “He is saying that this whole thing has been manipulated by a figure whose loyalties we now have to question. Aren’t you?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    He pictured again that first meeting at Calunium under that lattice of light and dark and how this scarred face had tossed over the worn leather satchel, swiftly followed by the weapon and its scabbard. The mocking light in that man’s eyes burned him again and he remembered the blood which had been spilt to orchestrate that meeting.  
 
    “If he is an Arcanus and had been under this Brennus’ command,” he wondered out loud, “then what is he now?” 
 
    “You imagine him to have turned?” enquired Araxes. The tone of his voice showed him that the Persian was not sure. 
 
    “How else can we square this?” 
 
    Aelian broke in at that. “But why give you those reports?” 
 
    That was the question which frustrated him the most. 
 
    “To distract us from the truth up here - think about it. The reports only give us information up until Brennus leads his Arcani north into the heartland of the Atecotti, yes? He is trailing gold - gold from a Roman whose name he refuses to utter. A usurper who is seeding gold with his image imprinted on it deep in the barbaricum here. And his trail takes him into the mountains of these Karnonakae, yes?” 
 
    “And that’s when the reports end,” broke in Araxes. “You think that was deliberate?” 
 
    He found himself cursing at that and turned then to look into the unseen north where the dark leaden clouds hung heavy over the horizon. “It made us look north also - and I took my gaze off the Novantae too quickly. We came here to shore up a foedus - Rome sailing in to bring aid and forgiveness even as the shadow of these barbarians in the north rose up. All along, I assumed this scarred man was an Arcanus in the unit under Brennus’ command - but what if . . .” 
 
    “He’s working for this usurper?” The Persian finished for him. 
 
    Aelian broke in at that. “No, that makes no sense. What is he doing among the Atecotti now? Why bother to hand the reports over to you in the first place? There is no logic in any of this.” An almost-petulant frown rose up over his young face. 
 
    It was Araxes who answered and his words were cold and impersonal. “Which is a logic all its own.” 
 
    “Meaning?”  
 
    “To cast doubt and uncertainty is the master of all arts, Aelian. It confuses the enemy and makes them stumble about. Doubt is a canker which undermines more than walls or the line of battle. It eats at the heart. We stumble, turning one way and then the other, never knowing from which direction the bolt will come to pierce our heart. The lack of logic is precisely what makes us hesitate and drop the shield rim.” 
 
    He saw that Aelian was still doubtful. “But you’re assuming this Brennus failed - that he fell into the hands of the Atecotti and his reports came into this man’s possession.” 
 
    He saw Araxes glance over to him so he spoke up. “I am, yes. Precisely because that is the opposite to what we assumed had happened. That face among the Atecotti proves that, I think.” 
 
    “And what if you’re wrong?” protested the young Tribune.” 
 
    “Meaning?” 
 
    He saw a momentary confusion come over that face and then it frowned. A small pucker gathered over his forehead. “That these Arcani succeeded, Praefectus. This Brennus infiltrated those barbarians and unearthed who the usurper is. So this man was tasked to smuggle those reports back to Calunium to warn Rome while not breaking their cover. Brennus is still among these Atecotti - still stalking that usurper.” 
 
    It was a seductive thought and one for a moment one he wished were true. But it wasn’t. Blood spoke to that - the blood on the parchment and the satchel. And more, the contents themselves.  
 
    “So why send only half the reports, Aelian? Where are the rest? No, he spun us enough to tease, no more. That is not the work of a speculatores. It is the work of a betrayer. We have been played with like fools.” 
 
    He found himself gazing northwards again as a slow dark anger moved through him. The heaviness on the horizon seemed to grow and almost follow him. For a moment, he stared into it looking - for what, he wondered? A pattern? Some sense to all this? That was madness. All along that horizon, the clouds deepened and crept after them almost as if the gods above were mocking him. Whatever pattern lay in those grey clouds was one only of scorn - scorn at his failure and the danger they all lay in now. He had been beguiled by those reports and lured into a nest of vipers. Patterns were shifting about him - faces and betrayals - but all he had done was stumble blindly into a deeper darkness. 
 
    In looking north, up to the Atecotti, he had failed to truly understand the depth of Veleda’s betrayal here above the Vallum. Those reports and the hint of a usurper buried in them had done nothing but beguile him from the truth. The real danger and power here was not the Atecotti - it was the dark alliances being spun now by the Novantae to buttress against that threat. 
 
    And yet . . . 
 
    “Sabinus?” 
 
    There had been something earnest in manner in which this scarred Arcanus had tossed those reports to him under that lattice of light and dark - something intense and whimsical but which was also faithful. It was as if this cloaked scout was honouring the memory of a fellow Arcanus while still retaining his mask of deceit. That man spilled blood to get him those reports; to lure him away and into a darkened corridor. Had he really been playing him as a veteran does a new recruit? And yet he could not understand why that face hovered now deep among the Atecotti, grinning like one of them.  
 
    He turned back to face Araxes. “Brennus wrote more. He must have. If this scarred man is truly an ally of Rome, why did he not give me all those reports? Why only half a mosaic? He must have known that such a thing is worse than useless. If he is  a true Roman, where are the rest of the reports, Araxes?” He found himself sighing in return, knowing that the answers to those question might never come into his grasp. “No matter. All that still leaves us sailing back to Arbeia with our tails between our legs, amicus. Whatever this Brennus found up there among the Atecotti, it cost him. It cost all the Arcani under him save this scarred man. That I do know.” 
 
    “And now?” 
 
    “Now we dock at Arbeia and wait.” 
 
    Aelian glanced quickly at him in alarm. “They are coming for us?” 
 
    “Not just us, Tribune. My hunch is that whatever is fermenting here will spill southwards. Over the Vallum itself. Britannia will fall if Veleda and her allies breach the Vallum - or worst flank it with those fighting cyulis. There is little here in the waters of the west to stall that invasion. We all saw how ruinous the Vallum was as it turned southwards at Maia. If she succeeds in vanquishing the Atecotti then what else will she do with this grand alliance united about her? She must keep its momentum or it will spin apart - and that means moving southwards . . .” 
 
    The look on the young Tribune’s face was one he did not savour. Aelian blanched at those words and all the innocence and naivety in him lay exposed. For a moment, he wondered if this officer of Rome would weather the dark days ahead but then he remembered how he had held Arbeia under siege from Ru and knew that despite the youth’s lack of experience, a resolve lay in his heart which had yet to be fully measured. 
 
    Araxes broke in. “At least you have stalled her surprise victory over the Atecotti. Haerviu sent us after those galleys knowing we would stumble into that trap. You thwarted it and now she will have to fight a little harder to win that laurel, I think. That might stumble her plans or slow her down, I think.” 
 
    He hoped so. Again, the loss of Cunomarus rippled out and affected events. There was something about that slightly-mocking face which he missed suddenly. He had barely known the warrior but already knew that he had lost a keen ally - and more: a man who had seen through the lies and evasions and shrugged them off as below him. That indifference was something which must have infected Haerviu a little, he wondered. He sensed that it was more than vengeance which had driven that dark warrior to gift him Hermothr and then send them up to that hidden river. He was honouring his lord with an act which would cause chaos and stall the plans netting in the Novantae. In some poor manner, he sensed, Haerviu had honoured the memory of his slaughtered prince with this legacy . . . 
 
    “ . . . Slow, yes. But that is all, Araxes, that is all . . .” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Arbeia rose out of the dawn mist on the second day as the Liburnian and its two escorting scaphae nosed up the muddy waters of the Creia.  
 
    Paternus had ordered that they sail and then row all through the night as the wind was with them and the seas were calm. As a result, they had covered the long stretch of the Ituna here eastwards until a low frosted moon had shown them where the Creia emptied out into the wide estuary. Now, with a mist unravelling softly about them all, the tight lines and towers rose up with an almost beguiling air as they moved upriver and left the Ituna behind. 
 
    “The castrum almost looks freshly-minted,” murmured Araxes, leaning out across the railing to get a better view. A light wind blew across the Liburnian as it nosed upriver and turned a little in towards the docking area. 
 
    The Persian was not wrong. As the mist fell back, the outline of Arbeia emerged and Flavius Sabinus saw that the walls and defensive towers looked clean - pristine almost. High vexilla fluttered from those battlements and he heard the faint cry of a cornu alert all inside that vessels were approaching. Even now, helmeted heads were moving along those battlements in response. He saw that the defences thrown up in those first days after landing here had been solidified and deepened now. Hard stakes studded the tidal waters by the flanks of the docking area designed to impede any landing force and prevent the tactic he had used in assaulting the Picts under Ru. Lilia and tribuli had been sown out from the deep fossa protecting the walls.  
 
    “Is that a grain barca from the Selgovae?”  
 
    A fat, rounded, vessel, crudely-built and showing its age was moored up at one of the landing piers. He saw in an instant that it was not a Roman vessel - its lines and craftsmanship was too crude. But Selgovae? He turned and glanced out across the width of the Creia to the far river-line and the landing area there. The distance was great but he was able to make out a thin smudge of smoke rising up in a long high column. It sheered-off suddenly as the wind took hold of it.  
 
    “The Selgovae are showing a peaceful mask, it appears, Araxes.” he replied, nodding over the waters. “Everything appears calm and unruffled . . .” 
 
    “Not everything, Praefectus,” replied the Persian. 
 
    He looked back to where his friend was watching and found himself sighing inwardly. 
 
    A small guard detachment was moving purposefully out of the main portus and down to the landing wharf. He recognised in a heartbeat the small tight knot which was Naxios and knew that the meeting to follow was going to be one of recrimination and anger. He watched him now and saw how the Campidoctor strode ahead of the Barcarii behind him while those in his path - slaves and a few Selgovae traders - moved to get out of his way, bowing deferentially as they did so. For a moment he found himself wondering on how long they had been absent - days, of course, but it felt much longer - and in all that time, he had not missed the stocky figure of the Cappadocian. Clearly, Naxios had kept the Numerus here busy in his absence - deepening and developing the castrum’s defences. But he knew that his subordinate must also have fumed and wondered on what had happened to him and the First Maniple under his command. Everything now looked calm and ordered - belying the storm which was about to arrive in their wake. That calm had allowed Naxios to throw the milites under his command into digging and building so that now Arbeia rose like a newly-constructed fortification of Rome here in the barbaricum. 
 
    “He’s not going to like what I have to tell him,” he replied - and then smiled a little at the obviousness of his words. 
 
    Araxes smiled at that. “Since when has he liked anything you have told him? You could bring him a gold-washed laurel and he would throw it into the mud at your feet.” 
 
    “I know - I’ll be blunt. It’s the only thing he understands. When we dock, order that Selgovae vessel to unload as fast as it can and tell it to cast off. I want it gone from here. I’ll mollify Naxios as best I can. There’s no telling how much time we have now.” 
 
    “Agreed, Sabinus. You wouldn’t rather impound it? Their crew will take back reports of Arbeia.” 
 
    “I know - and suspect that’s why that grain has been sent here - but I don’t have the capacity to put that crew under guard. No, order it to disembark. Take the grain and send it on its way.” 
 
    “As you wish.” 
 
    He turned to face the Persian, a grim smile over him. “And Araxes, take your time. I suspect Naxios and I are going to spend no few words and it is best if there are no distractions. You understand?” 
 
    The Persian nodded and laughed a little. “That would be my pleasure, Flavius Sabinus. I would rather deal with the angry natives than this Campidoctor!” 
 
    He heard the strident commands of Paternus suddenly break out across the length of the Liburnian then and knew from the manner in which it swung about that the Magister was making ready to slide the long fighting galley in to the nearest landing pier. Milites ran down the length of one side, making ready ropes and hawsers while the others were moving to tie-off the halyards and stow away anything not needed on the deck. Behind the Sagitta, the two assault craft veered out from their wake and oared slowly over to the second pier in preparation for docking on either side. Faint commands and shouts spiced the air over the wind. Everyone aboard the three vessels was tired now after rowing through the night but also smiling and nodding to each other, knowing that Arbeia beckoned and whatever threat lay behind them was one step further back now that its defensive walls rose up to greet them. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    “So this Novantae whore has played with you like a pup?” 
 
    The anger in Naxios was barely concealed. He saw that both the man’s hands had balled up suddenly into tight fists and the scars up his arms flared white in response. That hard, almost cruel, Cappadocian face snarled back at him. 
 
    He smiled tightly in reply, holding his own pride and stubbornness in check. A dull ache throbbed hard in his shoulder now but he resisted the urge to reach up and rub it through the scale corselet. 
 
    “It’s more labyrinthine,” he began - but Naxios snorted at that and gave him a contemptuous look. 
 
    “Labyrinthine? Don’t patronise me, Praefectus! So this Veleda has made bargains and alliances with - what, the Picts and the Scotti now? She is building a horde to move against Rome - and all under the hem of your cloak? You’ve been a fool, Flavius Sabinus. And what of this supposed usurper and your blind stumble after him - was that equally foolish? I think it was!” 
 
    About them both, the small guard of Barcarii had fallen back a little. Here, on the landing area, with the long piers pushing out into the muddy waters of the Creia, shouts and hard commands from the Primicerius and those Barcarii under him were causing chaos. Selgovae were protesting that the tide was not right for a departure but he glimpsed the Persian smiling politely into their protests while the milites under him were forcibly manhandling those traders and their attendants back onto that fat barca. Angry recriminations fell over him but they only seemed to echo the anger before him now from Naxios. 
 
    “Brennus knew something was happening deep in the mountains to the north here - something dark and Imperial. Those gold coins are not an illusion, Naxios.” 
 
    “That’s as maybe - but what have you got to show for that trail? Nothing! And now the Novantae are massing an alliance to move against us? We need to abandon this cursed castrum and pull back to the Vallum. Now!” 
 
    He sighed then and knew that what he was going to say next was not going to sit well with the Campidoctor. 
 
    “We can’t. Our orders are to garrison this castrum - we must hold to that, Naxios. If she plans on moving against Rome, she will do it mostly by sea. Those Germanic war galleys are gift to her plans. With those ships under her command, filled with Picts and Scotti, she can flank the Vallum with ease and strike hard into the underbelly of Britannia here. The Vallum will be rendered useless. She can have the Selgovae and other allies harass the garrisons along the Vallum while she slips a huge invading classis past that Wall. With the Atecotti extinguished, her northern flanks are secure.” 
 
    “All the more reason to abandon this place and move back to reinforce Calunium, as far as I can tell. The sooner we can alert Magnus and his garrison, the better.” 
 
    The contempt in his face was obvious. 
 
    “That is exactly what we should not be doing - think about it, Naxios. We are the only Roman force north of the Vallum in any strength. More - we have a disciplined naval element here. Veleda has seen that in battle. If we abandoned this place now and pulled back into Roman territory we would be surrendering the only advantage we have.” 
 
    “Advantage? What advantage? This is a mess, Flavius Sabinus - one of your making. The sooner you admit that, the sooner we can retire and raise our standards with our commilatones at Calunium.” 
 
    “The advantage of being a thorn in her side - you think she will sail her horde south to Rome with us still here behind her? She can’t take that risk. She will need to turn against us first and wipe us out before sailing south. She has no choice.” 
 
    He saw Naxios look at him and frown then. His voice lowered into a vicious whisper. “So your using the Barcarii as bait now? Is that it?” 
 
    He pressed on, hoping he would see he had no choice. “If we can slow her down now to give time to Magnus to prepare, we will have done our duty. That’s our victory now. We drag her and those galleys onto us and win time - time to send a messenger southwards. Time to stall her invasion and allow the Tribune there to warn the garrisons and light the watch-beacons down the western shores. If Magnus can muster the few naval forces at Calunium and further south, Rome may still be able to beat back this alliance.” 
 
    For a moment, he saw Naxios look hard at him and then he turned aside and spat into the ground. 
 
    “Horse-shit. And you know it. She could just as easily blockade us here and then return to finish us off. Those Selgovae brought a few supplies - grain, some wine, that dark ale they all drink up here - not much else. If we lose access to the tidal estuary, we lose any chance of resupply from Maia. And what we have now can be measured in days not months. You know that. She will sweep in here and pen us in, letting starvation do her work for her.” 
 
    His logic was irrefutable. It was something he had already envisaged and which had played through his mind during the long night sailing southwards and then eastwards into the Ituna Estuary. She didn’t need to remove him from the board, she only needed to block his ability to move on that board. Nothing more. If she could detach enough forces to blockade them in the castrum and prevent his galleys and scaphae from deploying, the garrison here was as good as wiped out. He sighed then and rolled the last of his dice. 
 
    “I am praying to all the old gods that that is precisely what she wants to happen, Naxios.” 
 
    The Campidoctor looked up at him and frowned then. “Meaning?” 
 
    What he said next was something he had told no one - not Araxes or even Paternus back onboard the Sagitta. It was something which had fomented in him through the long night’s sailing back into the Ituna Estuary. It had begun as a worm of a thought, nothing more, a little tease or suggestion, framed by a memory - no, more than a memory. It was a curse, he realised. However, as the darkness had deepened and that worm had turned and moved deeper in him, the irrefutable logic of it proved inescapable. And a small part of him had known then - deep in the night - that there was no other choice now. Not if Veleda moved to blockade Arbeia while her main force sailed southwards to circumvent the Vallum and assault the soft underbelly of the island-diocese. So he spoke slowly now, in a cold voice, measuring his words as he stepped in closer to the scowling face of the Cappadocian, laying out his stratagem as carefully and as simply as he could. He avoided rhetoric and instead spoke as one military man to another. A sudden tightness constricted his chest over and above the scale armour he wore, however, even as he laid out his stratagem, and he felt his breath labouring but he ignored it and spoke on, calmly and evenly, and to his surprise he saw that anger and that stubbornness slowly vanish from the face of Naxios. It faded away and with it faded all the noise and shouts and agitated movements around them both until he remained alone before the Campidoctor, staring hard at him, willing him to acquiesce; to grant him permission almost to do this one thing no one would expect from him . . . 
 
    To his surprise, when he finished, Naxios simply stared at him and leaned in a little, his jaw working hard with tension. “ . . . You’re a cruel bastard, Flavius Sabinus. I will give you that. One cruel and marble-hearted bastard. You were a curse when you first arrived at the embankment, you were a curse when Jovianus placed you over us, and by all the Martyrs, you are still a curse now . . .” 
 
    And he found himself wondering then if this was the closest he could ever expect to receive a blessing from the Cappadocian. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Dusk arrived and a small party slipped down to the landing area, all muffled in cloaks and felt caps. Swiftly, they clambered aboard the Pictish curucus and began preparing the war galley for departure. A small cache of supplies was loaded aboard that cursed vessel and then its mooring ropes and hawsers were slipped free. As the shadows lengthened and darkness drew its cloak over the small castrum, Bellarus, the taciturn gubernator, clambered aboard with a light jump and turned to wave a hand back to the figures standing at the edge of the landing jetty. The tall, hooded, figure of Paternus seemed to shrug gruffly in return and then turn away. A few others mouthed out hushed well-wishes and farewells to the tall figure. Slowly, the hide galley slid out into the tidal waters of the Creia and then the leather sail was raised, a trailing wind bit deep into it, and the vessel moved quietly southwards towards the unseen mouth of the river and the Ituna Estuary. 
 
    The small crowd on the landing jetty broke apart then and vanished as if it had never existed. 
 
    Later, deep in the night, as torches and oil lanterns glittered high over the battlements of the castrum, more figures moved and slowly readied the four cargo vessels. These latter rode hard and tight up against the piers and the men who moved around them were quiet and slow as if honouring them. Voices were hushed and even the biarchi and line closers ordering them spoke in low tones, almost reverentially. Nearby, the Magister, Coticus, stood under guard, bruised and roughed-up, anger glowering on him, while Flavius Sabinus stood before him and ordered the small detachment of Barcarii to watch him carefully. 
 
    A harsh curse punctuated that hushed atmosphere. “Fuck you, Praefectus! You have no right -” 
 
    Nearby, Paternus laughed at that in a cruel fashion. “You always hated that ship, Coticus! You should be grateful!” 
 
    “Fuck you, you mangy bastard, that is my command - not his!” 
 
    “We surrendered that right, remember? You agreed.” 
 
    For a moment, Coticus reached up and touched the swollen bruise under his eye. Anger clouded his face and he turned to scowl back. “I never agreed to this.” 
 
    It was too much for Sabinus and he gestured for the Barcarii about the Magister to drag him away. “I don’t have time for this. Lock him up where we placed Galam until he calms down. Keep a guard on him. Coticus, when you see sense you will be let out. I need everyone here to man this castrum. You can either rot in that shed or pick up arms - the choice is yours.” 
 
    “My place is on that deck - not on your horse-shit walls.” 
 
    “As I say, the choice is yours.” 
 
    He turned away from the truculent Magister and looked about. Figures moved past him down towards the cargo vessels struggling under heavy loads. A few faint curses reached his ears. 
 
    “How long?” he asked of Paternus. 
 
    The old Celt shrugged back. “An hour or so. I thought you were going to kill him.” 
 
    “That sack of bluster? I’ve met his sort before. The louder they shout, the easier it is to deflate them. Besides,” he smiled back at Paternus, a little ruefully, “he lunged first . . .” 
 
    Paternus cracked a smile at that. “Well, to be honest, as the gods bear me witness, you only did what I have wanted to do for a long time.  It was his own fault.” 
 
    He paused for a moment and looked the Magister hard in the eye. “If anyone had the right to contest my orders, it was you. I am a surprised you haven’t, Paternus.” 
 
    “Perhaps I can see the sense in it.” He saw Paternus look away then and for a moment he thought the old Celt seemed to slump a little. “You are sure about this, Flavius Sabinus?” 
 
    “About Veleda blockading us? Yes, she has no choice. Whatever has been brewing here has broken cover now. The Atecotti were lured into a trap and all her allies have been mustered to take advantage of that. She must move swiftly to keep that momentum going or it will fall apart. She will move now - is moving now. And we are in her way.” 
 
    The Magister reached out then and touched his arm. “No, I mean about this.” And he looked hard then at the cargo vessels moored up to the jetties. “You are sure about this?” 
 
    “I wish I wasn’t, Paternus. I do. But she has been playing a long hunt - one which Magnus blundered in to. That set-off a new urgency and we have all been caught up in it. No, she is moving against Rome to the south and us here - and this will turn the wheel back in our favour. I swear it.” 
 
    He saw the old Celt laugh a little gruffly at that. “You’re a bad liar, Flavius Sabinus - but I bow to your military knowledge! Besides, I don’t want a black-eye like the one Coticus has.” 
 
    He found himself looking back at the retreating figure of the Magister, now under guard, and thought back to what had just happened. His orders had been specific and to his surprise Paternus had agreed to them without raising an argument, marshalling those magisters under him here on the landing area to explain - but then Coticus had exploded like a gored bull and before he even realised what was happening the Magister had lunged at him in a fury. He had twisted aside and without thinking had struck him swiftly in return. The blow had caught the man hard under his left eye and felled him in an instant. Striking a commanding officer was a punishable offence - indeed, it was within his authority and mandates to even have Coticus flogged to death. But he sensed - even as the old Magister had been dragged upright - that the blow had been a sudden one, not premeditated. Ordering his death would have been too much now and he needed everyone focussed on what was coming. 
 
    He sighed then and looked over the blunt lines of the Medusa. “Does he really love this vessel?” 
 
    Paternus laughed at that. “On the contrary - he thinks it’s nothing but a dung-heap built by Jews.” 
 
    “Then why -” 
 
    “Because no bully likes having his toy taken away from him.” 
 
    Araxes emerged then from the milling figures and nodded to him. He shucked on his riding cloak and pinned it smartly across his breast. He was exhausted - as were they all - but now a tight smile clothed his features. “The scaphae are prepared and ready to oar out at your command, Praefectus. The last of the cargo is aboard the other vessels now and being roped in securely. The Numerus is on a split watch and will be until you relieve them of that duty. Naxios is grunting and spitting as usual but I must say he seems to have taken to this. Much quicker than I would have thought possible in that Cappadocian. What did you say to him?” 
 
    He found himself smiling back at that. “Let us say he sees the irony in it - and perhaps knows it is a fate I am bound to . . .” 
 
    Araxes tilted his head a little and frowned. “Cursed, you mean?” 
 
    “Something like that, amicus. The Exploratores?” 
 
    “Gone now - they are marching hard through the night to try to reach Blatobulgium and the commilatones there to warn them. They took the news of Gallo’s loss without a word.” 
 
    Paternus cursed under his breath. “It will take them at least a day to make that march - we could have used them here on the walls . . .” 
 
    “No,” he replied. “This place is cursed now in their eyes. Better to have them marching to try to warn that fort deep in the Selgovae lands - if it is still standing, that is.” 
 
    He looked out over the landing area and the long piers poking out into the muddy waters of the Creia. The darkness was punctuated by flaring torches and hanging oil lamps, giving everything a ruddy, unearthly sheen. Silhouettes moved and swore in that shifting light and all along the flanks of the light assault craft, the oval shields were being slotted in. Helios gleamed back at him - repeated and echoed all along the bulwarks. The muted sound of the river estuary lapped at the hulls with a calm rhythm which was almost peaceful save for the rank upon rank of armoured figures moving and fading into that ruddy light.  
 
    Above, the night pressed down. No stars gleamed in that darkness and the silver coin of the moon was hidden from view. A cold wind roved over the land making him shiver a little and huddle deeper into his heavy woollen cloak. 
 
    “How long until dawn, do you think?” he asked of them both. 
 
    Araxes shrugged lightly in reply. “ . . . Soon. A couple of hours, I would imagine . . .” 
 
    Paternus laughed at that, his voice gruff and mocking. “Four hours, no more, Persian. Dawn in four hours. It will be a calm day with a light wind coming out of the south, I think.” 
 
    “Then that suits us, Magister.” 
 
    “It does, Persian, it does indeed - but whether that is propitious or just the gods toying with us, who knows?” 
 
    He stepped forwards a little, ignoring their banter, and looked over the Creia and then downstream into the darkness, wondering, thinking hard . . . 
 
    “And the tidal wash?” 
 
    Paternus nodded at that. “Dawn will see the waters ebbing hard but not for long. Three hours, I think, and then it will hesitate before turning to flow back on us.” 
 
    The Persian sniffed at that. “If Veleda knows her river-craft, she will move upstream to take advantage of that, I think. That means late morning at the earliest then.” 
 
    He turned back to face them. “Then let’s not allow her that advantage, eh, commilatones?” 
 
    “Dawn, then?” asked the Primicerius. 
 
    The old Celt nodded back. “Sabinus is correct, dawn would be best . . .” 
 
    “It’s odd,” he found himself saying out loud to no one in particular, “ . . . but since dusk the ache in my shoulder has vanished . . .” He shrugged away that observation and looked at them, smiling grimly. “Get what sleep you can - have the maniples up and at their stations for dawn. Make sure everyone has a hot meal inside them, you understand? No one is to board hungry. No one. Araxes, wake me an hour before dawn . . .” 
 
    He saw his friend smile sardonically that that. “ . . . Wake you? As if you will be asleep between now and then, my friend.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As it turned out, Araxes had been wrong. Exhaustion had fallen over him and before he had even realised how tired he was, sleep took him. But it was not a peaceful sleep. Dark dreams roiled through him, rough and unsteady like the waters of a sea in turmoil. Images crashed and collided through each other: fires, that laughing blond-haired god which was now the face of a doomed emperor, timbers cracking and shelving aside as if a forest fell apart about him, and there far in the distance, that dark uneasy face of a hooded Arcanus looking over his shoulder back at him, as if beckoning him on. There - in all those visions and torments - that alone made him cry out in bafflement and even despair. Gold coins fell past his eyes, twisting, gleaming with an evil lustre, always spinning about and confusing him, obscuring that hooded figure - and he found himself trying to push through that endless golden hail to reach him but always in vain.  
 
    A sudden shout brought him out of that deep, troubled, sleep - and for one moment, he wondered if that sound were not from deep within himself. 
 
    A hard knocking on the wooden door made him sit upright and grab at the cloak lying on the floor.  
 
    “Wait - what is it?” he shouted out, half in anger at being disturbed. 
 
    A muffled voice called back and he recognised the Syrian accent of Yazil. “A guest, Praefectus! Thought you’d want to know, that is!” 
 
    “A guest - what in Mithras are you talking about?” 
 
    He wrenched the door open by the latch and saw the smiling face of the Barcarius outside in the hallway. A torch was held up in one hand while the other carelessly held that long spear he had taken from Ru. For a moment, that sight made him pause and wonder that Yazil had not bartered that weapon away for gold or silver coin. 
 
    The small, rat-like, face of the Syrian grinned even wider and he turned to glance behind him into the shadows of the castrum. “Just arrived now - exhausted and wounded, he was. Naxios told me you’d want to know straight away . . .” 
 
    He could see that there was a small commotion over by the main portus. The gates were being heaved shut while a clump of figures, all lit now by torches, were congregating about a tall figure who was bowed a little and putting up a hand to receive a flask - wine, no doubt, he thought - probably the last of it in the castrum. There was something familiar about that tall outline, he realised, as he shook off the last dust of sleep, even as he saw Araxes and then Aelian emerge from the deeper shadows in the castrum and advance over to that small clump of figures. 
 
    “ . . . It can’t be . . .” 
 
    Yazil laughed at that. “Seems Naxios was right, eh?” 
 
    But he was already past that Syrian and striding hard across the open ground in the centre of the castrum towards those figures. He saw the tall figure drink long and hard from that clay flask and then up-end it to show it was empty before handing it back. Muffled laughter fell back towards him and he saw a couple of the figures about this new-comer clap him on the shoulder in return. Someone stripped off their cloak and threw it over him. 
 
    “Gallo - is that you?” he found himself shouting out, over the medley of voices. 
 
    He saw the figure look around then and nod back at him, straightening up a little and pulling that cloak tighter in about his shoulders. 
 
    “Praefectus,” he replied, “seems I have finished off the wine.” 
 
    Without thinking, he reached in and grabbed him by the shoulders, staring hard at him as if he were an Arabi djinn about to slip through his fingers. The lean face of the tall veteranus stared back at him and he saw the exhaustion which lay over it. The man was a thin reflection of himself, covered in dirt and sweat, he realised. His tunica was ragged and torn, mired in dirt, while scrapes and bruises seemed to cover every part of him. Despite that, however, he saw that a wan smile lay over his features and that he stood unbowed now despite that exhaustion and toil which covered him. He could feel that he was shivering a little under his grasp - from the cold and the exhaustion, he didn’t doubt. 
 
    Nearby, other figures were emerging and moving towards him. 
 
    He turned to face Naxios. “Is the hearth lit in the principia?” 
 
    The harsh face nodded back. “A little - more warm ash than anything, though.” 
 
    “Then let’s get you inside there, Gallo, and warm you up. Someone bring some food - meat, cheese, anything. You need warming up and it looks like you haven’t eaten anything.” 
 
    Gallo nodded back at that and then grinned wolfishly. “I was offered food but declined it. There are some things you should never eat for fear it will change you forever . . .” 
 
    He saw something in Gallo then and for a moment he thought it looked like fear. It was a sudden spark - a flash of something - and then it was gone before he even recognised it.  
 
    “Food and warmth first - then your words, you understand?” 
 
    And Gallo nodded back, almost grateful. 
 
    They watched him eat, ravenously at first, and then more evenly as his immediate hunger was satiated. The bare room danced with uneven shadows thrown out from the small glowing fire in the hearth up against one wall and made the figures crowded in it seem impossibly intimate now. Gallo sat perched on a small stool up against a table while he with the rest of the principales stood or sat nearby, waiting. A single large oil lamp had been lit and hung now in one corner, spluttering a little. 
 
    Eventually, the tall veteranus looked up and put aside the empty bowl, wiping his fingers roughly on the edge of the cloak given to him. That wan smile emerged again and he nodded to the figures about him. Flavius Sabinus had been watching him carefully while he had been eating and saw that underneath the exhaustion lay something else - a wariness or perhaps something more - something close to fear. And that unsettled him now. He poured him a beaker of water and passed it over. 
 
    “Gallo, what happened?” he asked quietly, careful not to rush him. 
 
    That smile hesitated and then fell away and the words which followed seemed faint. 
 
    “The bloody Novantae sprang an ambush - that’s what happened.” Laughter greeted that laconic remark but before it died away, he saw Gallo blink a little and then shake his head. He took a long draught from the beaker and then put it away. For a moment, he simply stared at it, his grey eyes dull and remote. Then he shrugged and looked back at them. Shadows danced across his face. 
 
    “ . . . I went back into that shed. I had to. Something was not quite right. Yes, I’d seen the three long Germanic galleys - and then those hunting horns cried out. I was outside - ready to slip back across the river - but something about what I had seen in the shed did not make sense. I thought I had a moment to duck back in. So I did - but fucked it all up. How was I to know a bloody invasion was rowing upriver?” 
 
    “What was it that caught your eye, Gallo?” he asked. 
 
    The other smiled mirthlessly. “ . . . It was the rigging. It was loose and payed out, ready to be used. The steering boards were down also. On all three galleys. Well, I am not a naval man, Praefectus - but no one lays up a galley like that. That’s what caught my eye but I had to go back and make certain. And sure enough all three vessels were laid up but readied as if about to put out. It didn’t make any sense, you see . . .” 
 
    Araxes looked over to him then. “She had them readied to be put into action the moment the trap was sprung. Those riders who vanished into the thickets behind the shed must have contained the crews as well as the ambushers.” 
 
    Gallo nodded into his words. “That’s my thinking now - after all that madness burst forth. I tried to sneak back out and that was when I saw that classis emerge from downriver around the bend. I knew then I was trapped - that the gods had punished me for my stupidity. I acted as fast as I could and tore off the cloak and head-gear of the Novantae I had killed getting into the shed. Flung some mud on my face and hoped for the best. What followed was chaos. I’d figured you had all fallen back to Rerigonium. That’s what I would have done - fallen back and would attempt to sail out and back to Arbeia. This was no raid or small action - it was the culmination of something and that meant we were all expendable now. So I thought I had to get out and make my way back here overland - if I could. So I waited for my opportunity. I knew that the approaching galleys were sailing into a trap and that would always lead to moments of confusion - I only had to wait and move at the right moment, you see . . .” 
 
    “And you escaped?” 
 
    The laugh which followed was grim. “Fuck, no. I saw you fire that arrow and pre-empt the trap. That brought everyone out of hiding, angry as hornets, they were, too. Suddenly, it moved from a carefully-planned trap to a real mess of a fight. For one small moment, I thought I had blended in, too many figures running and shouting about me, you see? But the moment I attempted to steal back into the shadows, I was seen. It was Veleda, wasn’t it? That cursed prophetess must have raven’s eyes for she saw me in the shadows and raised a hand to point me out to her guard. I never made it back to the tree-line.” 
 
    He reached out a hand and turned the beaker about slowly, almost reverentially, and a small frown clouded his brow. 
 
    “She smiled at me - I remember that. A cold and dark smile. And I was rooted to the spot as if she had put a curse on me . . .” 
 
    “You were exhausted, Gallo.” 
 
    He shook his head at that. “You weren’t there, Praefectus . . . You didn’t see how she stared at me and smiled - as if she knew I’d had always been there. That hand pointed towards me was like the fate of the gods, you see . . . I didn’t even try to run. My blood turned cold and I just stood there like a bronze statue . . .”  
 
    It was Aelian who spoke next, his words quiet and slow. “But you escaped, Gallo . . .” 
 
    “Me? No, I am not that heroic, Tribune. Her guards moved in to secure me as she laughed at my fate. My arms were lashed hard and a spear butt cracked about my head. The next thing I remember is waking up, all groggy, aboard one of those Germanic galleys, surrounded by war and bloodshed. We were in the Sinus now and everything was chaos. Smoke roiled across the waters and I could see that those invading galleys had fought their way back out into the Sinus and then become caught between the Novantae hidden in the woods behind the shed and others flooding across the Sinus - Picts, mostly, I think. Some Selgovae, also. I was on my knees against the stern post, trussed up and left alone. I saw Veleda calling out orders as her guard and hearth warriors marshalled about her. I only caught glimpses of what happened next but heard someone warning her about you, Praefectus. She was laughing at that - as if you mattered little. Then the gods twisted the die cup and everything changed . . .” 
 
    “ . . . Gallo,” he prompted. The veteranus was staring at the empty beaker, frowning a little. 
 
    “It was the Atecotti. They are fierce warriors, I will honour them for that. You gave them an edge in the ambush by firing that arrow and alerting them. It allowed them to retreat before the ambush had been sprung and get most of their galleys back out into the open waters of the Sinus - and once they had done that, those mountain bastards turned like vengeful harpies. Two of those galleys made a dash for ours and before Veleda knew what was happening, we were boarded. It was the first time I saw her unseamed a little. They swarmed aboard in an instant as both those galleys swung in along either side. You remember Hermothr’s words? How he described these Atecotti cutting down his Heruli brothers on that beach? He was not painting a myth. They flooded her galley in a heartbeat, screaming, hacking at everything, their faces rent apart with savagery, more animals than mortals. The Novantae never stood a chance. It was madness.” 
 
    Naxios grunted at that. “This Veleda was cut down then?” 
 
    Gall shook his head and smiled a little. “Fortune is not so beneficial, alas. No, she managed to rally a few and then hack a way out - over the bow. Another Novantae galley had swung in alongside up there and those that could made their way over to it. In all the bloodletting, it cut its boarding ropes and heaved-off with her onboard. The Atecotti took that galley and slaughtered all those who were trapped on it even as Veleda made good her escape. The last I saw of her, she was shouting out orders and trying to marshal the ships scattered about on the Sinus into some sort of line.” 
 
    “But you weren’t killed?” 
 
    “Me? No, Praefectus - Fortune takes and Fortune gives, does she not? She took Veleda away from death only to gave me back my life. That was when I saw her - that chieftainess Hermothr talked about; the red-headed one. She boarded the taken galley and almost seemed to pet the warriors who stood on that bloodied deck. They fawned over her, some kneeling, others nodding and grinning. I have seen emperors less adored or worshipped than her. It was then as she made her way along that deck, all stained in blood, her hair clashing with gold, a long spatha in one hand, that one of these Atecotti hauled me up and dumped me at her feet. I saw her up close then - and, Praefectus, if all her warriors were like animals, she alone was a goddess. They closed in about her, teeth bared, more fangs than anything else, their faces scarred and gashed, dark paint and tattoos on them, axes and spears dripping in gore - but she . . . She stood above them like a mother, smiling, approving of their bloodlust, indulging them almost and when she looked over at me, I saw  . . .” 
 
    For a moment, that image of her staring at him across the narrow waters of the river came back to him as he listened to Gallo’s words. He pictured her standing up at that prow looking out into the darkness, one hand dropping that arrow into the waters below, looking at him, her red hair bound up in gold coins, one hand holding a crudely-forged spatha - and he recalled then the disappointment he felt as she had turned away from him and shouted out orders to all the scarred faces about her. The longing he had felt was something which took him by surprise and now listening to the words of the veteranus before him he found himself almost envious that he had come closer to her than he had. 
 
    “What happened next, Gallo?” he asked quietly. 
 
    The latter laughed abruptly at that. “That was when he stood up and beckoned me in and the warriors about me hauled me in closer and thrust my face up against his. And I found myself looking again on Rome.” 
 
    He saw Araxes look over at him and frown - and he sensed in an instant who this man was. “This man had a scarred face, didn’t he, Gallo?” he found himself asking, holding the Persian’s gaze and nodding back into it. 
 
    “He did,” replied the veteranus. “Seems you two know each other, eh? Never thought in all that blood-letting and chaos that I would hear the Latin of the exercitus in my ears. He leaned in to me and said ‘bene valeas’ and then whispered that I had to return to Arbeia. He told me to give you a message, Praefectus. He named you - but more than that, I knew this man. Not by name, you understand. I knew his mettle. Once you join the Eagles, it marks you, you know? You carry that decision like a mantle on your shoulders. This scarred man was a Roman. A man of the legions. And he told me in that harsh Latin we all have that you are not to squander the gifts he gave you in the agora. The hunt has begun now and the respublica itself is the prize being sought. This, all this, is nothing but the pieces on the board. Then he looked over to that chieftainess and she smiled back down at both of us - but it was a cold smile, Praefectus. Cold and implacable. Don’t waste those gifts, he warned me again, and then I was being hauled up and cut loose. One of the warriors thrust a pack in my hands - a spear and knife also.” 
 
    “They set you free?” he broke in. Something hard and cold was forming deep in his chest and the tightness in it made his breathing laboured. Thoughts tumbled through him - and the riot in them alarmed him.  
 
    Gallo laughed a little disconsolately at that and nodded back. “Aye, before I could grasp what was happening, I was bundled over the side into a small scapha and shouted off. The galley was in the middle of the Sinus now - deep among all the fighting. But smoke was coiling thickly over the sheen of the waters and that cursed Roman pointed hard across the Sinus to its eastern shore - and I knew then I had to row hard and then scramble ashore. It felt like an age but eventually I rowed up onto that muddy embankment and abandoned that scapha to make my way on foot across the Promontorium here. I looked back for a moment to watch the slaughter on the Sinus and by all the gods, Flavius Sabinus, I couldn’t tell if those ‘Karnonakae’ were actually winning. Everything was a mess of colliding galleys and screams. Some vessels were aflame. Figures were thrashing in the waters. But more and more of those hide galleys and curucis were still emerging from the open waters of the Sinus to the north. One of the Germanic galleys was settling deeper into the waters - broken open now and all its crew leaping overboard - but whether it was an Atecotti vessel or one of Veleda’s, I couldn’t tell. It was madness - and part of me prayed to the gods that they all slaughtered each other and we would pour a libation one day on those waters in celebration.”  
 
    Aelian laughed at that and smiled. “Not now that you’ve drank what’s left of the wine, Gallo!” 
 
    “There’s always wine to be had, if you know where to look, Tribune.” 
 
    It took Araxes to bring a note of caution back into the talk. “Well, at least we know now that this Arcanus is not a traitor. He would hardly free you if he had turned to the Atecotti, eh?” 
 
    He found himself frowning at that. “So why release Gallo at all? This message is sorely lacking. He gives me nothing I don’t already know.” He turned to face the lean figure at the table, already knowing the answer but wanting to hear it anyway. “So you made your way across the Novantae lands to get here?” 
 
    Gallo nodded back. “Not as hard as it seems, Praefectus. The land has been emptied, hasn’t it? Every able-bodied warrior and farmer is at sea now. All I passed as I made a run for the east and the Arbeia river here were a few stragglers and boys tending the field and herds. I evaded a few late crowds of warriors arriving at Rerigonium easily enough but once I was in the Abravannus, it was like I had drifted into a deserted land.” He saw him sigh then and shrug a little as if putting all those events behind him. “So will someone tell me now what is happening here? Where are my lads - and what is with all the activity down at the landing area, eh, Praefectus?” 
 
     Naxios grunted at that and stared hard at him. “That one there ordered your commilatones to make a hard march east to Castra Exploratorum and warn them. They left a few hours ago all wrapped up in darkness.” 
 
    “They’ve gone?” 
 
    He stepped in a little towards him. “It was the only chance I could give to your unit at the fort - a poor warning but there was nothing else I could do. Veleda is moving southwards but she will need to blockade us here to move freely. We expect them in the morning - in a few hours. I let your brothers go - if they march hard, they can give warning to the garrison at Castra Exploratorum - and perhaps they can send a messenger on to Blatobulgium. It’s a poor act but all I could afford now, Gallo. The fight will be here.” 
 
    “Because of the Liburnian and the other vessels?” hazarded the veteranus. 
 
    “Because of those, yes . . .” 
 
    “Well, I hope those lads make it - and you’ll forgive me for saying this, Praefectus, but I wish I had been going with them. No offense but if Veleda turns to take this poor excuse for a castrum of Rome, she will sail in here and torch the whole sorry mess. You had been better abandoning Arbeia and sailing back to the Vallum, I think.” 
 
    “I told him that,” grunted the Campidoctor, “but the fool there thinks we hold some sort of tactical advantage.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER TWO 
 
     
 
    In The Rain of Arrows, No Solace Can Be Found 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The dawn light brought with it a chill wind out of the east. The lonely cry of the bucina which soon followed it only seemed to echo that cold and deepen it. 
 
    All along the landing docks, huddled figures moved in tight lines and boarded the lean shapes of the assault craft, stowing aboard missiles, armour and weapons. Small parties readied those vessels for departure while other figures - singled-out and marshalled together under Araxes and Naxios - clambered aboard the four cargo vessels nearby. Those who had previously crewed them, together with their Magister’s, were escorted back into the castrum and ordered to man its walls and gateways. Ribald shouts and curses echoed that rough exchange of men. The main masts were stepped and then the long yard-arms hauled aloft. Rigging creaked while men heaved hard under orders and slowly, one by one, the cargo vessels unloosened their mooring ropes and swung wide into the tugging waters of the Creia. Once out into the main tidal ebb, iron anchors were tossed overboard and the ships drifted to, waiting, while the Barcarii aboard gathered up about the bulwarks to watch what was happening next. 
 
    Gradually, one after the other, the six scaphae exploratoriae slid away from the long wooden piers, the rowers shouting cleanly and pulling swiftly on the oars. The main masts remained tied up along the inner deck with the blue leather of the sails lashed hard against that wood. Men heaved and swore at the oars while others aboard lined the long deck in readiness, weapons to hand, armour and helmets donned now. Oval shields were slotted in all along the bulwarks. Amid much shouting and some heavy humour, the six assault craft, low and vicious-looking against the muddy water-line of the Creia, moved abreast of the anchored cargo vessels in two ranks with the Tigris and the Mygdonus swiftly taking lead. The four remaining scaphae, the Euphrates, the Orontes, the  Phasis, and the Diaba, dropped stern anchors behind the lead two forming a long wide screen ahead of the cargo vessels in the channel. The river ebb was sluggish now and the assault craft drifted and tugged a little from those anchor points. 
 
    It was then, as that screen of assault craft settled into position, that the Liburnian emerged from the pier, its long double-bank of oars rowing cleanly, pulling the warship into the deeper waters and out in front of the assembled classis.  High vexilla fluttered from her upraised mast and yard-arms though the leather sail remained braided up along that length. Her lean deck was thronging with Barcarii now whilst her own crew scrambled and heaved on the halyards, trimming the vessel, while those at the double-benches below oared smoothly to that eternal song of the pipes. Up at the stern, Atticus stood alone now, both hands gripped about the tiller-arms, a lean smile on his face. Harsh orders punctuated the measured shouts of the rowers below. 
 
    It did not take long for the long, hard, form of the Sagitta to push through the churning waters of the Creia and nose ahead of all the other vessels stationed now and awaiting the arrival of the Liburnian to take up position. 
 
    Up at the prow, surrounded by his principales and a small guard of wary-faced Barcarii, Flavius Sabinus stood and then nodded to himself. 
 
    The cold wind had eased a little, he thought, or was it perhaps that in all the effort and eagerness to assemble the classis now he had no time to feel that chill? He was smiling but it was a lean smile; a harsh smile. The scale armour was laced up tight and he clasped a heavy ornate helmet under one arm. The semi-spatha was thrown over his shoulder and hung now down his thigh and for one moment he missed the long iron blade of his old spatha but there was something apt now in carrying this weapon, he thought. It had come to symbolise so much since arriving at Calunium that not to brandish it seemed somehow blasphemous. A shout nearby told him that the Sagitta was in position and so he turned and nodded to Paternus and the old Celt barked out more orders. The oars bit down into the tidal waters and the Liburnian moved downstream, slowly picking up speed with the ebbing current.  
 
    “You are certain about this?” 
 
    He looked back over his shoulder to see Aelian, young Aelian with his cherubic face and blond hair, looking hard at him, petulant almost. At his shoulder, the tall figure of Gallo stood, impassive and waiting. 
 
    “You are not the first to ask me that, Tribune.” 
 
    “It’s just - well, to abandon that castrum seems foolhardy, Praefectus.”  
 
    He found himself looking back to the distant outline of Arbeia. Small figures moved along the battlements and atop the bastion towers. It all seemed insignificant, he thought, insignificant and somehow insubstantial. For a moment, he found himself wondering if Coticus had relented his outburst and was manning those walls with the other milites of the cargo ships. 
 
    “Battles aren’t fought and won by holding on to something, Aelian. Rome has always sallied forth and brought the fight to the barbarian. Remember that. Remember your charge out onto the landing jetty and that Pictish vessel. We build walls now and man castra and sometimes we forget that the honour of Rome lies not in that stone but in the blood on the field of battle.” 
 
    “Or the waters underneath?” queried the latter. 
 
    He smiled a little at that. “Rome wrested an empire from the sea as much as from the land, Aelian, or have you forgotten your Polybius and Livius?” 
 
    The Tribune cracked a wide grin at that. “Somehow I can’t see Veleda as a Carthaginian . . .” 
 
    “You should. It will animate you better.” 
 
    Faint shouts drifted over to him and he looked away out over to the classis in the waters behind him. All the anchors had been dragged up now and slowly those vessels were oaring downriver after the Liburnian. With the Tigris and the Mygdonus in the lead, the remaining assault craft pulled easily in their wake. Behind them, the cargo vessels moved more sluggishly, using the ebb of the Creia, forming a long column astern, one after the other. He thought he saw the glittering helmet of Araxes move on the lead cargo vessel, the Medusa, as it wallowed a little in the wake of the scaphae but was not sure. For a moment, he missed the droll humour of the Persian at his side but he needed someone he could trust in command over those ships. And if it was one thing he trusted about Araxes it was that he did not have a sentimental nature.  
 
    Paternus turned from giving orders and looked back at Atticus up at the stern. “Odd to see only one gubernator there. Atticus almost seems to be enjoying himself,” he grunted. 
 
    Aelian frowned. “You think Bellarus will have made Calunium by now?” 
 
    The Magister looked up into the sky and sniffed dismissively. “No, that wind is from the south. He’ll need to tack hard about it and that takes time; time and patience - if he can stay ahead of whatever force Veleda is sending southwards.” 
 
    “Perhaps she will bring everything here first? That would make sense, wouldn’t it? Wipe out Arbeia before moving across the Ituna to invade?” 
 
    “If it was me, I would do both, Aelian,” he broke in, before the Magister could reply. “She has the forces to bottle us up while also sailing southwards and circumventing the Vallum. Why risk a delay and allowing the garrisons south of the Vallum to raise their standards and seal up their gates. She must move swiftly and decisively. I expect she will send a force to choke us off here - seal us in - whilst also moving swiftly on Rome where the garrisons least expect it.” 
 
    For a while then silence settled over everyone as the vessels closed up and moved slowly with the ebbing waters downriver. The channel opened and broadened out with the banks on either side falling gradually away. A skein of geese flew slowly overhead, their cries loud and eternal as they moved southwards out into the unseen Ituna Estuary. The chill wind deepened about them and little tufts of white crested the river as one by one the Liburnian followed by the assault craft and then the wallowing cargo vessels edged slowly downriver.  Those at the oars rowed slowly, half on and half resting, while the long line of the rounded cargo ships at the rear moved with the waters alone, drifting almost, serene and quiet save for the movement of helmeted and armoured figures along the bulwarks. 
 
    Arbeia fell from view with obscene ease and the small classis was soon alone on that river estuary. 
 
    To Flavius Sabinus, cocooned in his heavy cloak now, quiet and a little apart from the bustle of the milites under Paternus, old thoughts roiled up in him and he seemed to fall away from his small guard and the figures of Aelian and Gallo at his side. The chill wind faded and the dark uneasy clouds above, all burnished like iron, unravelled and instead he felt the warm wind of the desert and his eyes glittered with half-remembered shimmers of the oases and palm groves. High reeds waved like spears while the slow, rich, waters of the Euphrates rose underneath the deck. The cries of a jackal came to him along with the sight and effort of that army deep in its toil southwards, ever southwards, the long lines smothered in dust, the riders cantering up and down those lines, lathered in sweat, the tall standards limp now and flagging in the dry heat. He knew this was an illusion, of course - he had never sailed with that mighty fleet down the river, shadowing and supplying the advancing columns under the Emperor. His place then had been deep in his legion ranks or at the side of the Augustus among all his officers and high dignitaries, receiving orders, offering council, smiling to know that soon the Persian would be prostrate under a Roman’s boot and Ctesiphon itself, that hated capital of the Sassanians, would be a smoking ruin. The fleet, under guard and escort from this Numerus, had never been his home - in fact, he had looked down on those troops as being little more than supply troops, lighter-men, bargemen, as his legion rankers had mocked them; all safe and hiding on the easy waters of the Euphrates. While his legionaries had tramped on and on down the banks of that seemingly-endless river deep into Persia, those Barcarii had crewed and sailed among the huge supply classis, lounging almost as if on a pleasure cruise down the fabled Tiber of Rome. 
 
    But that was before he had scorched all those ships and made those Barcarii help him in that desecration. That was before he had marched with them on foot across Cappadocia and then Thrace in the wake of new emperors; before he had ordered them northwards and westwards, on unknown roads and through unknown towns deep into Illyricum and then up into Gaul before finally arriving here in Britannia, that most distant and remote part of Rome, more exiled than it was bound to the empire. 
 
    That was before he knew these milites of Rome and it was before they knew him also.  
 
    Now the world about him faded a little from his eyes and what he saw - felt - instead was another half-remembered world; a world where these Barcarii worked and toiled hard to preserve the life-blood of that mighty exercitus as it marched into the lair of the ancient enemy, singing old songs and whispering old prayers to victory and honour and virtu. Now, he stood with them and looked out across the waters of that ancient river back to the long, marshalled, lines of the legionaries and the auxilia and the cavalry, marvelling at their discipline and their fortitude as the oriental sun beat hard down on them and a pall of dust rose in their wake . . . 
 
    And he wondered if the hard longing which rose suddenly in his breast now was because he ached to be again among those Romans or instead he was honoured to stand here, now, among the men he had once looked down upon. Men he had once shattered because a broken emperor had thrown all their hopes into the wind and bade them turn their faces northwards and back to Rome. 
 
    The thought came to him then that it was an awful thing to die, shriven and alone, far from your patria and the shades of your ancestors. If all failed now and they fell to the spears and spathas of the Novantae, who would remember them or indeed honour them? His men were Tigris men - Syrians, Armenians, Arabi, Mesopotamians, all the mongrel mixes of that hard and lush and decadent land about the great rivers of the Euphrates and the Tigris. A land centred by Nisibis. Bounded in by the Masius mountains to the north, the Zagros mountains to the east, the Singaran highlands to the south, and finally the great deserts to the west. It was a land, a place, a dream even, where empires foundered and broke, where the lost and the forlorn found a home, where oases rose out of ruins and marble cities sank into oblivion. Ancient gods drifted in that land: Ishtar, Baal, the Mammon of the Syrians, and many more. Too many to name. All old and raddled with neglect as the ages slunk past. And, of course, the Martyrs of Christ had risen in their wake now like snakes from the shadows and whose names were echoes of Greek and Syrian and Persian and spoke to a violent demise soaked in blood and passion and masochism. Christ rose now among the peoples of that land between the Euphrates and the Tigris - and he knew that a deep part of the shame in losing Nisibis to the Persian was the horror at being sundered from that recent past and all the tales of sacrifice and honour which was embedded in it. It was not so much a city as was a soul, he thought. 
 
    All that was a myth now; nothing but a fable to the Numerus about him. 
 
    Here, amid the cold wind and under that leaden sky, unknown gods and unheard stories swirled past. Here a man’s shade would drift without honour and his blood would never water his patria if it was spilled in battle. 
 
    They would all sink, unremembered, into these dark waters, lost for all eternity. 
 
    A bitterness like a gall rose up in him then and to choke it off, he turned to Aelian nearby. 
 
    “Your home, Aelian? Is it in Hispania?” 
 
    The young face split into a wide smile. “I was born on estates in south of  Baetica - rich farming land and high olive groves.  It is a land of white villas and deep rich gorges. Why?” 
 
    “Do you miss it?” 
 
    “Of course - my father and mother constantly beg me to return. The villa needs me, they write. The land needs me. If I do not return, who will run the estates after they are gone, they ask? I have a younger brother but he is a wastrel - dissolute and inconstant. He enjoys the Hispanic summers and drinks too much wine from the vineyards. And writes poetry, I am told. Bad poetry.” 
 
    “So what made you join the legions?” 
 
    He saw Aelian shrug a little and gesture outwards. “This, of course - Rome is vast and eternal, Praefectus. If I sat at home on that estate, nestled in among the white walls of the villa, reaping the benefits of this empire, the safety, its peace, am I nothing more than a parasite? So I sought out the legions and enlisted under the authority of the Gallic Magister. I suppose I want to believe that in my later years when I am retired and tasting the wine on the estate that I can feel I have earned that privilege, if that makes sense?” 
 
     He heard Gallo snort at that nearby and saw the veteranus look away and hide a cold smile. 
 
    “Gallo here thinks you are deluded - mad, even. Don’t you?” 
 
    The  veteranus cocked his head. “Perhaps - I’ve only known life here on the limes, Praefectus. It’s a hard life, wrested from the thin land, with strife always darkening the horizon. I am a Brigantes by blood and we have always stood over a land which makes you fight for it. Rome works hard to secure this land but it is a struggle which is never over. That villa you talk of seems like something from a dream to me. No offense, Tribune.” 
 
    It was then that he saw something emerge in Aelian; something which took that cherubic face and hardened it into a marble mask. “Peace must be earned, Gallo. Or it will be taken for granted. Or worse abused. One day, I will invite you to those lands in the south of Hispania and you will see green fields, orchards, gardens filled with herbs and flowers. There will be stone fountains and long lazy rivers fat with barges and fishing boats. Bees will haze the air and we will hunt with hawks and falcons. And you will know why Rome stands here and plants a standard in the ground.” 
 
    “Me? I’ve seen a little of what you are describing, Tribune. That is not for me. I am a frontier man and always will be - but I suspect you will not go back, eh? You will never see that estate in southern Hispania and that brother you talk of will drink it all into debt and ruin. That’s what I think.” 
 
    “What makes you say that, Gallo?” asked Aelian, frowning. 
 
    “Because I was with you when you charged out of the castrum, remember? You fought for us and the castrum and Rome. But more, you fought for something in yourself. Something you had just discovered, I think. We followed you but you were following something as well, weren’t you?” 
 
    Aelian paused for a moment and Sabinus had the sense that he was remembering that moment which saw them all emerge from Arbeia and storm the landing wharf. Storm it and set free that Pictish curucus - an action which in the end saw his own Numerus advance and save Arbeia. 
 
    “What was I following?” he heard Aelian echo - and then the Tribune frowned and looked away, out over the dark waters of the Creia. “My fate, I think, Gallo . . . A fate I was - am - only just discovering . . .” 
 
    “Those estates are not for you, Tribune. They never were. You didn’t leave them to buy your peace in later years. You left sensing that your fate is war and battle and blood. You are a frontier man now. There is no going back from that, I think.” 
 
    “Perhaps you are right. There is something out here - something more honourable than hunting on an estate far from strife. Something dark but seductive. Something I am still learning.” 
 
    “Let them keep their fat villas, Tribune. Let the walled towns and sprawling cities remain in peace and security. That’s why we stand here at the limes. We hold the darkness back so that others can stand in the light. That light is not for us. That is what I think you sensed as you led us forth. You knew that in drawing blood and avenging Longinus you would never see again that villa or return to that green land. You made a claim here and that claim will always hold you.” 
 
    “I am a limitanus man now, is that it, Gallo?” 
 
    He saw Gallo smile then - a rare smile, wide and full of warmth - and it transformed his lean face. The veteranus reached out and clapped the young Tribune on the shoulder. “You always were - it just took that moment to make you understand that.” 
 
    Aelian nodded at that and almost looked embarrassed then. On a whim, he turned and looked at Sabinus. “And you, Praefectus,” he asked suddenly, as if to avoid that moment Gallo had just opened up for him, “have you always stood at the limes?” 
 
    It was an innocent enough question but having just heard Gallo talk in harsh words about the frontier as his home and looking at Aelian and seeing something in him which seemed to respond to the former’s honesty, he felt suddenly uneasy. He found himself standing back a little from that question. 
 
    “I am different, Aelian,” he replied, attempting to hide the unease which was swirling in him. “Unlike Gallo, the frontier of Rome broke and was redrawn. Now the limit is this side of my patria - of all our homes.” 
 
    “You’re talking of Nisibis?” 
 
    “Not just that ancient bulwark - its territorium, and five satrapies also. All ceded to Shapur in a shameful treaty. My home wasn’t ruined or devastated, Aelian. It was handed over. Given away to buy the life of a desperate Augustus. A betrayal made all the more odious in that Nisibis had resisted Shapur on three separate occasions. Three hard sieges - and not once had that fierce city surrendered or been breached. In the end, it was simply handed over in a shameful bargain.” He stopped suddenly, aware that others nearby were listening to him; that his words were full of bitterness and anger. Gallo was watching him now and the warm smile had gone and instead a remote look was on him as if he could not fathom such a betrayal - but it was the look of pity on Aelian’s innocent face which burned him the most now and stopped his words. The Tribune gazed at him as if appalled and for one moment it looked to him as if he were about to reach out and console him. 
 
    “I stood at the limes, Aelian, but it was given away and now I - we - are all here, fighting for Rome, attempting to hold that frontier, planting the standards in the hope that we can carry the day . . . But look about you and you will see Romans who have lost everything. They have no villa to go home to. No patria to cling to when the darkness comes. Nothing . . . They have lost it all . . .” 
 
    “Not everything, Praefectus.” 
 
    The words came from behind him and he turned to see a Barcarius looking hard at him, nodding a little. The man’s face was familiar but for a moment he could not place it. It was a sunburnt face, bearded in oily locks, the olive-coloured eyes deep-set behind a long hook-shaped nose. It was the face of a Syrian veteranus; a son of the Tigris and the desert and the palm groves hidden deep in them. That face looked hard at him and nodded and the words which were given were blunt and unsentimental. 
 
    “We still have each other and that is something, eh?” 
 
    And he remembered then and this oriental face came back to him. It was a face clothed in scars and burnt by a harsh sun. He remembered where he had seen him before, this worn Barcarius with his laconic words and earthy attitude. 
 
    “A final leap, Barcarius. Is that it?” he found himself asking suddenly. 
 
    The other nodded at that, a wolfish smile wreathing his features. “It’s that or death, I think . . .” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Midday saw the classis with the Liburnian in the lead deep in the wide estuary of the Creia. The wind had abated and the ebbing waters had now slowed perceptibly. The shore-line east and west of the vessels had receded into nothing but a dim smudge as the channel had widened out and deepened. The air was hazy with the strong salt of the distant Ituna and everyone aboard sensed that only a few more stades remained before they all drifted or rowed out into the major sea estuary south of them. An estuary that divided Rome from Caledonia. 
 
    It was then as the waters about them seemed to slow and smooth into a reflective sheen, that a sudden bucina-cry alerted Sabinus to a dark shadow ahead. Men craned their necks forwards and one of the miles clambered suddenly up the rigging of the main-mast to perch carefully atop the yard-arms. He saw him shadow his eyes and peer hard ahead. Others clumped up about the prow and the railings, jostling with each other and muttering dark curses. That bucina cry was picked up and quickly echoed back to the scaphae and the long column of the trailing cargo ships. 
 
    “Aevalius?!” Paternus has spun about and was staring hard at the man perched up high. “What can you see?” 
 
    For a moment, the miles said nothing, still looking out to the far horizon - then he dropped that hand and shouted back down: 
 
    “Curucis, Magister - spread out! Rowing upriver!” 
 
    “Numbers?” 
 
    In response, Aevalius raised a clenched fist and then shrugged. 
 
    “Paternus?” 
 
    The old Celt sniffed and wiped a hand across his lips. “Too many to count that far away, it seems. It’s your blockading force. Using their oars now to move upstream. The tide will be turning soon and they mean to take advantage of it, no doubt. This had better work, Praefectus - or we are all drowned souls.” 
 
    With that, he turned back to the milites about him and began issuing curt orders. 
 
    For a moment, he stood as the Liburnian about him responded to that sudden shift in urgency and figures dashed past him. The long line southwards firmed up a little and it seemed to his eyes as if the edge of the Creia had darkened now and was rolling back towards them like a tidal bore. He stood and looked at the growing darkness and felt all the bitterness and emptiness in him harden a little at that sight. His stratagem was a risky one, he knew that, but it was one which would - if it succeeded - change the balance here in the barbaricum. Besides, it was this or be choked off in Arbeia as Aelian had been previously. His Numerus however was a riverine one. It always had been. Not for these Barcarii was the hard stone wall or the angled bastion tower. Their walls and parapets were instead the wood of these small craft. Their field of battle the swirling waters below them. Better to attempt a clash here and now than wait passively back at Arbeia - though he knew that what he was going to ask of them on this day would be a hard-pressed thing indeed. 
 
    A part of him wondered that Naxios had not baulked at it - but the Cappadocian had instead merely laughed at him and nodded his approval last night. He found himself turning a little now and looking out to the Tigris and hunting out the small figure. He found him up at the prow with Andronikas at his side, looking hard southwards into the growing shadow which was approaching them now. Did Naxios see this as something fitting, perhaps, he wondered? Something apt. It certainly felt so. A sudden stab of pain flared though his shoulder then and he found himself smiling grimly at that. Of course that ache would return now. It had been foolish to imagine that it had gone away. The ache grew and flooded through his upper chest and without thinking he flexed his arm a little to ease it, grimacing with that act. 
 
    “You are in pain?” asked Aelian, in a quiet voice. 
 
    He shrugged off the question and turned instead to the man standing nearby. The bronze cornu wrapped up hard about his form gleamed dully in the low light. “Signal the assault craft to take up position.” 
 
    “Praefectus . . .” 
 
    The Barcarius put the tip to his mouth and blew hard and the low sonorous tones of the cornu echoed out across the waters of the Creia. He blew that long refrain once then dropped the tip to wipe the spittle away from it, breathing heavily. 
 
    Behind them, that low cry was picked up and repeated by all the scaphae exploratoriae. Slowly, the two lead assault craft dropped back into the now widening line of the remaining vessels so that in moments a long screen was strung across the estuary with the column of the cargo vessels behind them. These latter, he saw, were still using the waters to drift downriver but had slowed a little as the ebbing tide had settled back now and was beginning its turn upriver. Feverish activity marked the decks and he saw helmeted heads twisting about. 
 
    “There must be a hundred vessels out there, Praefectus . . .” 
 
    The words were Gallo’s and were spoken in a blunt, no-nonsense, fashion. 
 
    Only a few stades separated them now and he could make out more details. The whole width of the Creia was thronging with hide war vessels of all different sizes - some large and lean like the Pictish vessel they had found drifting out in the Ituna, others slightly smaller in size with many more no larger than bulky fishing vessels, he saw. All were bristling now with warriors and skirmishers. Faint shouts drifted over the waters - mocking and full of bravado. 
 
    “How deep?” he asked the figure of the Magister nearby. 
 
    The old Celt looked up at the man still clinging to the top of the main mast. “Aevalius - how far back, eh? Can you see?” 
 
    The miles raised another hand and spread his fingers out wide before nodding back. 
 
    Paternus grunted dismissively at that. “Deep enough . . .” 
 
    Gallo laughed at that. “Not verbose, are you?” 
 
    The old face cracked into a dour smile. “The sea teaches you not to waste anything, Gallo.” 
 
    More details were emerging now and he saw that the naval force moving up the tidal estuary was organised into three rough sections. Whoever was commanding it certainly knew how to use his forces, he realised, and for a moment he wondered if Veleda was out there, ensconced among her guard and eager for their blood.  
 
    “Paternus, the large galleys are in the centre, no more than a ship’s cable apart, but look, on the wings, only light craft, loosely organised, see? They are hoping to hold us and flank on the wings.” 
 
    The old Celt nodded back. “I see it. If they turn the flanks of your assault craft, Flavius Sabinus, it will be like wolves getting into the herd behind us . . .” 
 
    He found himself looking into that worn and leathery face and smiling then. Something hard and cold was moving through him. It was like a wind edged with ice and the numbness which followed almost washed away that fire in his shoulder. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “You have your orders, Paternus. Ready the ballistae and stand by to execute my commands when I signal. This Liburnian is the most battle-hardened ship on these waters and you know what that means.” 
 
    “I do, though I wish I didn’t.” He spat then and reached back to haul up the mail coif over his head. One hand reached down and yanked the double-edged axe out of his wide belt. He grunted then and twirled that weapon, flexing his wrist. 
 
    “Atticus! Bring us to, now!” 
 
    He heard the splash of the iron anchor without seeing it and felt the galley heave underneath him. All along the deck, men sprang into action, grabbing axes and arcuballistae, picking up small shields or wrapping heavy wool cloaks over their left arms. Some donned old helmets while others pulled on thick felt or wool caps. One or two wore mail armour but most only wore a padded subarmalis or a thick leather vest. The two ship-borne ballistae were readied for action as the hide coverings were pulled away and the fire buckets placed before them. The small crews fussed over the torsion artillery while others clumped in about them, holding wide oval shields to defend them. Barcarii thronged up along the bulwarks, shields up and overlapping, forming a triple-layer on the dextra side. 
 
    In moments, and with a speed which impressed him, the Sagitta hove to and slowed down, dragged by that anchor so that the galley edged about and settled now against the weak tide, side on to the Creia, its dextra flank exposed to the advancing barbarian fleet. A stern anchor was tossed out to maintain that position side-on to the ebbing tide. The snouts of the ballistae turned broadsides now and then elevated a little.  
 
    Behind him, he saw the wide screen of the assault craft edge closer whilst moving out apart from each other. Shouts and harsh commands were echoing across the waters and he saw that the Tigris and the Mygdonus were moving ahead a little while the others had fallen back slightly to form more of an arc than a true line. Anyone watching from the distant, almost unseen, shore-line, would have sensed that these scaphae were stretching and curving a little now to form a protective line for the vulnerable cargo vessels in that column behind them. The bulk of his Numerus was scattered across those assault craft now - each maniple manning and oaring two of the six craft. Naxios commanded the entire line with Andronikas ordered to hold the centre. Arzphur had the left flank with the Second Maniple crewing the Euphrates and the Orontes, while Paulus with the Third Maniple secured the right flank onboard the Phasis and the Diaba. It was the first time he had seen the entire Numerus aboard its vessels now and for one moment he let his gaze linger, taking in the details, admiring the lean lines of the dark, vicious-looking, scaphae. As smaller and tighter versions of the Liburnian, save having only one bank of oars, they looked more than capable - but he knew that these craft were built more for speed and assault operations than they were for true water engagements. They lacked a solid prow for ramming or upending an enemy ship and while manoeuvrable they were also vulnerable to numbers. If grappled or caught on the wreckage of an enemy ship, they would soon be overwhelmed and put out of action. 
 
    Now, however, they were falling back a little, braking with the faint ebbing current, to form that curved screen to defend the slowly drifting column of cargo vessels behind them. 
 
    “I don’t envy your Araxes,” murmured Paternus at his side. 
 
    “He will do what needs to be done,” he found himself replying, looking past the assault craft to the Medusa. “Would you rather Coticus commanded that ship?” 
 
    “That fool?” laughed the Magister. “No, you were right to tip him off that mount! But nonetheless, your Persian has a thankless task. He doesn’t strike me as a sober type - more bluff and mockery like all orientals. You sure he can manage this?” 
 
    “He’s my Atticus - if you understand my meaning, Paternus.” 
 
    “Well, if you are sure . . .” 
 
    He was. He could think of no other - save perhaps Andronikas - who would be more suited to ordering those lumbering cargo vessels now. He needed the Ducenarius in command of his Maniple and those two assault craft, however. No, Araxes was the only choice. A small part of him missed his presence, now, though. There was something familiar in having the tall, elegant, Persian at his side and it was an absence which Aelian and Gallo nearby now failed to fill. His mocking humour and self-deprecating attitude had always somehow aided him as they had all travelled westwards and away from that fallen limes in the far east of Rome. He punctured his own bitterness and distance at times and he valued that. It was a rare quality to have someone so honest in their mockery by your side, he thought.  
 
    They had been through much together since that fateful march southwards down the Euphrates - exile, shame, bitterness, the fall of one father and the scorn of another. For a moment he wondered on the Persian and his own anger and pride and what he felt now that he, too, was in exile and shorn from his patria, left to wander here in the distant west of Rome. If anything, he realised, Araxes had borne this with far more equanimity and grace than he had. He carried his contempt and coldness about him like a cloak whereas the Primicerius dissembled his behind light humour and his failed attempt to gamble things away. He played the part of a decadent oriental - to amuse himself and those about him. But he knew that unlike himself where he stood naked to his anger, Araxes also had a darker side which he rarely showed. He had seen it watching his father opt to fall in the shadow of the gateway at Ctesiphon. A look which showed him that underneath the mocking humour lay a man who viewed broken men near him with disdain and fascination. Araxes dissected the world attempting to understand its rankness whereas he seemed to rebel from it and step back. 
 
    If anyone could command those cargo ships now, it was that Persian. 
 
    “The wind is picking up, coming off the sea . . .” 
 
    The harsh words brought him out of his reverie and he turned to look back at the advancing hide war vessels. Oars flashed in the dull light. Shouts and cries reached his ears but they were muffled and too far away for him to care. He saw that those vessels with masts were slowing now and figures were moving up about those tall uprights. 
 
    “They are stowing the masts - getting ready for battle,” he murmured, and looked up into the underbelly of the clouds overhead. 
 
    Paternus nodded back. “With a southerly wind, this will all be down to the strength of the rowers now and how agile the galleys are. They have the numbers against us, Praefectus. And the tidal ebb is fading. They have put a boom across the estuary which can halt us. That’s when they will attempt to flank us and get into our vulnerable sides, I shouldn’t wonder.” 
 
    Above him, the clouds were low and grey like a heavy cloak set over their heads. The air was cold and damp but ruffled also. For one imaginary moment, he felt he could reach up and brush those clouds with his fingers - to touch and move them like paint or dye. And a part of him wished then that he had that power and could swirl those heavy clouds into a wild and tumultuous storm which would batter those approaching hide vessels; that he was a storm god, wild and chaotic, all flashing thunderbolts, fulminating against this mortal realm and those who dared to brave him . . . 
 
    “This is where you tell me it is not too late to up-end and retire back to Arbeia, Paternus. This southerly wind can aid us. That we can still defend the castrum and hold back this tide . . .” 
 
    The latter snorted at that. “Me? You are a mad and contrary whore-son, Flavius Sabinus. You ordered me to steer a bloodied curucus into a ravaged landing area. Made me put out to sea after a Scotti war galley. Took my best gubernator and rowed ashore in pursuit of that chieftain. And now have ordered me to sail down this estuary to engage with a blockading force after almost locking up one of the Magister’s under me. What advice from me have you ever taken, eh?” 
 
    He looked at him and found himself smiling a little in return. “All of it, Paternus. All of it.” 
 
    A cry reached his ears from the miles up at the mast-head. “They’re slowing down, Magister, Praefectus!” 
 
    Ahead of them, he saw that the main force in the centre of the estuary had slowed and bit its oars deep into the Creia. On either flank, the lighter vessels were edging in a little and spreading out. All the masts were down now and he could see crowds of warriors and archers clumping up at the prows, protected by small shields.  
 
    “That’s it, then,” said Paternus, his eyes narrowing. “They are blockading the Creia and are daring us to push through. With the wind behind them now and the tidal ebb fading, this is almost a level stadium, I think. That puts the advantage in their hands. They have the numbers and can wait this out.” 
 
    “Then we advance as planned, Magister - and may all the old gods favour us.” He turned and nodded to the cornicen at side. “Send the second signal.” 
 
    The low bronzen cry echoed out twice now across the waters and was soon picked up and echoed back from the three Maniples. As one, the scaphae advanced and picked up speed, the oars biting hard in the waters and churning them up. A small gap opened between the Tigris and the Mygdonus, wide enough to accommodate the side-on Liburnian, even as he saw the long trailing column of the cargo ships drift ever closer angling a little to his right-side. Orders and sharp commands spiced the air about him and he felt the tension aboard the Sagitta deepen imperceptibly.  
 
    Slowly, the classis advanced down the estuary towards the Liburnian and then envelope that war galley to pass it and move on towards the blockading force ahead. 
 
    “I don’t like this - being behind my other ships, Flavius Sabinus . . .” muttered Paternus, gripping that axe hard in frustration. 
 
    “This is different, Magister. I need this Liburnian to hold position. You know that.” 
 
    “I do - I just don’t like it.” 
 
    Swiftly, the six assault craft oared past the anchored Liburnian, rowing hard, biting deep into the lightly ebbing water of the estuary. He stood to and watched, seeing figures he recognised looking about, shouting orders, assessing their position in the wide curved screen as it sailed southwards towards the massing force blocking their escape into the Ituna Estuary over the horizon. The eternal symbol of Helios shone and echoed down the blue flanks of the scaphae while aboard the Barcarii either bent hard over the oars or clumped up about the bulwarks, shields up and ready. Lined up along the thin central decking were the sagittarii and the slingers. He saw Naxios glance a little over at him as the Tigris oared swiftly passed the stern of the Liburnian but could not tell if the Cappadocian was grimacing as usual. At his side, Andronikas was rebuking a miles in his harsh Illyrian burr and shoving that man aside. 
 
    With a speed which was almost indecent, the advancing screen of light assault craft was past the anchored Liburnian and then ahead of it, oars flashing hard, their wakes rippling  behind them in tight narrow troughs. 
 
    Satisfied, he turned and looked behind him to see the long column of the cargo vessels wallowing clumsily in their wake. Araxes had ordered those four ships to steer a little over to the left side of the estuary so that the column would drift past their prow. Without oars and with the sails braided up now, he saw that the low rounded vessels wallowed a little, using their steering boards to attempt to stay in line behind each other. The Medusa, followed by the Hipparche, the Isis, and finally the Demeter, drifted closer now and would soon nose ahead of them. All along their decks were packed heavy bales and leather-wrapped bundles, stowed and tied down securely. Barcarii moved up to the bulwarks to watch or ready their shields up at the high rounded prow of each ship. Compared to the shouts and the heaving of the oars of the advancing scaphae, there was something almost peaceful about the cargo ships now as they bore down upon the Liburnian and angled to drift past it on the left. 
 
    He saw Araxes then, standing up at the prow of the Medusa, one hand holding the railing and another pulling in tight the Persian riding cloak that he always wore. Underneath that cloak, he caught the gleam of scale armour. Light flashed from that ornate helmet and for one moment he remembered another war and another realm where men strove with each other all clad in Imperial finery or oriental decadence. It was a place at the opposite end of the respublica, filled with peoples and customs so very different from where he found himself now. Here, the barbarians were dressed in wool and leather, covered in furs, dyed or tattooed - but there, gold and silk and linen had gleamed in the desert. The horses were proud breeds not these small hill ponies. The hunting game had been mountain lions not deer. Wine had flowed but here it was sour ale. And here the enemy was nothing but shadow and desperately evasive whereas in Persia the enemy had always stood atop the nearest dune challenging them onwards, ever onwards. 
 
    Except that was not true, he thought. 
 
    That challenge had been nothing but a lure beckoning them deeper into a land full of trickery and evasion also. 
 
    Even Ctesiphon itself had slid away from their grasp as if it were nothing but mist or silver mirrors. And that evasion had finally driven Julian into a dark madness with death being his only consolation. Persia defied them all in the end and broke Rome so that a desperate Emperor ceded an entire frontier away for nothing more than his life. 
 
    A cold wind bit into him then and he shivered a little into his cloak. 
 
    Here looked so very different from that lost land that to see Araxes with his magnificent helmet aboard that lumbering cargo vessel seemed almost indecent now. As if the past had no right to be here amid all this wildness and primitive strife, he thought. Shrugging, he put those thoughts aside and moved to lift a hand, palm out, to the Primicerius as the Medusa nosed slowly past the prow of the Liburnian. Araxes caught that gesture and tipped his head to one side in a slight sardonic movement. 
 
    “He seems pleased with himself, that one,” murmured Paternus at his shoulder. 
 
    “You wish you were standing with him, Magister?” he replied, not taking his eyes from the figure of the Persian. 
 
    “Fuck, no. That unseamed bucket is fit for nothing but curses and leaks!” 
 
    Slowly, one by one, the cargo ships drifted past the anchored Liburnian and then moved ahead after the wide screen of the assault craft. All four vessels moved slowly, wallowing a little in the wash, while the Barcarii aboard, seconded from their respective maniples, worked hard to keep them in line. As the last ship, the Demeter, moved past the prow, he saw how few milites were aboard it - barely twenty or so - and he knew then that this stratagem was more than a gamble, it was perhaps foolhardy. 
 
    Paternus, sensing his thoughts, stepped in. “No room for doubt now, Praefectus, you understand?” 
 
    He turned away from the receding bulk of the Demeter and looked hard into that worn and craggy face. “Doubt? There’s always doubt, Magister. Certainty only breeds arrogance, didn’t you know that?” 
 
    The old Celt laughed back. “Isn’t that how Rome was made, eh? The certainty of her destiny to rule the known world? Eternal Rome - what could be more arrogant than that, I ask!” 
 
    It was then that Aelian stepped up and leaned out over the bulwark. “Those light galleys are moving up on either flank.” 
 
    Ahead, he could see that the main blocking force remained stationary in the centre of the channel but on their wings the smaller hide vessels were oaring forwards and spreading out now. A few were moving forwards at speed and had angled outwards and reminded him of light equites attempting to move wide about the lines. 
 
    “This is it, then. Remember your orders. Stand to at the ballistae - and Paternus, you had better be right about this tidal flow, by all the old gods, or we are doomed to a watery grave . . .” 
 
    The latter cracked a smile at that. “I am. And I will bet this old Liburnian on it.” 
 
    At first, it was difficult to observe what was happening downstream. The bulk of the cargo vessels in their long column obscured their vision somewhat but it soon became apparent to all that the long wide screen of the scaphae exploratoriae had advanced hard under oars and all the craft were moving swiftly now in towards the main blocking force in the centre of the tidal estuary. Far on either wing, the barbarian vessels were spreading out and moving upstream, rowing hard, shouts and cries drifting back towards them - some turning about to angle in to the light assault craft while others had set their sights on the long drifting line of the round cargo ships.  Tuba and bucina calls echoed back across the choppy waters and all could see that those few milites aboard the latter vessels were shouting out to each other in alarm. With a speed which was almost indecent, thought Flavius Sabinus, the naval engagement ahead closed to and developed a momentum which seemed more inevitable than it was planned or willed. For a moment, he felt apart from it all and nothing more than an observer.  
 
    As the wings spread out and turned in towards the advancing Roman classis, something shifted in that pattern then. It was almost imperceptible at first but quietly it gathered momentum and all across that blocking line things altered. To the high clarion calls of the tuba and bucina, the Tigris and the Mygdonus knifed in swiftly and cleaved hard into the main hide galleys in the centre. There was nothing subtle or elegant about that attack. Both assault craft put their prows directly into the opposing vessels and oared forwards at speed. In moments, they had collided amid splintering wood and panicked cries from those opposite them. Barcarii raised shields and flowed overboard and deep into the bowels of the barbarian vessels even as a furious rain of arrows and lead shot arced up over their heads into the Novantae and their allies aboard those vessels. It was a furious and sudden attack which caught two of the lead hide galleys and almost immediately disable them.  
 
    On the wings, the remaining scaphae turned outwards slightly and engaged whatever poor vessels stood to in the centre. Again, there was no elegance or subtly in that attack. All four of the assault craft rowed swiftly in and slid alongside to lock and then board whatever galley they could engage with. Barcarii shouted out all along that centre and stormed aboard those vessels and soon the entire screen of assault craft was locked and embroiled in furious ship-fighting. 
 
    “Watch those flanking ships, Magister . . . Stand ready . . .” he heard himself saying out loud, already knowing how redundant those words were. 
 
    Far out on either flank, the lighter vessels and smaller galleys had tipped about the edge of the forward screen now and were turning their prows about and in. Many were oaring in towards the stationary scaphae - more than he had hoped, he saw - but a few had their sights on that lumbering column of cargo ships still drifting downstream on the last of the ebb tide. Those aboard those four ships were silent now, hunkered in about the bulwarks for cover, small fulcums raised up about the steering tillers and the gubernators there. 
 
    A cry from above pulled him away from those cargo ships. 
 
    “Three vessels - sinistra side - two hundred paces, Magister!” 
 
    He saw it in an instant. And almost laughed at the rashness of it. Three of the hide ships - small things, rounded a little and glistening now with the spray from the Creia - had nosed about from that flanking manoeuvre and had instead oared away and towards them. They were closing fast now and he heard the inevitable boasts and challenges drifting across the waters to them.  
 
    Nearby, Paternus harrumphed and turned to face the ballistae crews. “What?” he shouted out to them, “you want permission? Sink those fools!” 
 
    What followed was brutal and inevitable. The torsion artillery bucked and fired and twin fire-bolts arced out with unerring precision. At this distance, neither missile could miss and in moments both impacted hard into the prows of those hide vessels. With a speed he found impressive, the ballistae were reloaded and then fired again. Again two fire-bolts flamed through the air and shattered in small explosions. Cries were drifting back now and he saw that those aboard the hit vessels were moving about in alarm. Smoke was seeping out and the oars all along their flanks rippled up out of rhythm and were slowing down. Again, the ballistae roared and again another salvo slammed into those vessels, scything across the decks now and leaving nothing but blood and chaos in their wake. 
 
    “Faster, you horse-shits! This isn’t a practice drill!” 
 
    The crews of the Ballistae bent their backs into the action and with a speed he found impressive those artillery pieces were reloaded and fired again and again.  
 
    Up ahead now, the two stricken vessels were heaving to and slowing in the waters. Small fires were creeping up about their sides. Warriors were running and moving about the decks attempting to put out the rising flames and heave the wounded away. A few dared to crowd the bulwarks and raise their shields in a foolhardy gesture to defy the ballistae bolts. 
 
    Aelian turned and looked back at him, smiling a little, a boyish glint in his eye. “That third vessel is taking the hint, Praefectus . . .” 
 
    “You sound surprised, Tribune . . .” 
 
    That third flanking galley was revolving about itself and attempting to order the oars and move itself away from the Liburnian and its deadly artillery salvos. 
 
    Paternus nodded and turned back to the artillery crews. “Cease firing, you horse-shits. Let those fools wallow in their rashness!” 
 
    For a moment, a silence enveloped the Sagitta as it remained anchored, side-on, tense and expectant. Ahead, harsh cries drifted back along with the splinter of wood and the churning wash of water. Amid all the chaos of the ship-fighting, the four cargo vessels almost looked obscene and out of place as they slowly drifted down-river and in towards that fighting.  
 
    The old Celt ranged up to the bulwark then and looked hard down into the waters below. He nodded to himself and glanced back. 
 
    “This is it. The estuary is turning. The tide will shift back upriver now soon . . .” 
 
    Ahead, that slow and inevitable change seemed unnoticed. The long column of the cargo vessels drifted onwards, into the carnage which seemed to block their escape out into the Ituna Estuary, while all about vessels collided and became embroiled in savage ship-fighting. 
 
    Both the Tigris and the Mygdonus seemed to have the worst of it - both scaphae had arrowed in to ram and then board the bulkiest war galleys in the centre of that blockading line. Now they were tangled up and deep in hand-to-hand fighting. Barcarii had stormed aboard those galleys, locking shields and carving a bloody path deep across the decks, shouting out hard orders, forming small, tight, fulcums as they did so. The Picts and Scotti who opposed them soon fell back from that onslaught and sought to rally up against the bulwarks or the stern, hunkering down against small, vicious, volleys of lead bullets or arrows. Nearby galleys rowed in to attempt to close about those two assault craft, moving to flank them and block them in against the galleys they had boarded - whilst also attempting to rake their decks with their own missile fire. Javelins and small arcuballistae bolts scythed the air but many shattered or caromed off the high bulwarks, studded now with shields. 
 
    Elsewhere, the other four scaphae exploratoriae had fared differently. The Euphrates and the Orontes under Arzphur’s command had moved in and swept about the smaller galleys, raking them with missiles, before both assault craft had then slid in against one larger galley and boarded it in a swift, bloody, action. Already, that galley had been disabled and now the Barcarii were falling back under orders to their respective craft and pushing off before the other galleys nearby could move about to come in fighting. The two scaphae under Paulus had not proved so fortunate, however, and were now embroiled within a small scrum of galleys and light craft. The Barcarii of the Third Maniple were attempting now to lock their craft together into a larger fighting platform within that storm and ward-off the attackers. Harpagos and ropes were sliding across and pulling both vessels in towards each other while rank upon rank of serried shields all emblazoned with Helios rose up to thwart those boarding attempts. 
 
    It was a wild but somehow slow dance across the waters of the Creia as the ships of the Numerus Barcariorum Tigrisiensium engaged the entirety of that main blockading force and carefully disrupted it. 
 
    However, out on the flanks, the smaller barbarian vessels, seeing their main line engaged now and caught up in bloody fighting, swung in and attempted to close up that blockade. Most rowed hard in towards where the scaphae were engaged, aiming to hit them in the flanks or sever their retreat. A few, more ambitious perhaps, or sensing an opportunity, had angled their prows about and were aiming for the long, drifting, column of the cargo vessels. The latter were closing inexorably now and had moved up a little on each other so that it seemed almost as if instead of four rounded vessels, this was a long merged line, like a wooden serpent, bearing inexorably down upon that main blocking force. 
 
    Flavius Sabinus nodded to himself and turned to the Magister at his side. 
 
    “Do it - now.” 
 
    The commands which were shouted out were loud as the old Celt swivelled about towards the ship-board artillery crews nearby. In response, those two ballistae swung outwards from each other and launched high salvos. Flaming trails spiced the air and shattered hard into those small craft manoeuvring in towards the column of cargo ships. Again and again, the ballistae roared and fire-bolts shot out, arcing through the air, and slamming into those lead vessels. Men crouched over those torsion artillery pieces and sweated hard to reload them and yank back the arming levers - launching in one smooth motion, only to swiftly bend back again into their firing action. The whirr and twang of the ballistae rose and soon dominated the deck of the Sagitta along with the soft curses of the crews manning those artillery pieces.  
 
    “Faster, you horseshits!” Paternus shouted out, stepping in closer. “They are getting too close to the transports!” 
 
    On the right side, the salvos had worked to break up that move to assault the column, with one of the light craft on fire now and drifting downstream, cries wreathing it - but on the left side, the lead galley was still nosing in, almost undeterred, despite the smoke which wreathed it and the bloodied corpses which lolled uneasily about its deck. Without orders, the second ballistae swung its nose about to home in on that craft, adding its salvo to that of the other artillery piece. In moments, a deadly fire raked it from stem to stern and those few warriors still manning it fell or were forced to seek cover. The galley wallowed a little and then floundered, falling back from the long column. A sudden cheer went up from the artillery crews at that small victory. 
 
    Slowly, like a mirage floating across the water, the cargo ships drifted on towards the chaotic fighting in the centre of the estuary. There was something almost unnerving by that pace and the quiet which seemed to cloak those rounded vessels. The figures aboard looked passive; supine even - as if mesmerised by the events ahead of them. In utter contrast to the cries and the splintering of wood and the churning of water, the column was silent and unerring, moving relentlessly downstream as if that barbarian blockade existed only in a dream or a fragment of some poor poet’s imagination. 
 
    To Flavius Sabinus, looking hard at that receding column, he felt the wind suddenly pick up, coming out of the south, and then he nodded and turned to face Paternus. 
 
    “You were right - as the tide is turning, so, too, is that wind picking up . . .” 
 
    The old Celt grunted and smiled back at him. “It’s a known effect - worth the gamble, eh?” 
 
    Far ahead now, the Tigris and the Mygdonus disengaged from the broken vessels they had each boarded and used their long poles to push off. Wreckage and flotsam followed in their wakes and he heard the short sudden cries of the tubas and bucinas echoing back toward him. Both scaphae oared backwards out into cleaner water. Ranks of bloodied shields rippled up and reformed along the bulwarks. A small screen of javelins and arrows peppered both vessels but were easily deflected. Further out, on the flanks, the craft of the other two maniples did not seem to be able to disengage or pull back so easily. The two assault craft of the Third Maniple under Paulus remained locked together into a large tumulus or island, successfully fighting-off wave after wave of small and desultory attacks from the light vessels manoeuvring about them. They were forced to remain stationary however as a result and he could see that in time and if enough attackers moved in they would be overwhelmed. Arzphur’s craft were more successful - both scaphae were now back-rowing slowly and turning their prows about to face in towards where the Tigris and the  Mygdonus were now sliding back up river. 
 
     And still the twisting column of that serpent drifted on towards all the fighting and confusion. 
 
    “Praefectus . . .” Paternus let that title hang on the air, not looking round to gaze on him but staring hard up towards where those cargo ships were now almost reaching the outer edge of the chaos. 
 
    Turning, he stared for a moment at the cornicen standing next to him. The man was licking his lips over and over, his gaze flicking uneasily from the action up ahead and back to his own face, anticipating him. Both hands were twisted hard about the bronze instrument and he could see that sweat trickled down his sun-burnt face. 
 
    “ . . . Now, if you please, miles . . .” 
 
    The final signal brayed out across the churning waters over and above the rising wind. It cried out three times; harsh and chthonic; sounding for all the world as if the gods themselves were arriving in all their martial glory, resplendent in bronze and iron, crashing down through the dark leaden clouds above. 
 
    At that signal, everything ahead - all that confusion of clashing ships and harsh cries - changed in an instant. Answering tubas and bucinas confirmed receipt of the final command. The light assault craft swung about and arrowed in hard towards the centre of the blockading force - save for the locked-in Phasis and the Araxes - while something strange seemed to happen aboard the four drifting cargo ships. 
 
    It was there, along the twisting column, that it seemed as if, like all serpents, a certain skin was sloughed-off and a new form emerged - for all along that column, the canvas coverings and hide wraps were untied and flung aside. Barcarii moved fast and cut or tore aside those coverings in a frenzy of activity which he only barely sensed this far back from that front-line. First the Medusa and then the Hipparche, the Isis, and lastly the Demeter - all unshook themselves of those coverings and what was revealed underneath was harsh and blunt and unyielding. 
 
    The Magister nearby laughed a little and turned about. “This is it, lads! Up the anchors and let’s get into this fight. eh?” 
 
    For a moment, Flavius Sabinus stood apart from the sudden burst of activity about him as milites reacted swiftly to the old Celt’s loud commands. He remained looking out towards the unseen Araxes and the four cargo vessels. He found himself smiling a little despite the cold wind and the chaos in the distance - for there, far ahead, now that the hide and leather of the coverings had been torn apart and cast aside, were revealed the large, heavy, mural artillery from Arbeia, one carefully stationed on each transport. These were larger versions of the ones carried now aboard the Liburnian named after the apostles in that mocking humour all milites of Rome had. These four artillery weapons were more powerful than the ship-board ones and possessed a greater range, firing a heavy iron bolt. True, they required more loading time but if it was one thing his Barcarii were skilled at other than crewing those scaphae, it was using mural artillery. Nisibis alone had been a testament to that. 
 
    As the deck under him resonated with the sudden activity and the Sagitta seemed to shake itself free from its uneasy anchors, he barely felt it. That smile on his face widened now and a part of him envied the Persian far ahead - envied him and missed him as that reveal blazed up in all its glory. 
 
    Now the cargo vessels were arrowing in towards that centre, even as the light assault craft were manoeuvring aside to allow them free passage. The supine drift changed and each cargo ship seemed to angle a little in and form a tight hard column almost touching stern to prow back down the length of the four ships. A small lead seemed to reveal itself ahead - a tight gap between two large hide war galleys, all bristling with warriors and light javelin-men, and without hesitation, the Medusa made straight for it. A streak of fire flared out into the sinistra war galley and he saw it shatter in a giant fire-ball against its side. A second fire-bolt from the Isis hit hard soon after - while on the dextra side, ballistae bolts from the Hipparche and then the Demeter smashed swiftly into the other hide war galley. In moments, those two vessels were enveloped in smoke and carnage as again and again those fire-bolts hit hard and without let. The confusion which followed saw both war galleys flounder as the warriors aboard shouted out contradictory orders.  
 
    That lead deep in the centre widened imperceptibly then, the waters below awash with wreckage and writhing bodies. 
 
    Shaking himself out of that fascination with what was happening ahead, he turned about and braced himself against the railing as the Liburnian finally drew in the iron anchors and shipped out its oars. Commands rang out along the deck while below deep amid the double-bank of rowing benches he heard the faint trill of the pipes pick up. The oars flashed up high and then fell back down to bite deep into the waters of the Creia - and with a long shudder, the Liburnian edged forwards and then picked up speed so that the bronze embolos flashed up high now, cutting the Creia apart like silk. All along the deck, men moved and braced themselves against the bulwarks, oval shields up high and overlapping while others crouched low readying their arcuballistae or simple slings. The crews of the field artillery waited, tense and expectant, wreathed a little in a pall of smoke from the iron buckets at their feet and the embers in them. 
 
    Paternus swung about and stalked up towards the stern where Atticus crouched, his lean arms writhing now as his hands gripped fiercely about both tiller arms, looking for all the world like a daemon or a misshapen dwarf twisted with all the effort of holding the Liburnian true to its course.  
 
    The oars picked up speed and the Sagitta knifed swiftly in towards where the cargo ships were sliding now into the centre of the battle. It was time, he thought, and he reached up and put the heavy iron helmet on, tying off the laces on the cheek pieces. A nearby Barcarius, unprompted, stepped up and handed him the large oval scutum. Flexing his wrist, he brought that shield in close and found himself unconsciously stepping into it. 
 
    “What’s your name, Barcarius?” he asked, noting who the man was. 
 
    The grizzled face smiled back in a sardonic fashion. “The exercitus named me Fronto, Praefectus, when I enlisted under the standards. My full name is a mess of Aramaic that would take too long to say in battle, eh?” 
 
    He found himself smiling back at that. “Well, Fronto, this is either a leap to salvation or into the deepest fires of Hades . . .” 
 
    “Perhaps it’s both, Dominus . . .” 
 
    Perhaps it would be, he wondered, and took his gaze back to the column as it engaged the centre and slid deep into it. 
 
    What followed was chaotic and wild. Sensing the destructive power of those ship-board mural artillery, the hide galleys and lighter vessels seemed to shy back from making contact and instead turned about to vent their anger and frustration of the escorting scaphae. Lacking deck ballistae, the latter engaged swiftly in boarding actions and were fighting now bitterly in hand-to-hand battle while those four cargo ships forged ever on, deeper into the widening lead in the centre of the blockading line. Cries and savage shouts fell back even as the Liburnian oared in hard towards that centre, readying itself for contact. Over on the right side, the only change in that shifting mosaic was the small tumulus of the interlocked assault craft of the Third Maniple under Paulus. The Barcarii of that maniple were hunkered down aboard those two scaphae now and beating back any attempt to board or assault their craft. Ranks of shields rippled up and twisted one way or another to confront those boarding actions while the high standards of the maniple’s draco and vexillum rose up unbowed from their midst.  
 
    “Orders, Praefectus?” Paternus was looking back at him, smiling a little, though there was precious little humour in that smile. 
 
    He found himself nodding swiftly over to where the Phasis and the Diaba lay interlocked and under siege.  
 
    “Let’s save their hides, shall we?” 
 
    “With pleasure . . .” 
 
    In moments, the Sagitta arced about towards the right and arrowed in hard towards that melee of ships and fighting. On cue, the field artillery snapped out bolt after bolt to presage its arrival and soon a small wreath of smoke rose up ahead amid all the hide vessels. One or two broke off their assault on the two scaphae and attempted to swing about but it was too late and within moments the Liburnian knifed in hard against the first hide vessel, hitting it full-on amidships and rolling up and over it so that its massive bulk settled down on it, water flooding over and rushing about its deck. Bodies leapt overboard in panic as the hide galley was crushed and then swamped. A smattering of lead shot and arcuballistae bolts savaged those few survivors and then Paternus strode up towards the prow to order the harpagos to push off even as the rowers below decks worked hard to pull the Liburnian back out from that mess of wreckage and floundering bodies. 
 
    Free of the wreckage, the Sagitta seemed to pause for a moment to survey its impact and arrival into that fulcum of ships and fighting. 
 
    Cries and shouts of panic enveloped the Liburnian and Flavius Sabinus saw that their swift arrival had prompted a sudden change in the tenor of the fighting about the interlocked assault craft. A screen of light smoke wafted across his vision and the scene before him became ethereal; dreamlike. A swell in the water underneath lifted the prow of the Sagitta and then it slowly fell into the churning water. The dull thump of wreckage echoed down the hull - more felt than it was heard. 
 
    The sudden cry of a sharp bucina pierced that haze and he saw that those hide curucis not yet embroiled with the two assault craft had turned their prows about and were angling now back towards them. The dull moan of the barbarian horns overrode that single Roman sound and all along the deck of the Liburnian he felt a sudden tension and readiness rise up. Men pelted past him, shields up and long spears being readied. A sudden shadow emerged at his elbow and he saw the grizzled face of Fronto grinning at him. His dark Syrian looks were exotic against the rising wave of Pictish and Scotti warriors emerging ahead now. He found himself shifting his feet a little then and gripping that oval shield tightly against his scale corselet. 
 
    “Stand by to be boarded!”  
 
    The words were Paternus’ and seemed to emerge from a chaos and confusion all about him. Shields were locked into position up ahead along one side of the Liburnian while further back figures emerged from the belly - hard forms, drenched in sweat, breaths heaving from the strain of rowing - all clasping bows or slings now. Swiftly these newcomers scattered across the long deck and prepared to repel the incoming warriors. He saw harpagos arc up and bite deep into the bulwarks all along the dextra side. Warriors swarmed up in their wake, impossibly fast and ferocious, even as a wave of javelins rose up high above them to fall all across the Liburnian. Few found a mark and served more as a distraction. The fighting which followed was indiscriminate and bloody. 
 
    “Praefectus?” 
 
    “With me, Fronto . . .” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER THREE 
 
     
 
    And Shall Those Who Stand Always Fall? 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Moving forwards and up towards the high prow, he angled past the grappling figures as if they did not exist. Here and there, triple-walled shields had been piled up behind sweating bodies, thrusting back the boarding warriors, not allowing them the means to scale that barrier and gain the deck. Once or twice, as he strode past with the Syrian in tow, a sudden break in that high fulcum saw men reach out and pull in a startled Pict past the shields - butchering him on the deck with a cold calculation drained of all emotion and glory. That slaughter was over in a heartbeat and the shields reformed as if they had never gaped open. 
 
    Reaching the fore-deck and moving up onto it, he looked about over the railing even as Fronto stepped in near him, his own shield arcing about to protect them both. The Liburnian had drifted a little side-on to the bound scaphae ahead so that now one flank was presented to both assault craft. In the space between the Liburnian and that hard-pressed tumulus lay a throng of light hide craft almost like an isthmus - and for one wild moment, he felt he could step out and actually walk across that surging platform of vessels and onto the Phasis and the Diaba. The Barcarii ahead remained ensconced behind their rippling shield walls but he saw the helmeted head of Paulus looking about, assessing everything, while also shouting out unheard orders. Swarms of barbarians were attempting to flood those two craft or stand up from the bowels of their light curucis and pepper the Romans with waves of javelins or lead bullets. 
 
    Glancing back down the length of the Sagitta, he saw that the attempted boarding was being successfully contested. The ballistae, however, were standing idle now, lacking targets. Their crews remained ready close-by those torsion pieces and waiting for orders. Further out, over beyond the sinistra flank of the Liburnian, other hide vessels had sensed an opening and were now rowing hard in towards them but were not yet within missile range let alone able to board or engage. Due to the dip in the decking now of the Liburnian he sensed that neither artillery weapon would be able to target those approaching vessels with ease. Then his gaze fell on the fire-buckets which stood before each ballista. 
 
    “Fronto,” he said, turning to the Barcarius at his side, “see that fire-bucket by the lead ballista? Think you can persuade its crew to relinquish it?” 
 
    The dark face split into a vicious grin. “They have no use for it - don’t see why not, Praefectus!” 
 
    In moments, the Syrian had stepped away from his side and jogged back to the ballista. A few harsh words later and then he saw him reach down and haul up the wide bucket, wincing a little from the heat. The crew about the ballista settled back behind their shields, watching him carefully as Fronto carried that precious freight back over to him. He felt that heat immediately and saw that the iron bucket was seething with coals. Acrid smoke enveloped him then and made him cough suddenly. The heat from it washed over him and for one moment he marvelled that the Syrian who held it now had not erupted into flames. 
 
    But before Fronto could dump that scorching container at his feet, he propped up his shield against the railing and reached out to take it from him. 
 
    The warmth from the handles flooded up his arms and for one instant - even as his gaze fell down into that writhing mass of coals - he was not standing on the deck of the Sagitta but was instead on another Liburnian - an Imperial warship, wreathed in purple, ablaze now, and cracking at the seams, her timbers shelving in, smoke coiling about him like a vast insubstantial serpent. 
 
    “Praefectus - you going to gaze into that for an augury of the future?” 
 
    The words were harsh but mocking. 
 
    The coals deep inside the iron container writhed almost of their own accord, he thought. Pain flared up along his hands, stabbing hard like needles - and before he knew what he was doing, he had stepped forwards, twisted a little, and hurled that iron bucket up high and out over the railings. He watched it spin a little and slowly tip over even as the hot coals fell out - pouring like a molten river, smoke swirling in its wake. The beauty of that movement held his gaze and all the heat and the pain and the acrid taste merged within him for one solitary moment. He flung that fire far and away and suddenly the release from it was almost bacchanalian. He was not even aware of the shout which erupted from him in the effort of that throw - only that Fronto beside him stepped back in amusement, watching him rather than the tumbling iron and its seething contents. 
 
    It crashed hard down deep into the curucis side-on to the Liburnian and cracked open. Fire and hot coals - all glowing now with an argent flame - scattered across that deck and deep into the bowels. Picts screamed in agony and fell backwards in a panic. A tongue of fire leapt up the main mast with obscene haste, crackling as if alive. The sudden retreat back from that deluge of coals made the hide galley tip backwards, away from the Sagitta, and those burning rocks tumbled deeper into it as a result. Smoke poured upwards as if some angry god had thrust a white-hot blade deep into cold water. 
 
    For a moment, Flavius Sabinus stood and watched that fire which he had hurled deep onto the Pictish galley. He was frowning but a tight smile clothed his face and then he flexed his hands and felt the heat and pain in them dissipate. Deep, deep inside him, the after-image of a golden face turned away and seemed to retreat a little. It wavered as if uncertain and for one moment he wondered on that face and all the madness hidden deep within it. It was a face wreathed in light, haloed with gold, yet broken and dissolute now - seeking that one thing only another could give it: eternal rest. 
 
    It was the shattered face of a man whose dreams had been torn away - as his own patria was later to be torn away - yet who dared not yet face that end. The hate he felt for that face - its smiling yet empty mask - rose up suddenly in him, almost seeming to emerge from the fires below and for one delirious moment he felt he could reach out and touch it; to console it and allow it to pass on into the eternal afterlife . . . 
 
    “Nice thrown, Praefectus - you want a laurel wreath or are we going to do something?” 
 
    He didn’t need a second prompt from the Syrian. 
 
    Before he knew what he was doing, the shield was back in his hand and the other had grasped the railing. In moments, he was heaving himself up over it and launching himself down into the decking below. Cries and panicked bodies were falling backwards ahead. Flames split the air before him, hissing and crackling like angry serpents. A painted warrior stumbled towards him - a spear thrust outwards, the face behind it snarling in a grotesque parody of a tragic mask. The semi-spatha was out on instinct now and with a deft twist he caught that long spear on the rim of his shield and angled it aside. A sudden lunge and the short wide blade of his weapon slid down that spear haft, almost scraping it, and plunged suddenly into an exposed groin. Hot blood splashed him then, fevered and absolute - but he smiled like a wolf and kicked past the falling body. He had the sense then that Fronto had landed at his rear and was moving up swiftly to shield his right side. Other Barcarii were flowing up and over that bulwark behind him and moving to join him. Somewhere in the distance, a cornu was blaring out like a wounded auroch and that dolorous unearthly cry seemed to galvanise everything about him.  
 
    Smoke curled about him and in its depths figures turned and fell back. The deck beneath him trembled as if caught in a massive earth tremor. He saw the white-hot coals scudding across the deck now and wondered at the trails of flame they left in their wake. That fire was taking hold with an obscene haste - a haste he had seen once before and almost every night since in his dreams. This was not an elemental thing now but something malignant: alive. Those fires twisted and turned as if seeking something - and for one solitary moment he wondered if it was him they were hunting for. Let them come, then, he found himself thinking fiercely. Let them. He always walked now bathed in fire. That flame was his flame now. It always had been. It was a cloak he wore and the pain it was stitched with was all his own. He thought he laughed then but could not distinguish the groaning of the curucus from his own cracked voice. 
 
    Moving forwards, allowing the Barcarii to form up about him, he advanced deep into that swirl of fire and smoke, past the flame-wreathed mast, on, towards the next vessel bound up against the conjoined assault craft of the Third Maniple. He heard the sudden locking of the shields about him, the hard breathing of men hunkering down behind the raw-hide rims, the low rasp of iron blades sliding out - and knew that he was not alone now but part of something hard and disciplined and almost a force itself. Picts emerged then and threw themselves savagely against that emerging rampart of shields but were met with a stern violence with was unmerciful. Those Picts were hacked aside or pushed backwards as if they were nothing more than insubstantial mist. 
 
    In moments, the rough fulcum of Barcarii was up against the far railing and flowing over it, the shields dissolving apart and then reforming. The fires and hot coals were behind them now and ahead stood the uneven isthmus which lay against the high bulwark of the two scaphae ahead. That bulwark was gleaming with a triple-layer of oval shields, all emblazoned with the digmata of Helios. That eternal symbol shone through the blood and the violence and seemed to beckon him on. Turning, he looked about him at the Barcarii marshalling now and sliding their shields in about him. Fronto was grinning like a wolf, his dark eyes narrowed and lit by a flame which he knew promised no mercy. Others were at his back, panting hard with the sudden exertion, sweat covering their faces. Smears of crimson covered the shields as they slotted in about him. 
 
    He raised that semi-spatha up hard. “Caput porcinum - now!” 
 
    What formed up then about him was a hard tight scrum of shields, bunched up and hunkered down. It was a wedge with himself at the tip and all the mass of the Barcarii behind him ready to push onwards, deep into the milling Picts ahead. He heard the rasp of the shield rims slide in and then lock and felt the pressure behind build up, willing him on. Bracing himself, his semi-spatha pulled in tight now, his own shield locked forwards with its rim in tight against his scale armour, he nodded once and shouted out to advance - 
 
    Almost instantly a flood of barbarian bodies washed up against the ‘boar’s head’ formation and rippled backwards in frustration. Spear tips and axe heads collided off the oval shields, thudding uselessly, while savage shouts and dark curses filled the air behind them. As one, they advanced remorselessly through that mass of Picts, stabbing out hard, gutting those who came too close, trampling over those who fell beneath them, pushing on, allowing no rest or hesitation to their momentum. In moments, the tightly-packed wedge of fighting men had cleared across another wide deck and then were brought up against the bulwark of the Phasis ahead. The Picts fell back then, panting hard, repulsed and bloodied from that advance.  
 
    He found himself standing up, almost emerging then from the caput porcinum and looking about from under the rim of his heavy helmet.  
 
    Smoke wafted uneasily across his vision and he saw back across that deck and through the milling barbarians towards where the Liburnian rode up high. Corpses lay scattered across the hide curucis and flames were reaching higher up the main mast of that first hide galley. A slow swell seemed to lift the deck a little and torn bodies rolled with that swell as if greeting it. Rivulets of crimson streamed past his eyes. 
 
    Before the Picts could rally or charge again into their mass, he saw a wave of light missiles tear into them from above. Lead shot, javelins and the vicious iron-tipped bolts from the arcuballistae - all scythed through them and scattered them apart. Turning back, he looked up and saw a gap emerge in the overlapping shields of the Barcarii from the Third Maniple. The small face of Paulus emerged, the helmet shoved back a little, sweat dripping down. That face spilt apart into a tight grin then. 
 
    “Orders, Praefectus?” 
 
    “Disengage both ships - can you backwater out a little?” he shouted out, pausing to lower his shield and semi-spatha. About him, the Barcarii in the ‘boar’s head’ relaxed somewhat, all of them breathing hard. 
 
    Paulus looked out over their heads and past the swirling smoke, nodding a little. “Easily - we can put out over on the dextra side of your Liburnian. How is the column under Araxes doing?” 
 
    “It’s engaged now. The tide is turning. If this is going to work, we need to pull back now, you understand?” 
 
    He saw him nod back once more and then vanish. Harsh Latin commands rang out and all along the high bulwark, the interlocked shields of the Barcarii split apart and vanished from view. A slight tremour moved through him and he sensed that the two light assault craft were preparing to disengage from each other and back-row into more open water. Nearby, a few of the smaller Pictish vessels were moving outwards, pulling aboard the wounded, attempting to row out hard from between the press of the scaphae and the flank of the Sagitta now. 
 
    Smoke filled his vision so that he could not see the wider picture of what was happening. 
 
    “Fronto - rally back to the Liburnian. Break the formation and get everyone back onboard!” 
 
    The retreat was fast and inelegant but also unopposed. Those few Picts still milling about on the shattered decking shied away from them as they picked their way back across the two hide vessels. At the last, hands reached down to help them scramble up and back onto the Liburnian. Long poles were already pushing hard against the flame-wreathed curucus and in moments - as the last of the Barcarii were heaved aboard - the long galley was back out into open water. The oars knifed down hard, bit, and then pulled deep into the churning waters of the Creia, sloshing through wreckage and floating bodies. 
 
    “You owe me an iron bucket, Praefectus,” Paternus scowled at him, clapping him on the shoulder. 
 
    “If we get out of this - you can have a silver-gilt one, Magister.” 
 
    The old Celt laughed at that. 
 
    True to his word, he saw that Paulus had now manoeuvred his scaphae out of the scrum of entangled galleys and over to their dextra side. Harsh shouts were echoing across the waters and the oars were rising and falling in tight arcs. Barcarii were moving swiftly down the decks of the two assault craft and reforming along its bulwarks. Here and there, the wounded were being hauled aside and tended to by the medici. Satisfied, he nodded over to the Ducenarius and then turned to gaze back into the main fighting-line of the blockading force.  
 
    The chaos caused by the advancing cargo vessels was complete. Smoke was billowing up from where the large ballistae bolts had smashed into the hulls of the opposing vessels. One was blazing up on fire with warriors leaping overboard in panic while another was listing at an odd angle and slowly settling into the water. More were rowing backwards and inadvertently opening that lead through the centre of the line. Panicked voices were rippling back and forth and he saw that other warriors had leapt up to the sterns and were now desperately waving heavy cloaks above their heads to warn the galleys further back. The savage sound of the barbarian horns almost wiped out those warning shouts. Ahead, the cargo vessels were drifting unerringly forwards now and were deep into the mass of hide galleys. Again and again, he saw heavy iron bolts flash out as if on crimson wings and crash hard into the hulls on either side. There was no art to those salvos: they were inelegant and brutal. At that distance, he knew that each bolt would hit regardless of how it was aimed and he had explicitly ordered Araxes to sow as much confusion and terror as he could once the transports made contact with the enemy line. This was not a precision assault but one designed to invoke terror - and it was working. Already, the Medusa was almost through that line, carving open that lead, drawing the other three vessels in after it. The last cargo ship, the Demeter, had drifted a little to the dextra side but he saw that the few Barcarii aboard were straining on the tillers to edge about now and back into the lee of the Hipparche ahead.  
 
    “We could take advantage of that opening and pull in after them,” suggested Aelian, moving up to stand by him. Nearby Gallo was gazing out over the chaotic fighting, his grey eyes narrowed. 
 
    He shook his head and smiled a little in return. “You think that lead will stay open the moment more vessels swing into it, Tribune? No, those cargo ships are sowing confusion thanks to that mural artillery - but that is all. Once out of range or the arc of fire, those hide galleys will close up again. Mark my words.” 
 
    Gallo nodded and turned to point out the waters ahead. “The Praefectus is right - see? The Demeter is inside now and already those flanking galleys are swinging in behind it . . .” 
 
    For a moment, it looked as if the four cargo ships were being swallowed up inside the mass of hide vessels and barbarian fighting craft. Flames and long ribbons of greasy smoke writhed up into the sky to be caught by the wind and then unknotted. Only the high masts marked those Roman transports now as they sailed on, ever on, deeper into the blockading line. The faint explosion of a fire-bolt against a ship’s hull told those watching now that the small column was progressing in triumph but it was a triumph which was fleeting and soon to vanish. 
 
    Paternus strode past, nodding and twirling that axe of his. The tension on him was palpable and for a moment he didn’t envy him. 
 
    “Praefectus?” 
 
    “As we predicted, the Novantae are allowing the cargo ships passage through. We are the threat here - not those ships. It’s time to pull back and lure them in onto us. Give those barbarians the scent of us and draw them further on and away from the transports . . .” 
 
    The old Celt nodded back and then swung about, shouting out orders. All about him, milites moved and commands were shouted down into the bowel of the Liburnian. Up at the stern, Atticus nodded and heaved hard on the two tiller arms, straining his muscles, sweat pouring down his brow. The oars flashed up and then the dextra side bit down hard to drag the long fighting galley about. He beckoned the cornicen over and nodded to him. 
 
    The long wail of the cornu echoed out in response to his prompt, rising up over the medley of the fighting.  
 
    The effect was immediate. All four remaining scaphae exploratoriae disengaged at speed, pulling back the Barcarii engaged in boarding actions and then reversing out into open water. Shields rose up to protect the rowers while the officers aboard shouted out commands and gestured backwards towards where the Sagitta was now arcing about in a tight turn. Over on the dextra side, both assault craft of the Third Maniple were forming up alongside now and mirroring the turn of the Liburnian. Behind this sudden pull-back, he saw that the mass of hide vessels were reeling a little but re-organising swiftly. Many were pulling hard after the retreating scaphae, as if eager to fixate on a vulnerable foe so as not to face those awful flaming salvos from the advancing cargo ships. 
 
    “This is it, then,” he found himself saying out loud, to no one in particular. “It all rises or falls on Araxes and those cargo ships now . . .” 
 
    “Being bait is a hard stance to hold, Flavius Sabinus,” sniffed the Magister nearby. 
 
    “We have to - or that effort to push the cargo ships through will be for nothing. Draw them on to us - make them allow Araxes and his ships drift through. And we will have them.” 
 
    Aelian smiled at that but he saw that the smile was tight; tense almost. “Well, it seems to be working, Praefectus . . .” 
 
    Ahead now, with the assault craft rowing back and away from the long blockading line of Pictish and Scotti galleys, he could see that the line of cargo ships was almost through. Their high masts stood up from the medley of the smaller vessels while here and there a sudden flash of orange showed him where a fire-bolt had impacted into the side of an opposing vessel. Aelian was right - as he judged it, those four ships were almost through the blockading line. As if by mutual agreement, the hide vessels had pulled back to allow them an unmolested passage down the Creia and past them; giving them the illusion of escape and freedom out into the unseen Ituna Estuary to the south. Now, these vessels were nosing about and angling in towards them as if seeking vengeance for the devastation caused by the mural artillery. 
 
    Which was exactly what he planned and hoped for. 
 
    He found himself turning then and looking into the faces of the men about him. With the sudden lull in the fighting now that the scaphae were rowing backwards and away from the barbarian vessels, there was a slight moment of ease or calculation in their faces. He saw that Paternus was frowning hard and taking everything in, his gaze roving over the ruptured lines of the light hide vessels ahead. Aelian and Gallo were waiting on him, the latter calm while the former was tense, unsure a little, and he found himself smiling slightly at that contrast. By his side, Fronto was panting hard and sheathing his spatha. With that blade put away, he spat then and stole a glance over at him. The dark face broke apart in a vicious grin. 
 
    “You look happy almost, Praefectus. Can’t say I’ve seen that look on you before. It seems to suits you . . .” 
 
    The comment made him pause. Paternus was turning towards him and he saw that the Magister was nodding a little in response to the Syrian’s words. The harshness in his craggy features seemed to relax a little. 
 
    “That Barcarius is right, Flavius Sabinus. What is stirring in your heart, eh?” 
 
    Before he could respond, Gallo gestured out beyond the advancing barbarian lines. “The cargo ships are through. Look . . .” 
 
    The last mast - from the Demeter - was beyond the ragged lines of the curucis now and he saw a long streaming trail of crimson flutter out from its tip. That vexillum snapped suddenly in the wind and twisted back and forth as if attempting to break free. It was the signal he had been waiting for and that little calm which had arisen in him and which Fronto had seem to have noticed vanished in an instant. 
 
    “Form up line abreast with the Sagitta ahead of the assault craft as agreed. Stand by to receive boarders. The tide will bring them onto us now. The wind is picking up and aiding that flow. We have drawn blood, commilatones, and they will be eager to avenge their fallen brothers. This will be vicious and sudden. The time for nosing in and goading them - provoking them - is over.” 
 
    What followed was slow - calm almost - as the bucina and cornus echoed out across the tidal waters of the Creia and the assault craft of the Numerus swung about and reformed behind the slowly rocking platform which was the Sagitta. Hard splashes signalled where the Liburnian’s anchors had been tossed overboard to stabilise the galley prow forward against the returning tidal flow. The wind was picking up now and echoed the rush of waters below the hull. All about, wreckage and the burning flotsam of the hide galleys littered the waters. Men cried out and struggled in that chop with many sliding underneath the surface out of exhaustion or pain. Those about Flavius Sabinus turned away from that awful demise, their faces grim and hard now. There was no time for pity even for the enemy. If it was one fate feared above all others who served in the galleys and assault craft of Rome, it was that harsh death - a death twinned by fire and water which only those milites suffered - unlike their companions in the legions and cavalry. 
 
    After a while, the sound of the cornus and their echoing bucinas died away. A certain stillness seemed to settle over the men waiting calmly aboard the Liburnian as the six scaphae exploratoriae edged passed the high-sided galley and fell into position in a long line astern. The harsh commands ceased and the splashes of the anchors drifted away. Shields rattled into position down the bulwarks. 
 
    Ahead, no more than a long spear length away, the leading curucis were moving in swiftly with that peculiar agility the hide vessels had. Picts and Scotti were thronging the prows while behind them light skirmishers were readying slings and javelins in anticipation of the assault.  
 
    It was then that he glanced up and over to that high red vexillum fluttering wildly from the main mast of the Demeter. 
 
    It snapped and twisted like an impaled serpent looking for all the world as if it wanted to break free and fly away from that high pole. Something caught his eye even as he looked up at it, however. He saw that streaming flag waver a little and then descend the mast. In a moment, it was gone from view, hidden behind the bulk of the oncoming vessels. 
 
    Paternus saw it also and grunted something inaudible under his breath. 
 
    Nearby Gallo heard that grunt and looked up. “Praefectus?” 
 
    “I see it.” 
 
    “That Persian horse-shit is dropping the vexillum,” added the Magister, his face darkening suddenly. “Why?” 
 
    For a moment, he, too, wondered on that. The signal had been clear enough and was meant to alert them to the fact that the column of cargo vessels was now free of the main blockading force - free to put the remainder of his plan into action. It was what had prompted his command to form up the assault craft in line astern of the Sagitta and await the advancing enemy galleys. The timing was essential and now that the tidal current had twisted back on itself and was flowing upriver and back to Arbeia - with that wind echoing it - everything was in position on the gaming board. This was the moment he had planned for and which would seal his triumph against this ragged mass of Pictish and Scotti forces on the Creia. 
 
    So why had Araxes ordered that vexillum to drop? 
 
    All about him, milites and Barcarii readied to receive boarders as the lead hide galleys edged in closer now. Fronto at his side, grunted a little and heaved his oval shield up in anticipation to protect them both. His own shield hung at his side, forgotten almost, its weight dragging it down.  
 
    Confused thoughts were tumbling through him - Araxes reversed the signal which indicated he was through the blockading force. Why? What would make him do that? The signal was the arch stone to his strategy. He needed those cargo ships to push through and emerge cleanly behind the enemy line. That was the whole plan and was why he had secreted the mural artillery on board them. That artillery would give them the force to batter their way through while the craft of the Barcarii together with this Liburnian would act as bait to pull those hide vessels away from the cargo ships. And it had worked. The vexillum had snapped out from that last mast as ordered to signal that the column was through - now was the culmination and should have precipitated the last act and the one only Araxes could initiate. An act which would seal the doom of the blockading force. Yet he had withdrawn that signal only moments after raising it - 
 
    “It’s up again!” 
 
    The voice was Aelian’s and the youthful relief in it almost washed away his gnawing doubt. 
 
    There - far in the distance - that vexillum re-emerged. It was such a small thing now at this distance. Fragile, almost, he thought. Nothing more than a wisp or smudge of colour against the sky. It was faint and evasive. 
 
    “There’s no time now,” he found himself saying out loud. 
 
    The Syrian at his side peered up at him. “Doubt kills everything, eh?” 
 
    “Exactly - we will find out from Araxes later why that signal dropped. Nothing has changed.” 
 
    It was then that the old Celt swung about and sniffed the air. His cracked face was screwed up in concentration and for one moment, Flavius Sabinus thought he was looking on the face of a god who was staring up into Sol for the first time - that its brilliance was both a thing of beauty and one of overwhelming awe. Light flooded his face, throwing all the seams in it into relief - and then he saw Paternus nod and smile to himself. 
 
    “Can you feel it, commilatones?” the Magister asked of them all, turning to face them. 
 
    He could. He didn’t need to see it - he felt it. The Liburnian was straining now; tense along the anchor cables aft and ahead. The oars along both sides had been pulled in and water dripped from their huge blades. A high wind swept across the deck - but more than that, it was the Creia below them all. It was swelling and unravelling back towards them now. The entire tempo of the river estuary had changed and he could feel the waters moving upstream with a strong undertow which was unmistakable. The flotsam on the river ahead was swirling and turning about and beginning to move inexorably back towards them, drifting ahead of the oncoming hide galleys like echoes of scouts or skirmishers. The long trails of smoke were entangling about each other and then curling in towards them. 
 
    “So this is it, then,” murmured Paternus, softly, his words almost a whisper. “The tide has swung fully about and is against us. We can’t manoeuvre so well and those cursed barbarian vessels have all the advantage, eh?” 
 
    He nodded back, echoing that Magister’s smile. “So it would seem . . .” 
 
    The laughter which echoed about only brought a tight smile out of him. A smile which others might describe as merciless. 
 
     Ahead, the savage cries and imprecations peaked suddenly and he sensed that those standing about him were not the only ones who had understood the change in the estuary now. He knew that the Liburnian was a tempting target as it waited at anchor, prow forward, the oars lifted up into the ports, with all the fighting complement bunched up ahead and shielded; ready for the inevitable assault to come. The Sagitta was too tempting a prize to ignore - especially after the blooding it had inflicted in the early stages of the river-fight. Those few assault craft lying in a long line astern were too small and vulnerable now with the tide against them. No, it was the Liburnian which would bear the brunt - it was the stag the dogs were nosing in towards while ignoring the few bucks which drifted behind it. 
 
    Which was precisely what he wanted.  
 
    Far ahead, behind the oncoming mass of the Pictish and Scotti vessels, he glimpsed for one final time that smear of crimson. It flickered and danced as if mocking him; more illusion than reality - but then it flared up as if alive and seemed to unseam itself against the blue of the sky. 
 
    It was now or never, he realised, and nodded to the cornicen beside him. 
 
    What followed that nod was a long, drawn-out, groan, wild and erratic, lacking finesse. It rose up and seemed to tear the air apart with its agony. In the wake of that awful sound, the accompanying tubas and bucinas behind the Liburnian rose up like the yapping of hounds after a the braying of a wounded ox. It was a clamorous sound, almost barbaric, and for one moment it hung over the waters of the Creia, triumphant and eternal, drowning out the clamour of the advancing hide vessels and the warriors on them. 
 
    It was then that the anchor cables were pulled up and to the harsh shouts of the milites below on the rowing benches, the long blades of the oars sprang out and crashed down into the waters. The long fluting sound of the pipes rose up under the choric sound of the cornu, harsh, urgent, relentless - and with a sudden tremour, the Sagitta surged forwards, cutting cleanly through the mired flotsam about the ram. All along the deck, Barcarii and the Liburnian’s crew tensed, waiting. 
 
    All of which did not matter to Flavius Sabinus and the principales about him. 
 
    What caught their attention was neither the advance of the Liburnian into the blockading force ahead, nor the movement of the assault craft behind it to keep up, or even the mass of hide vessels ahead bruiting their way through the burning wreckage and the corpses floating on the choppy waters. 
 
    For there, far off, behind that mass of Pictish and Scotti vessels, high on the wind like an augury, rose a violent wall of flame. It tore up from an unseen horizon and seemed to ripple out to encompass the width of the Creia far behind the blockading force. The wind seized upon it and wafted it even higher so that it resembled nothing more than a scarlet curtain flung up by some hidden theatrical mechanism. Black smoke billowed up at its edges, twisting and flaring out with obscene haste. And there deep in that conflagration, the sharp outline of the crimson vexillum snapped once and then vanished; consumed by that fire. 
 
    A sudden wrench took that sight from his view and before he realised what was happening, the Sagitta tore into a small galley and split it asunder. Cries and shrieks filled his ears along with the tearing of the enemy hull. Up at the prow of the Liburnian, as it settled back down into a bloody wash of water, the skirmishers and sagittarii moved back a little and reached out to pepper the bodies now flailing in the waters below. Onward, the Sagitta moved, inexorable, regal now as the long rows of oars rose and fell with a relentless drive which made the galley seem eternal and untouchable. A second hide galley caromed off the sinistra side, upending a little and twisting away, the oars snapping like saplings. He saw Paternus bark out a sudden command and the two ballistae rotated to fire hard into the galley. Figures screamed out in agony and toppled backwards, wreathed in crimson and torn flesh. Behind him, he sensed more than saw the scaphae of the Numerus row in hard and fast after the Liburnian, arcing in close to take advantage of the sudden advance and the confusion it was causing. Small waves of missiles were arcing up and out to pepper the flanks of the vessels ahead of them. 
 
    Two galleys had been disabled or sunk now and still the Sagitta oared onwards, deeper into the advancing mass of light vessels. A shiver down the dextra side marked where another galley had attempted to ram or grapple but to the shouts of the Barcarii up at the prow, a sudden mass of sagittarii ran back down that side and peppered the galley below the bulwark. Oval shields rose up in defence but he could see from the manner in which they swayed and then reformed that the barbarian vessel had been repulsed and was now falling away and back into the wash of their passing. 
 
    A cheer near him brought his gaze back onto the far horizon and what he saw there brought both a smile of triumph to his face and also made him twist a little to settle into his scale corselet. 
 
    Fire was tearing apart the far horizon - only now it was catching in amongst the distant masts and sails of the blockading force. It was spreading with a speed which struck him and took him back to a time where a molten sun beat down and the waters beneath his feet glittered like diamonds. For a moment, the wind brought him a snatch of smoke, nothing more than a thin wisp, but that charred scent awoke awful memories in him; memories of a fire which seared him still and had left its awful mark upon him to this day. 
 
    It was then that the screams drifted across the Creia. 
 
    Another harsh thud shook him out of that moment and he felt the Liburnian rise up and then settle down. Waves crashed over the prow and he saw the Barcarii up ahead step back a little and brace themselves. Then he felt it - a slow drag on the Sagitta despite the straining of the rowers below deck. All along the length of the galley men looked back towards Paternus and frowned. 
 
    The Magister shook his head at that and cursed under his breath. “That’s it - we’re fouled up! There’s too much wreckage under us.” 
 
    “It doesn’t matter, Magister,” he found himself replying. “Can’t you hear it? Araxes has been successful.” 
 
    “You don’t know that -” 
 
    “Look”, he urged, and pointed out to the far horizon. 
 
    An inferno greeted his gaze, violent and absolute. It rose up, subsuming the far galleys into its belly like a ravening beast. And then came its voice over the din of battle. It was a roar he recognised and heard each night in his dreams: the sound of fire devouring everything; the world, all in it, together with the lost shades of the cursed. That sound rose up above the flames and fell over them like a clarion call. It was the sound of leather sails cracking apart, of timbers shelving in, of hide bursting into sudden flames - more, it was the sound of men screaming, their throats hoarse, all their fears suddenly given vent. Fire and smoke, its eternal herald, consumed the horizon and all in it southwards and seemed to advance towards them now with an inevitability which seemed obscene. 
 
    It was a speed which galvanised the old Celt. He saw Paternus swing about and gesture to the milites near him. “Get the axes - we need to hack ourselves free now! You understand? Get overboard and hack this galley free!” 
 
    Figures moved in response to his harsh orders and scrambled over the high bulwarks on both sides. Barcarii nearby moved to defend them with their shields held out as best they could even as those figures dropped down over the side, axes in hand. In moments, the dull chopping of iron into wood and sodden cables could be felt.  
 
    “If we don’t cut ourselves free, we will end up a victim of that as much as these Picts and Scotti will be!”  The look on his face was thunderous. 
 
    A sudden whooshing noise drew his attention away from the angry Magister and he saw a large hide galley - one of the main blockading vessels in the centre of the barbarian line - erupt into flames almost as if exploding. Figures leapt away from that fire-ball into the waters below, some already on fire. The high mast tipped over and then snapped clean in two and that sudden action shook the vessel and dragged it down on its sinistra side into the waters. Cracking noises reverberated out and the whole galley seemed to split apart then and up-end with both sections sliding now under the surface of the Creia with a speed which astonished him. The wreckage which remained floating in its wake was aflame while those few bodies which had managed to jump free floundered now in confusion among all that flotsam. 
 
    Heat washed over his face - although for one long moment, as he closed his eyes, he felt drawn back again into his dreams and that eternal golden face which hung in them . . . 
 
    A shudder and then a small cheer broke him out of that reverie and he opened his eyes to see that the Sagitta was back-watering a little and shaking itself free from the wreckage. Figures, all dripping wet, were being hauled back aboard now, grinning a little at the minor victory. 
 
    For one moment, he allowed himself to gaze on that encroaching wall of flame and all the victims now caught up in it. The devastation was complete and brutal in its speed. Many of the opposing galleys had caught fire while others were attempting to oar about and row around the widening curtain of fire - caught as they were now between the advancing Roman galleys and that conflagration behind them. With an inevitability which was almost pitiful, he sensed that those enemy vessels were angling out on either side to try and slip away from both closing forces. And they might even have made it, he wondered, almost pitying them, but for the wind rising up now and the tidal flow moving against them. That very ally which they had thought to seal his own fate here had now betrayed them - 
 
    “Praefectus!” 
 
    He saw it even as Gallo gestured hard out to one side. 
 
    He recognised the Medusa in a heartbeat. The cargo vessel was drifting upstream and deep into the mass of blockading galleys, wreathed in flames, bursting apart at the timbers, fire and smoke pouring out of it as if alive with a crimson inferno. All along the deck, the bales and covered amphora were bursting apart. Great tongues of fire lapped up the main mast turning it into one huge candle. He saw rivulets of olive oil pouring out from clay vessels and scarlet rivers racing along in the wake of that oil. The Medusa tipped erratically and caromed away from a large galley even as that latter vessel erupted in flames from that brushing. For a moment, even as he gazed on that floating conflagration, he wondered on his friend - but that cargo vessel was denuded of life. It was a ship from Hades - birthed in fire, swept along by a darkling wind, held aloft on mocking waters. No soul alive crewed it now. 
 
    The Medusa swung about and drifted in hard onto another hide vessel and the contagion it carried infected that latter vessel with a speed which was as inevitable as it was absolute. 
 
    “They’re routing,” said Gallo, standing at his side. The veteranus was nodding to himself but the look on his face was closed-off and remote and he sensed that the tall figure was not taking any pleasure from the horror which was unfolding before him. 
 
    “They are, yes. Sometimes, Gallo, when that which you plan comes off, there is no pleasure to be had in it. Pity, perhaps. But no triumph.” 
 
    “That fire wins here. Not us. Is that what you are saying?” 
 
    He found himself nodding in reply. “We have not won by force of arms. We have burned them alive. This is more butcher’s work now.” 
 
    He heard Paternus snort at that. “We’ve lost enough lads this morning that we can take some small pleasure in this, I think!” 
 
    He looked about and sensed then what the Magister was driving at. All along the Sagitta, men were stepping back and relaxing a little. Most were bloodied or bruised. A few were tipping aside a body here and there. He saw three corpses up at the prow with oval shields placed now over their faces. Elsewhere, out on either flank, he realised that all of the assault craft had taken casualties - the two under the command of Paulus most. 
 
    He tried not to think about that, though. The day was not over yet and all the dice in it might still rattle against them. 
 
    Ahead, he saw another cargo vessel - the Hipparche, was it? - emerge through a barrage of thick smoke and twist a little, turning side-on. Fire rippled up from its entire length. He saw the sail split and shrivel away like burnt skin, the thin leather almost seeming to bubble up and out as if alive. Its cordage and halyards were nothing now but rivers of fire arcing about the vessel. Two of the hide vessels were in its path and had Picts up at the bulwarks attempting to pole that cradle of fire away from them. Fear and panic infected that attempt, however, and slowly and with an inevitability which held his gaze locked on he saw what was once the Hipparche slide in to those two barbarian craft. The fire almost seemed to spring or leap across then and engulf those hide galleys with a speed which was unnerving. In moments, both vessels were abandoned as the painted or tattooed warriors leapt into the waters below. 
 
    All ahead of him now lay nothing but a massive tapestry of flame, weaving a scorching image which rose up higher and higher, consuming everything in its path. Somewhere within that unending weave lay the other two cargo vessels - the Demeter and the Isis. But of their shape or form, he could see nothing now. 
 
    The heat washed over him - that heat and the awful sound of fire consuming wood, cracking it, tearing it apart. Devouring it into its roaring maw. 
 
    Before him - before them all - rose the destruction of the blockading force as it was consumed within that inferno. 
 
    For one moment, he looked past that fiery curtain and sought out the hard, stubborn, face of his Campidoctor. To his surprise, he found Naxios up against the prow of the Tigris, one hand holding the bulwark, the other grasping his spatha. The Cappadocian was looking not at the wall of flame ahead and all the death and destruction in it but instead at him. That walnut-coloured face, barely visible now inside the wide cheek-pieces of his helmet, was staring at him, blank and remote - and he remembered how Naxios had laughed and accepted this plan when he had first revealed it back at Arbeia yesterday after they had all arrived in retreat from Rerigonium. What was it the Campidoctor had said, he wondered? That he was a curse? A cruel and marble-hearted bastard?  
 
    He remembered using plain language, explaining to Naxios that he was going to load up the transports with all the flammable material they had and push those poor ships through the blockading force. Everything else was designed to allow that deception: to push them through as if they were fleeing or escaping while he and all the rest of the Barcarii engaged the barbarian vessels and held them in check. If they could push those cargo ships through then the tide and the wind would do the work for them. What work, Naxios had asked, frowning in distaste. And he knew then that that simple question meant he had the Campidoctor. Naxios was intrigued - intrigued enough to ask him rather than oppose him out of habit. And he had told him then that he was going to use those cargo ships to burn them all. If he could get them through the blockading lines then all those who crewed them would set fire to those amphorae and containers to turn them into that most-feared thing of all on the seas: fire-ships. Once alight, they would swing about on the tidal current with the wind at their sterns and drift all afire deep into the heart of the enemy vessels. What was seen as a weak and fleeing column would turn out to be nothing but their very doom. 
 
    “Why not just sail those blockading vessels straight into the galleys already on fire?” the Campidoctor had asked, staring hard at him, cold and distant. 
 
    “Because those barbarian vessels could slide aside and evade them - let the current drag them downriver and into the Ituna - no, this way, the tide will push them back up and into us. It will be a trapdoor, Naxios. One built of fire and water. One that will damn them all. And trust me - I know all about burning ships . . .” 
 
    And Naxios had looked at him and nodded and called him cursed - and for the first time he had sensed respect in that black-eyed Cappadocian. Respect and perhaps a little fear . . . 
 
    Now he saw Naxios staring hard at him and for a moment he thought the Campidoctor tipped his helmet as if to nod to him. 
 
    “Back up the Sagitta, you hear? That wind is spreading sparks and I don’t want my Liburnian caught up in that conflagration!” 
 
    The cracked voice of Paternus shook him out of that moment and with an effort he took his gaze away from Naxios.  
 
    The Sagitta trembled a little underneath his feet and he could hear the pipes below playing a harsh tune. Men shouted out and with an effort the long Liburnian dragged itself backwards and out into clearer water. On either side, sensing the slow withdrawal of the galley, the assault craft also rowed back gradually, their oars rising and falling in slow careful arcs.  
 
    The Magister looked up and nodded to himself. “That’s it for those poor bastards. Their own blockade will seal their fate now. There is no flanking to be had from that fire, I think. In bottling us up, they have made their own trap.” 
 
    He was right. Those few hide galleys which were attempting to swing wide of the flaming chaos were too slow now and had little time to row hard out on either side. One by one, he saw each galley become engulfed in flames and erupt up into a small inferno, spreading those flames ever on. All the main galleys - those lager vessels in the centre - were on fire now and splitting apart or drifting on into other vessels. Dark figures were leaping or falling overboard in droves while high above the sails were shredding and splitting into dark petals or flakes, scorched and alive with glow-worms of fire. The heat was intense - even this far back now that Paternus has pulled the Liburnian away from that fire-storm - and washed over him in great bronzen waves. High above them all that wind scoured those flames and whipped them on deeper and deeper into the enemy vessels. There was no respite from it; no safe harbour. Those small galleys light enough to tip about the flanks of the main blockading line were few and barely worth the notice. Any hide vessel large enough to warrant any threat was now too slow or clumsy in trying to row about and so became prey to that wind-whipped fire. 
 
    It was a devastation the likes of which he had seen only once before - and then it had consumed only the empty hulks of abandoned galleys and barcae. This was different. Men were being burned alive and the sound of their agonising death was taken up by that wind and twisted about as if being mocked. 
 
    “I see them!” 
 
    The cry was urgent and then he saw Aelian push past him and point hard out into the midst of that inferno. A wide smile wreathed his face. 
 
    For a moment, the raging fires and smoke dazzled him and all he saw was chaos shot through with sparks and long streamers of fire - but it cleared momentarily as a gust of wind unravelled those threads. A small clearing appeared then and through it he glimpsed what the young Tribune had seen. It was nothing more than a flash of vision, fleeting almost, but it was enough - for there, about a two stadia behind that mess of flames and cracking galleys rested a small clump of light lembuli. Four all told and roped together for security. Anchors had been thrown over-board to stop them drifting upriver into the flames and he saw small figures standing up high now in those light craft, waving sagum cloaks high over their heads. 
 
    “It’s Araxes and the Barcarii,” he said, turning to face the figures around him. “Paternus, can we move through this mess and get to them? They are vulnerable to any stragglers who might flank here and turn back.” 
 
    For a moment, he saw the Magister look out and then make a small nod. “Aye, we can. There is a channel now in the middle. See it? The wind is pushing the flames up hard but that channel is opening. If we oar in swiftly and push through, we should stay clear of the flames.” 
 
    Aelian’s young face puckered up with worry. “What about the sparks?” 
 
    Again, the old Celt looked out. “The wind is roving those sparks upwards, towards us, but if we stay in that centre now, we will be clear of most of them.” He grinned then and slapped the Tribune on the shoulder. “Mostly!” 
 
    “Do it, Paternus,” he said - and turned to look out to where Naxios still stood, watching him. At the side of the Campidoctor, the figure of Andronikas turned about and was gesturing also through the centre of the burning wreckage to where he had glimpsed the small flotilla of ship’s boats. 
 
    He raised his palm up high and then used his other hand to gesture forwards and into the burning field ahead. The Cappadocian understood and nodded once back. Harsh orders were shouted out but he only caught the gist of them as the Sagitta trembled then and slid slowly forwards back into the mess of the tidal estuary and its burning wreckage. 
 
    Behind them, to the cries of the bucinas and tubas, the six assault craft idled on those waters and waited. 
 
    What followed was tense and felt like an eternity passing as the Liburnian eased itself slowly into that field of burning wreckage and thrashing figures in the waters. Smoke fell over the long galley in thick ropes while nearby pillars of fire twisted and unravelled. To the slow piping of the flutes, the oars rose and dipped in long quiet arcs, gently caressing the waters below, nudging the Sagitta onwards. Paternus edged forwards into the up-raised prow and stared hard out ahead while milites about him stood and looked up at the rigging and huge sail above. A few had snatched up leather buckets of water, ready to dash them over any flame which dared to caress the galley. Others stood about with long harpagos to push away any errant craft which might drift too close and threaten to set fire to them all. The sounds of men dying, of being burnt alive, fell over them though the thick black smoke rendered their vision fleeting and indeterminate. They saw only glimpses of what was happening about them: dark bodies, blackened and spit apart, sliding slowly under the waters; a hulk burnt down to the water-line, flames rippling along its rim; the long sodden sheet of a sail sliding over the waters, charred and blackened, with exhausted figures attempting to hold on to it even as it slid below and vanished. Once, deep in that cracked mosaic, a galley drifted in towards the Liburnian, all wreathed in flames, abandoned now, almost seeming to target them as if crewed by the unseen dead - but Paternus shouted out suddenly and with a slight twist, the Sagitta nosed a little over and skimmed past it. It fell astern behind them and then with a sudden crack fell apart and vanished under the waters as if it had never existed. 
 
    For a moment, enveloped in that misty conflagration, Flavius Sabinus found himself staring hard and looking for that face, its golden mien with its damnable smile. A part of him expected it to emerge over him and taunt him now, nodding and blessing him while at the same time cursing him - but of course, he saw nothing save the destruction of the blockading force which had ranged against him. The pain in his shoulder was acute now but somehow his while the heat from the flames nearby battered against him as if attempting to overwhelm that nagging wound. He did not care. Fire had begat him and now fire had saved him and all those about him. For once, he had accepted that legacy and not been a victim to it. The bitterness in him eased a little then and for one moment that smile the others had remarked upon re-emerged again. It was what Naxios had sensed, he realised, when he had told him his plan to use fire against the blockading force; that he was going to burn his ships to save them all. Naxios must have seen that smile emerge on him, though he had not known it himself, and responded to it - responded to its promise of victory. 
 
    It would have been the first time the Campidoctor would have sensed the old Tribune in him; the man who had commanded a field army legion, not the one who broke the Barcarii and lived now deep in the cloak of shame which had been thrown over him . . . 
 
    “Praefectus!” 
 
    The urgency in that word tore away that reflection and what he saw then numbed him to the core. 
 
    The four small boats had been roped in together to provide a secure platform and two had thrown anchors overboard to tether their position against the tidal flow now. He counted about half a century’s worth of Barcarii aboard - Araxes was standing up one hand against an upturned prow, the other waving his riding cloak back and forth in a long slow gesture. Others near him were doing the same with their sagum cloaks. All the men looked tired and were smeared with soot. A few were bloodied but none looked seriously wounded. A few oval shields lined the bulwarks. The small clump of ship’s boats rode over the tidal wash in long sluggish waves, rising and settling uneasily. He saw that one man was tipped forwards into the waters below and filling his helmet to pass back to others behind him. The men were exhausted but the alarm and fear on their faces was not from that exhaustion, he noted. 
 
    It was then that Araxes ceased his frantic waving and pointed hard back out towards the unseen Ituna Estuary. The pale-blue riding cloak slumped suddenly and fell back down into the dark bowels of the small boat. The face of the Persian was dark and enigmatic. 
 
    He understood then why that red vexillum had dipped from the tip of the mast - 
 
    The proud symbol of Dabronus and Veleda rose up high ahead of them, that white stallion fluttering hard against the long green field. It rose up high and proud against the leaden background of the clouds above. Beneath its shadow lay a massive sprawl of galleys and hide vessels, all moving hard upriver with the tide, their oars flashing magnificently now, water cascading from the blades, foam breaking hard over the high prows. War horns shattered the air with their cruel echoes and that image of the stallion seemed to quiver in response. 
 
    The chill in his bones deepened then and spread throughout his limbs. 
 
    Behind him, he heard men gasp in surprise and turn about. Paternus swore in rage and rammed the double-bladed axe hard into the decking at his feet before turning back to stare hard into the smoke and fires now behind the Liburnian. Gallo nodded as if to himself and sighed while Aelian stepped forward and gaped, his face bleaching white in shock. Others about him - Barcarii and the milites of the Sagitta - seemed to shiver back from that sight as though not fully understanding it. 
 
    There, ahead of them, thronging the waters of the Creia, was all the federated might of the Novantae rowing now upriver against them.  
 
    His practised eye took in that sight and he knew that the galleys ahead were equal to if not more in number than the blockading force he had just destroyed - more, that these were not mostly hide vessels, open decked and vulnerable - but solid wooden galleys with high bulwarks and up-raised sterns and prows. These were fighting vessels and probably represented the bulk of the fighting ability of all the Scotti and Picts here in the western waters of northern Britannia. Banners and vexilla fluttered from their masts and it seemed to his eyes that a long ragged forest waved and moved inexorably upriver on the Creia, defying him and the poor victory he had just secured. 
 
    It was Aelian who voiced first the shock they all felt: “You said Veleda would not bring her force here! You said she would block us in and sail south to the Vellum -” 
 
    “I said that’s what I would do if I were her, yes.” 
 
    The young Tribune gestured out towards the oncoming classis. “Then what is that?” 
 
    “I was wrong. She is out for blood, it seems. My blood . . .” 
 
    He heard the words falling out of him and for one moment didn’t understand where they were coming from. It was as if another was saying them. The coldness in him was absolute now, numbing even that ache in his shoulder. A heaviness settled over him and it felt as if he had become not a being of flesh and bone but instead a marble statue carved by an uncaring hand and left abandoned and forlorn. The words - his words - were heavy and cold in reply. 
 
    “Wrong?” Aelian echoed, his face paling suddenly. “This is a death sentence! We can’t win a victory over that!” 
 
    He saw Gallo step in close to the Tribune and move as if to put a hand on his shoulder - but Aelian brushed it aside and approached him. 
 
    “She hasn’t made a move against the Vallum - she is moving against Arbeia!” 
 
    He was right and he wondered on the sense of that. Had he irked her that much that she would squander the advantage of a surprise attack around the western flank of the Vallum, he wondered? This would be a waste of any surprise advantage she might have. More - she couldn’t have known he would sally out and sail downriver to intercept the advance force she had put forth. She must have arranged this knowing it would involve a blockade and siege; that she would be committing her forces to a long operation penning his Numerus in at Arbeia. Why would she do that? She had nothing to gain - she would only squander her advantage - 
 
    An awful realisation dawned in him then and he turned to stare hard at Aelian.  
 
    “This isn’t about Veleda,” he said, his voice low. 
 
    Paternus turned to look at him, his mouth gaping a little. “It doesn’t feel like that from where I am standing, Sabinus!” 
 
    But he ignored the Magister and instead looked hard at the young Tribune. That innocent face was raddled with worry now. “She is under orders. That’s the only answer. This isn’t about her and the Novantae - or her federates. She has been ordered to blockade us in. There are other pieces on the board. There always have been.” 
 
    Aelian frowned back at him, confused. “What pieces? It has always been Veleda or her dying husband who has been dancing with us out here. Who else is there?” 
 
    For a moment - the barest flicker of time - the image of an unseen golden face in profile rose up, its name blurry and hazy, vanishing before he could even glimpse it. Named and unnamed. That profile hammered out on a thousand coins all tumbling and clinking now here in the barbaricum. Gold which had emerged from the dim north and which had also filtered and wound its way southwards into the grubby hands of petty tribes and reguli - including the Novantae. A dark track over upland moors flitted before him laden with creaking carts, mules and oxen complaining about the load. A track which led into Rerigonium. A track laden with gold. 
 
    “The north - it was always about the north. The north and these Karnonakae, yes?” he said. “Gold poured forth from the north. Brennus rode north to hunt it out - that and a name imprinted on those gold solidi. The menace and the fear was always in the north!” 
 
    “So you said - based on those words of the Arcanus, Praefectus.” Gallo was looking at him and frowning hard. That lean face was closed now and he sensed a certain wariness emerging in him. “That was a snare? Is that what you are saying?” 
 
    He looked back at that advancing flotilla of galleys. The huge image of the stallion was closer now and the brazen peals of the war horns fell over him without let. For one moment, he thought he glimpsed the dark-haired outline of Veleda high up at the prow of the lead galley - one of the long cyulis she had been so eager to seize - but then that form vanished. 
 
    She had hunted out her alliances the moment the Atecotti had risen up, he realised. Gold had prompted those dark barbarians in the mountains of the north to move south just as gold had funded her sudden moves to forge alliances and bribe tribes over to her standards. Too much gold. And all of it sloshing about here in the barbaricum. Brennus nosed it out and rode north to find its source - but what if . . . What if the same gold underpinned both sides of that sea-ripple here in the barbaricum. The same smiling face in profile? That would explain why Veleda was here, now, and squandering that advantage they all assumed she had over Rome. He turned about to face the wary faces near him.  
 
    “No time now - we can unravel this all later. Paternus, what’s the shore-line like here on either side?” He turned to look at the Magister. 
 
    The old Celt frowned at that. “Here? Eastwards, nothing but marshes and wet moorland. A few fishing huts on poles. Nothing else.” 
 
    “And westwards?” he asked, pointing out past the smoke and flames still stirring on the waters of the Creia.  
 
    “Westwards? It’s firmer ground. Some promontories, I think. Sandier, yes.” 
 
    “Can we beach there - draw the vessels up ashore?” 
 
    For a moment, he saw that craggy face frown and look uncertain. “ . . . I think so . . . Yes, there is some sections of level sands backed up by high dunes and grasses. We could oar in and shelve the galleys up onto it - but why would we?” 
 
    It was a question everyone about him wanted to ask, he realised. Ahead, that advancing force was approaching at speed now and he knew that time was something he no longer had the luxury of indulging in. For a moment, he allowed his gaze to linger on those galleys and cyulis as they bore down upon him. It felt like Fortune was moving to crush him - to mock him in his moment of victory - but if it was one thing he had learned in the legions, it was that surrendering to that feeling was what lost battles more than anything else. 
 
    “We need to beach all the galleys now. Before they arrive and ram hard into us. We have to get ashore, form a defence using the ships, if we can. Their strength is in the galleys ahead - not their warriors. If we can beach, we can deprive them of that advantage and then it is a matter of fighting it out spatha against shield. It’s the only advantage we have now. Roman versus barbarian, you understand?” 
 
    What followed was a moment of silence which was agonising. He saw that Paternus was looking back along the length of the Sagitta and he knew that the Magister was weighing in his mind the implications of what he had just said. It wasn’t just a question of beaching the assault craft. That action would also bring the Liburnian in close to the shore and beach it, leaving it vulnerable. 
 
    “How many bolts left for the ballistae?” he prompted in a quiet voice, knowing he had to lead the Magister in to make that decision. 
 
    Paternus shook his head at that question. “Not many. We never expected to encounter another force, did we? We expended most of them recklessly . . .” He sighed then and slumped a little. “Without the ballistae, that old Liburnian only has the embolos . . . It won’t be enough, will it?” 
 
    “No, Paternus.” 
 
    That old, cracked, face hardened up then. “Very well, it won’t be the first galley I have lost. Let’s hope the gods gift me another, eh?” 
 
    “Get those Barcarii aboard and let’s fall back to the classis. We can use the burning wreckage here as a shield to form about and row hard for the western shoreline. By the time, her galleys here push through we should be able to open up a lead - agreed?” 
 
    For a long moment, he saw all the faces about him remain closed and uncertain - hesitating almost. He had said enough however. If he protested further he knew it would only add more confusion into the mix. It was all about the cloak of his command now. 
 
    It was Gallo who responded first. The veteranus nodded once and turned to him. “Better to fight on land - just my personal preference, Praefectus.” The smile which cracked that worn face was slight but enough. 
 
    Without any other words, the figures about him broke up and moved off. Aelian stood for one moment and stared out hard into the oncoming wave of galleys, a dark shadow over his face, one hand twisting again and again about the hilt of his spatha. He saw that sweat beaded his pale face but then something hard like iron seemed to rise up in him - and Aelian nodded back to him. 
 
    “A life on the frontier always ends on the frontier . . .” 
 
    And for the first time, he couldn’t think of anything to say to this young Tribune. 
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    Aghast, We Write Knowing The Ink Will Fade  
 
    Long Before The Story Ends 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As a cove, it was barely sufficient. 
 
    It was wide and shallow, almost emerging from the surf as if unsure of itself. The waves rolled ashore in gentle ripples while long dark ribbons of seaweed lay up the higher sandy reaches as though delicately placed there in a poor imitation of a mosaic. Behind that striated beach, dunes and small sandy bluffs rose and then fell away into a low moor. The odd stunted tree dotted that horizon but otherwise it was stripped bare of features. Gulls wheeled and dived about the waters of the Creia to settle gently on that surface. Either end was marked by a gradual falling away of the sand into small clumps of dark rocks, all glistening now. The beach itself was shallow but fell back long enough to provide shelter if a craft or galley needed to be pulled up onto it for the night. 
 
    “It’s not the shores of Ilium, is it?” 
 
    Flavius Sabinus turned to look at Araxes. The latter was clearly exhausted. His face was wan now and soot covered in him a thin dark web. Someone had brought up a copper vessel filled with clean water and the Persian was using a rag to wipe away that soot. He stepped up to the bulwark and gazed out over towards the emerging cove. 
 
    “We are not the Hellenes here, amicus. Rather, I think it will be the other way round.” 
 
    “True enough. You Romans have always written yourselves as Trojans, have you not? Well, now you get to re-enact that part, I think.” His smile was sardonic. 
 
    He found himself smiling in return but his lips were cracked and dry. “I wonder if the Trojans had Persian allies?” 
 
    Araxes twisted the cloth and dipped it back into the copper bowl. “They do now.” 
 
    He changed the subject and looked back into the burning waters of the Creia behind them all. “You tried to warn us, didn’t you, in dropping the vexillum?” 
 
    He saw his friend shrug in reply. “It was all I could do. We won through them and turned the cargo ships about using the tidal flow. I shouted out orders to prepare to set fire and ready the lembuli to be pushed-off. We had heaved those boats overboard in readiness and already most of the Barcarii were dropping down into them. It only remained for me and one other on each of the ships to torch it all - and that was when I saw them . . . I ordered that signal to be dropped and then hauled up again. It was all I could do to warn you.” For a moment, Araxes let his voice trail away and a dark look came over him. He looked down into the copper bowl and the surface of the water it held. A heavy sigh came out of him and with a wrench he twisted the rag into that water and brought it out to run it under his chin. “ . . . Flavius Sabinus, what is Veleda doing here? She is squandering her advantage, is she not?” 
 
    For a moment, he found himself looking back into the greasy blackness which cut the Creia in half. Burning wreckage and bodies littered its surface now. No galleys of hide vessels could be seen moving in it. Here and there, a poor figure thrashed in those waters, attempting to evade an inevitable fate, too exhausted or bloodied to survive long. A few hulks which had burnt down to the water-line were drifting away, being carried upriver now by the strengthening tidal flow. Fires rippled along the rims above the water-line. The sky above was dark and roiled with smoke which rose up in a long unravelling screen. Intermittently, he could hear a pop and crack of wood. Long, dark, flakes were rising up like giant moths. 
 
    Already, he could sense that the worst of the fires had passed and that soon the dark curtain would sift and begin to fade away. 
 
    “What if it was not her advantage to be squandered?” he asked quietly, still looking out into that pall of wreckage. 
 
    “You mean others are attacking the Vallum? Who?” 
 
    He turned and gestured all around him. “All this - the barbaricum. Caledonia, Hibernia, everywhere. What if it is all rising up, Araxes? What if this is an invasion, planned and executed, and Veleda and her dying husband are nothing but one small part of it . . .” 
 
    The Persian frowned at that. “You would need a lot of anger and treachery to foster that.” 
 
    “Or gold.” 
 
    Nearby, Paternus turned suddenly about and shouted back to his gubernator. “Brake now! Oars in!” 
 
    The tempo aboard the Liburnian changed in an instant. He saw Atticus lean forwards, pulling his arms in and causing the massive tiller blades to swing outwards on either side. Underneath the deck, he heard the piping cut out and harsh commands ripple along the length of the galley. Those oars rose up, twisted, and then retracted with astonishing dexterity. Ahead, the long shallow cove drew in with a speed which alarmed him while all along the Sagitta men braced and clung to something. 
 
    With a momentum that was light and almost effortless, the Liburnian ploughed into the long surf and then shelved up hard into the shallow cove, raking up the sand and its detritus, sending golden spray and silver droplets up high and over the lean prow. Wood creaked and he felt the decking underneath him groan and shiver in response. In moments, that shelving momentum was over and then the galley tipped slightly down to the dextra side and came to a shuddering halt. He looked out over the bulwark and saw that most of the Liburnian had slid up and out of the waters and had come to rest on the shallow sands now. Gulls had flown up in alarm and were screeching angrily overhead while a long ragged vallum of crumpled sand embraced the outer hull. 
 
    “With me, Primicerius.” 
 
    Turning, he strode unevenly past the Magister and reached the stern of the galley to look out behind him.  
 
    Less than a stadia beyond that beached stern came the six assault craft in a line abreast, three on either side of the Sagitta. Already, they were fanning out a little, rowing hard into the long arcing bow of the cove. Waves crashed hard over their prows but this was precisely the kind of operation these small and agile craft had been designed for. One by one, those scaphae exploratoriae ran in and then out of the surf to run aground high on the sandy shore, churning up the sands, almost seeming to explode out of the water itself. The oars had been pulled upright like contus spears. In moments, Barcarii were boiling over the sides and readying themselves under orders from the ducenarii and centenarii. Naxios heaved himself overboard and stood up, wobbling a little on unsteady feet, ramming a spatha into the ground to check himself. A bitter leer twisted his face. 
 
    All along the length of the cove his classis had beached itself and was now disembarking troops and equipment. 
 
    For a moment, he remained looking out and evaluating that sight, calculating his possibilities. This was the only place Veleda and her foederati could gain the shore. It was wide which was to her advantage but now he had littered it with the ships under his command, breaking up that smooth shoreline. She would be forced to funnel her galleys into smaller clumps in order to beach - or worse, break up her advance into a series of landings cut-off from each other. That gave him a small edge - but was it enough, he wondered? 
 
    In the distance, the great veil of smoke was finally thinning now and he could see the vague outline of galleys and smaller dug-outs nosing their way through the remnant of the blockading force. He vaguely made out the giant banner and its white stallion crowning that sight. It reminded him of a portend, ominous and inevitable. 
 
    “Assemble the Numerus on the beach by their maniples, Primicerius. As fast as you can, you understand?” 
 
    Araxes smiled at him and then nodded. The Persian turned and began barking out orders to the milites about him and in moments they had all moved to disembark the beached Liburnian. All across the cove, tubas and bucinas echoed out and he saw the Barcarii beginning to move out and fall in on the sands slightly higher up.  
 
    “And us?” 
 
    That grunt could only be Paternus and he turned to see the grizzled face frowning at him. 
 
    “Can you hold the galley, Magister?” 
 
    “Hold it - what nonsense is this?” 
 
    The anger and bafflement on the face of the old Celt was understandable. He gestured about him. “One third of this galley is still in the water, yes? The rest is run up aground on the beach here. It is projecting back out, stern up. Same with the assault craft, see?” 
 
    “I have eyes, Praefectus - what’s your strategy?” 
 
    “I want to use them as bastion towers. Veleda will need to either come ashore in-between the galleys or assault them from the waters here. If I can order the Barcarii to fill the gaps between the galleys with a rough vallum of shields then we can use these hulls as projections to provide enfilading fire. It would be as if she were assaulting a city’s walls, see?” 
 
    “And what if she flanks us?” 
 
    “How? She can’t beach anywhere but here. We’ve broken up that landing with our galleys. She will be forced to assault us in-between the beached craft or attempt to storm those craft from the waves. What would you do if you were her?” he asked. 
 
    “Me? I’d do what she intended on doing. Bottle you up. You have no supplies here. She could sit out at sea and watch us all starve. This is Novantae territory, Flavius Sabinus. There is no retreating inland here. We are caught now on this beach.” 
 
    The Magister was right but something told him that Veleda would not wait out in the estuary. He had bloodied her and she would want revenge - to redeem her honour now in front of her allies and warriors. He had burnt her ships - that was an act which was especially brutal and needed a response from her which would see all their blood sacrificed now on this beach. She would advance in all her numbers and wipe the Roman stain from her land. 
 
    He reached out and clapped him hard on the shoulder. “No, Paternus, she is the one caught. This will be a web to draw her in and catch at her.” 
 
    It was all bravado, of course, but it brought a small smile out from the aging Magister’s face. 
 
    The Numerus assembled quickly on the rough, striated, sands before him as he disembarked from the beached galley. Ragged files of men tramped through that ground, kicking aside the sand in long clumps, while about them file-leaders shouted out rough orders. He saw the various ducenarii and centenarii move about and cajole those lines and files into some semblance of order. Most were exhausted and no few were wounded also - although those wounds were superficial, he noted. The tall draco and vexilla standards rose up into the air and soon all three maniples of the Numerus formed up before him.  
 
    Naxios tramped over towards him and he saw that the Cappadocian was scowling. He had pulled off his heavy iron segmented helmet and was carrying it now under the crook of his arm. The shield was slung over his back and he gripped his spatha so that the knuckles were white. Nearby, Araxes looked back at the tightening lines and was nodding a little to himself as the last Ducenarius - Andronikas - shouted out final orders to the Barcarii under his command and then took his place at the head of the First Maniple. Sand and blood covered those shields now, he noted, rendering the ancient symbol of Helios begrimed and worn. 
 
    “Fuck all this,” muttered the Campidoctor, as he approached him and then turned to look back at the Numerus.  
 
    “Sometimes I wonder if that isn’t your prayer to the gods when you wake up in the morning, Naxios.” 
 
    He caught a sly smile on the scarred face. “We almost had them - if that cunning bastard, Veleda, hadn’t brought up her main classis.” 
 
    For a moment, he turned to look at Naxios. “Is that a compliment, you old goat?” 
 
    The cynicism and anger in the man’s face seemed to fade a little then and he looked back at him, his gaze frank and open. “ . . . It was never about your worth, you fool. I hated you because you hated yourself. That is never a good cloak to wear - especially when commanding men. You broke this Numerus at the Tigris. You fucked us all over because a vain and arrogant Augustus wanted to retreat inland - to his doom. You knew that. I saw it on your face -” 
 
    “I had to follow my orders, Naxios,” he began - but the Campidoctor cut him off with a harsh curse. 
 
    “You broke us in burning all that we held of any worth - and I could forgive you for that if what you just said now was true: that you were following orders. But it wasn’t, was it, Flavius Sabinus? We’ve all done things which disgust us in the exercitus of Rome. Who hasn’t? Orders, eh? It’s a sacred prayer which absolves. But I saw it in your face as we pulled you out from those flames - as we beat the fires off you and covered up that cursed shoulder of yours. Hate the order, yes, I can get behind that shield. We all have. That’s how we survive. But not you, Praefectus. No. You turned that hate onto yourself, didn’t you? You became the order - and that was something cowardly. That is what I hated about you. You didn’t just break us - you broke yourself from facing that act. I spat on you then and have ever since.” 
 
    He was right - he always had been. He knew that then and every day since. Shame broke him because the madness of one man had infected him. His love for that man had lasted longer than the man himself had. Julian had fallen into madness and despair and eventually had ridden out to embrace a fate all knew he thirsted for. He escaped his own defeat leaving them all to struggle on without him, alone in that blasted desert, starving and thirsty, prey to the Persians under Shapur, marching endlessly to a home they all knew they would never see again. 
 
    When love is abandoned, shame alone remains - and it was something his father had sensed in him later at Nisibis when Jovian had handed over that venerable city - the bastion of the Oriens - to the Persians. His father had pointed out a finger to that Augustus but had also sought him out and marked him with that shame - entrope, he had cried out in his high Greek and he remembered cowering deep inside and what little honour was left in him and been shriven away. 
 
    Shame.  
 
    Naxios had understood. He always had. He saw that now in the man’s harsh face. He didn’t hate him - he feared him because a shamed man will curse those under him - taint them. And Naxios was too protective of his Barcarii to let that happen. He was the Campidoctor - the man charged with discipline and order; who oversaw the training and the morale of all those in the Numerus. He protected that unit and all those in it - including the commanding officer.  
 
    “I never listened to you, did I?” His words were faint, hoarse almost. 
 
    For a moment, Naxios just looked at him, evaluating him, and then he spat into the sand and wiped a hand across the back of his mouth. “I never said anything you already didn’t know, you fool.” 
 
    “Then I never listened to myself.” 
 
    He heard Naxios sigh then. “I protect everyone in the Numerus - even from themselves. Especially that. You’re my failure, Flavius Sabinus.” 
 
    An understanding flooded through him then and it humbled him. “Your anger is for yourself, isn’t it? You’re angry that you failed . . .” 
 
    “I dragged a body out of the fire but the soul is still in it. So what was the point, eh?” 
 
    The words were blunt, resentful even. And he knew finally why the Cappadocian needled him all the time - why he cajoled and bullied him. 
 
    He turned to face him fully. “I will get the Barcarii off this beach, Naxios. I swear to that and all the old gods - Mars, Mithras, Helios himself, will bear witness to it. You understand? These sands will not be our tombs. We didn’t survive one desert in the east to be slaughtered here on another in the west . . .” 
 
    For a moment, the Campidoctor stared hard at him, evaluating him, his scarred face empty and remote. It was the first time Flavius Sabinus had seen him so still and quiet and he realised how ravaged that face was. Cappadocia was a hard land, battered by a relentless harsh winter, scoured by a wind which never ceased, its landscape nothing but a rugged series of highlands, all exposed and barren. Its snows were proverbial and its people bitter and stubborn as a result. The man before him was hewn from that land and he saw that legacy etched now into his face. 
 
    But then he saw something he had never seen before: a small smile crept over that ravaged face and the humour of it flashed from the dark eyes. “ . . . Ach, we all have to face that dark portal in the end, Praefectus. Why not here, eh? There are worse places to fall in the name of Rome . . .” 
 
    And he found himself smiling back little - smiling and nodding. “For Rome then. The more we slaughter here, the less to fall on Rome behind the Vallum . . .” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The last time he had seen the Numerus fully assembled was on the parade ground outside Calunium, all wreathed in an early morning mist, its milites sullen and bitter, looking hard up at him, judging him. 
 
    Now he was surprised that a change had spread out through them. All the Barcarii were exhausted and daubed here and there in blood. The oval shields were battered, that symbol of the sun grimy and faded now. All three maniples were grouped up about the ducenarii and centenarii in tight lines and files but most of the figures slumped a little, bowed under the heavy armour and helmets. The tall standards of the dracos and the vexilla stood up but he saw that sand and blood flecked them. More than all that, however, he saw the faces shadowed under those heavy iron helmets. 
 
    These were Romans from the far east of the respublica; swarthy faces, faces framed in blue-black beards, the eyes dark and enigmatic, with long hook-shaped noses and heavy brows. He knew these faces intimately. Each face was the imprimatur of the oriens and all the mixed peoples in it: Syrians like Yazil and Fronto, both standing now at the front of their files, the former still wielding that long hunting spear he hand given him from Ru; Armenians like Antiochus the Centenarius of the First Maniple, blunt, stolid, Antiochus, whose face was always closed-off and still like that of a marble statue; others emerged to confront him - Mesopotamians, all mixed from Persian and Arabi blood, Cordueni from the mountains to the north and west; Greek faces whose blue eyes and sandy hair contrasted oddly with those nearby but in whose gaze lay an oriental wariness common to all; pure Arabi bred in the long deserts and who had lived under the camel-hair tents and were known as Saraceni or scenitai, ‘tent-dwellers’, as a result before the exercitus had taken them and enrolled them under the leather of a different tent; and, of course, the inscrutable face of the Parthian and the Persian, dark, wary, always carrying a certain fatalism as if the world and all in it was nothing but mist which drifted past and confounded the eyes from the truth that there was nothing of any worth in the world - that it was all vanity and illusion; darkness and shadows . . . 
 
    All these faces crowded before him now as the men of the Numerus Barcariorum Tigrisiensium assembled along that beach and then waited under his gaze. Sand drifted across the ground, whispering and rasping along their boots, making them look as if they all stood now slightly aside from the ground, emerging from it, more phantoms and djinn, than men of flesh and bone. 
 
    And perhaps in some way they were, he found himself thinking. These were his men. He had broken them at the Tigris four years ago and now under his command they had beached here in the furtherest limits of Rome in the west, in a dark, treacherous, land, alone and cut-off from Rome, caught up in a web of intrigue and treachery he had still to fully understand. Their fate had been abominable. True, it was not of his design but it was time to own it, he thought. No one else would. No one else could. 
 
     He saw that Araxes was watching him nearby and frowning a little. The Persian had stood off to one side, mirroring Naxios, and was facing the assembled Numerus but had turned to glance at him. Now he was frowning and a slight gleam of confusion rose in his eyes. 
 
    He found himself remembering how Araxes had lost his father and also Ctesiphon - of how he had found himself exiled twice-over. A wound he bore with sarcasm and levity. The Primicerius had never bowed to that fate or sunk into pity and anger as he had. And he wondered then if his friend had been trying to school him by example - a contrast to the unbridled anger and disgust which Naxios had always worn. 
 
    How strange, he thought then, that both seemed to stand as opposing caryatids to his own uneven self - and he smiled at that thought and nodded to himself before stepping forwards to address the Numerus before him. 
 
    “ . . . I will keep this short, commilatones,” he began - and a part of him wondered then that he had never used that familial word with them in the past . . . “The barbarian is upon us. Veleda will emerge from that smoke and ruin to storm ashore here to expunge us. Rome is being assaulted all along the frontier here. That Vallum we have seen is falling even as I speak. And here, now, those Novantae and their federates - the Picts and the Scotti with them - are advancing to wipe us out.  
 
    “But they won’t - she won’t. This Veleda will fail as the barbarian will always fail - and she will fail here in these sands. Look about you - at your fratres, the man behind you and the man beside you. This is why she will fail. We are Rome and Rome will always prevail - but more than that, you are all Nisibene men. The Tigris has bathed you all. You have shed blood upon the walls of that ancient guardian of the east. My father once harangued a cowardly emperor outside Nisibis and shamed him for surrendering Nisibis to the Persians - he shamed me thinking I was complicit in that act. But not you. He did not shame one of you. Not one. You all stood unbowed then and even before that. 
 
    “Your last Praefectus, Terentius, fell in the sand and blood of the Tigris. Fire and war engulfed him. That man there, Naxios, cradled him in his arms. I saw this. I arrived and saw it all. You were not defeated at that beachhead. The head was shriven, yes, but you were not defeated. Rome sent you on an impossible task and blood was shed but you would all have risen up and taken revenge if we - I - had not arrived in the wake of that death.  
 
    “I burnt your vessels and took from you what was left of your honour as we all turned and began that weary march into the deserts. I striped your honour and dignity from you. And you hate me for that - have hated me for that act. I know that. I accept that.  
 
    “But this is not about me now. This about the man behind you and the man beside you. You have all won through and now we all stand here in these sands, the waters before us and the wilderness behind us. We are Barcarii and this is what we have always done - fought for Rome at that eternal shore between darkness and the light. And we stand here again, our vessels beached before us, the sand under us, the tides surging at the edges. Barcarii do not march with the legions. We do not ride with the cavalry. We strive always on the waters and the sea and that fragile line between Rome and the darkness which always threatens her. 
 
    “This is where we are always fated to stand, commilatones. This is our Nisibis and our bulwark - and it always will be. Here and nowhere else. These barbarians will arrive and storm this beach thinking to break a few poor Romans and drown us all in blood - but we are Barcarii, are we not? Let us show this woman who leads these daubed warriors what Rome in the east is. Let us wade out to greet them and anoint the Creia with their blood. It is time to make a sacrifice to mark our ownership of this land . . .” 
 
    His words fell away into a dark silence and for one heartbeat he marked that silence half-expecting - hoping - that a ragged cheer would rise up to fill it. He was wrong. No cheer or half-hearted cry echoed his words. The sand rasped along the boots. A breeze rippled the draco tails and vexilla banners. Here and there the clink of metal accoutrements framed that breeze. But then he looked at these men and he realised that there would be no shout from them - no acclamation of victory or defiance at his words. Silence cloaked them now but it was not the silence of defeat or shame; it was something else. He looked at them and saw something fiercer. All those burnished miens were closed-off, brutal almost. Fists gripped the hafts of spears or the hilts of spathas. All were watching him and waiting, silent and hard now. 
 
    “ . . . Orders, Praefectus?” 
 
    He turned to see Araxes looking at him, his face still, remote almost. The dark Persian eyes were now liquid and dangerous. He was unclasping his blue riding cloak and letting it fall unceremoniously from his shoulders into the sand at his feet. The bejewelled spatha slid out from its scabbard in one long rasp. 
 
    He found himself stepping forwards then and became aware that Araxes and then Naxios fell in behind him as he drew closer to the files assembled before him. 
 
    “ . . . Andronikas, Arzphur, Paulus, push the posteriores centuries into each of the two assault craft - split them between each,  you understand? I want them manned as if they were bastion towers. Have the centenarii hold those bastions with all the light troops you have - sagittarii, slingers, javelin men, Hammer them hard when they attempt to slip ashore in-between these beached vessels, yes? Form up the priores centuries under your direct commands in the gap between each assault craft. If they turn to try to take the craft, hit them hard. If they attempt to crack apart the shields, enfilade them with fire from the bastions. These are not ships now. They are towers. Use them as such . . .” 
 
    “Here they come, Praefectus.” 
 
    The harsh, unmistakable, Cappadocian, accent brought him about.  
 
    Ahead of him, the smoke thinning now, all that wreckage drifting apart or fading from view, came the war galleys of Veleda, that high green banner fluttering proudly over those lean silhouettes. He counted six Germanic cyulis knifing hard through that burning wreckage, the oars flashing up and down in savage waves. In the wake of these fighting vessels, he saw unnumbered craft. 
 
    Those lead war galleys would be on them in moments. 
 
    “Araxes,” he snapped, yanking out his semi-spatha, “command the left flank under Paulus - Naxios, the right with Andronikas! Gallo, Aelian, with me here in the centre - form up now. Get those assault scaphae manned!” 
 
    Everything exploded into movement then. Armoured figures pelted past him, cursing and shouting out. He saw men clamber back up into the beached craft and form up along the bulwarks, readying shields and long spears while those in the priores centuries dug in and heaved up a triple rank of shields in the gaps in-between. Tight orders rang out and he saw the file leaders and closers push and exhort the men within their files to tighten up and maintain disciplina. Ahead, cutting through spray, the wind lashing the waters hard, the low war galleys were knifing in without waver and for a moment he admired those warriors under Veleda who had taken up and then mastered these Germanic vessels as if they were their own.  
 
    Stepping back a little, Aelian and the lean figure of the veteranus fell back with a small guard of hard-faced Barcarii. He noted wryly that Yazil and Fronto stood with him - no doubt having exhorted their commander to be with him.  
 
    “You going to use that spear this time, Yazil?” 
 
    The rat-faced miles screwed up his face and leered back at him. “A Syrian never forgets a gift, Praefectus.” 
 
    Next to him, Fronto laughed at that. “Forgets? No. Repaying, though, is another matter!” 
 
    It was Gallo who punctured that levity however. “Fuck - she’s pushing them straight in.” 
 
    He looked at Aelian however and saw that the Tribune’s face was still, alert. “Aelian - thoughts?” 
 
    The boyish face smiled a little then. “I was thinking that she’s giving us an opportunity . . .” 
 
    He nodded back in reply. “A replay of the docks at Arbeia?” 
 
    “Yes, if nothing else we can take those Germanic galleys and burn them. Whatever else assaults the Vallum, it won’t be those cyulis. Agreed?” 
 
    There was something fierce now in that face - as if all the innocence and golden aura had faded away and what remained was a burnished face, hardened and bitter. The smile which clothed Aelian was dark and thin. And he knew then that this was the face which had bearded men in the castrum and dared them to come with him and storm that wharf - to slaughter the Picts defending it and set that curucus free to eventually drift alongside their own Liburnian later. 
 
    “ . . . You hear that, commilatones?” he said, still looking at Aelian. “Once those galleys have beached and debouched their warriors, let’s see if we can’t torch them before they pull back off the beach, eh?” 
 
    Yazil looked out and cursed then under his breath. “And here was me thinking that guarding you was the least work today!” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The warriors under Veleda’s standard hit hard and without ceremony. In moments, the lead war galleys had slid ashore and ridden up high into the soft sand. Under a shower of darts and lead bullets, they leapt down into the churned up material and dove straight into the ordered lines of the priores centuries. It was inelegant and fierce and brutally effective. Channelled into narrow wedges or dense cunei, the Picts and Scotti exploded hard against the overlapping shields with a ferocity which surprised even Sabinus. Up against the high bulwarks of the assault craft, Barcarii leaned out and poured down a withering fire of arrows and darts and lead bullets, attempting to break up those dense wedges even as they shivered in against the long barriers defending the beach. In moments, all across that landing area, battle and slaughter washed ashore. 
 
    But the lines of the men under the ducenarii held, pushing back hard, bracing against the fury of the painted and tattooed warriors, shouting out orders and encouragement to each other. Here and there a line wavered but soon straightened itself in defiance. He saw a few of the warriors - Picts, he thought, judging from their blue-painted designs - attempt to scale the low bulwarks of one of the assault craft. It was the Tigris, lying not far from the high outline of the Liburnian. But even as those warriors hauled each other up into the teeth of resistance, the milites under Paternus and Atticus saw that attempt and directed their volleys across the divide. In moments, those warriors were cut down from that enfilading fire and their bodies lolled among the surf wrapped up now in crimson cloaks.  
 
    Men dug in and braced despite the shifting sands beneath them, hunkering down behind the large shields, pushed forwards by their brothers from behind, lashed steady by the words of their biarchi and file closers. The long spears presented a hard thorny vallum which shivered against the dense cunei, tearing those crowded formations apart into a bloody ruin. Here and there, where a spear snapped apart or was lopped in two, the long gleaming blade of the spatha emerged to stab and thrust with deadly effect. 
 
    At his aside, Aelian stepped forwards a little, nodding. “We’re holding them . . .” 
 
    “For now,” he replied - then something caught his eye. 
 
    Up at the prow of the Liburnian, he saw Paternus stand up and swirl a cloak above his head, looking back towards where he and his guard stood. The look on the old Celt’s face was thunderous. 
 
    Gallo grunted at his side. “That Magister of yours is alarmed.” 
 
    “And with good reason . . .” 
 
    He saw what Paternus had seen. 
 
    The lead cyulis had wedged in hard up onto the sand in-between the beached galleys of the Barcarii but now the remaining galleys and craft under Veleda were oaring in swiftly and nosing up against the sterns of those Germanic galleys. Already one or two had nudged into them and harpagos had bitten hard into their wooden stern posts. Warriors were scrambling up over the prows and pouring across the wooden decks in a tide of fury and anger. War-horns were blaring out and high tribal standards rose up like a small forest moving forwards. He glimpsed Scotti warriors wielding small round shields mixed in with blue-painted Picts with their distinctive square leather-faced shields together with the lords and warriors of the Novantae - and there deep in their depths he saw Veleda advancing up into one of the cyulis, surrounded by a tight guard of tall nobiles clad in gold finery and shining neck torcs. She advanced like a raven-haired prophetess, issuing orders, smiling tightly into the war and carnage about her - 
 
    And he knew then that he had been right: she was determined to crush them all as swiftly and as mercilessly as she could. That mass of warriors advancing out from the beached galleys seemed never-ending then and he realised with a certainty which chilled his bones that his Numerus would never be able to hold them back. 
 
    He saw it first up at the Sagitta. Swarms of warriors assaulted the stern from the sides without let. Grapnels were hurled up against the bulwarks while light slingers and javelin men peppered the Liburnian’s decks from the beached Germanic galleys. The defence was valiant but seemed doomed. Paternus thrust his milites up against the bulwarks to fight back those boarders but he knew that the numbers would quickly tell against them. The Magister was shouting out all the oaths under Helios and he saw that in his urgency he had yanked back the mail coif to free his head from any encumbrance. On either side of the Sagitta, his thin lines of Barcarii were pressed hard and bending backwards imperceptibly in the sand. More and more warriors were pouring down into those narrow gaps between the beached vessels adding to that pressure - a violent human torrent flecked with crimson and clothed in iron. It was all those centuries could do to hold their lines - the Liburnian was isolated now and cut-off for all intents and purposes, he realised. 
 
    “She’s not holding back,” muttered Gallo, cursing under his breath. 
 
    “Would you?” he found himself snapping back in frustration. 
 
    Everything was happening too fast now and he was already out of options. He had no reserves behind the main lines and his Numerus was spread too thin about the cove. All the Barcarii were engaged - save for himself and his small guard.  
 
    He turned then and looked into the faces ranged about him. Aelian was nodding to himself, intuiting the action which was coming, while the rangy veteranus was smiling as if seeing a fate he had greeted too many times now to question. Yazil, Fronto, and those few other Barcarii who stood by him were watching him like hawks, waiting to see what he would order next. That fatalism he had seen clothe them all on more than one occasion was rising up in their eyes now.  
 
    One of the Barcarii nearby smiled a little and nodded up towards the Liburnian, anticipating him.  
 
    “We lost enough galleys at the Tigris, eh? Let’s not lose anymore . . .” 
 
    Next to him, Fronto reached out and cuffed him about the head. “Well said!” 
 
    It was Yazil, however, who summed it up best. That narrow, rat-like, face screwed up and the smile which clothed it was dark and merciless. “Fuck it, Praefectus, we’ve always been ship-fighters. Better to spill my blood across the deck than on this horse-shit barbarian sand, eh? . . .” 
 
    He nodded back into them all. “On me, then. Follow my lead . . .” 
 
    He broke hard into a jog up towards the prow of the beached Liburnian. A wide gang-plank still extruded from one side and without a moment’s hesitation, he clambered up onto it to step aboard. For one moment, the wooden planks under him trembled with the sudden weight of bodies but before he swayed from that motion he was up and through the gap in the bulwark. Armoured figures heaved up behind him and pressed him forwards, shields up and overlapping. 
 
    Ahead, towards the stern of the Liburnian, he saw a chaos of blood and desperate fighting. Waves of warriors were breasting the bulwarks and falling hard into the small knot of milites rallying now about the tall figure of the old Celt. Bodies lay underfoot, trampled and anonymous, swathed in crimson. The crew of the Liburnian had been pushed back from the sides and had formed up into a desperate knot about the stern cabin, hacking and stabbing at close-quarters which neither offered mercy nor received any. This was ship-fighting at its most brutal and he saw painted warriors being dragged under and butchered like cattle even as oarsmen from below the decks were knocked down and trampled underfoot. Blood swathed the deck ahead, dark and seemingly endless. 
 
    It was the two ballistae, however, which caught his gaze. Both artillery pieces were out of action - their crews scattered and absorbed into the desperate melee up at the stern cabin now. One ballistae was damaged irrevocably with the torsion springs hacked apart and one of the arms hanging loose at an angle - but the other seemed intact and isolated. A small wicker basket still stood below it with a few iron-tipped bolts in it. 
 
    He turned back and grabbed Aelian by the shoulder, pulling him in towards him. “Get those bolts off - break up that mass pouring over the bulwarks!” He shoved him forwards and away while nodding to Fronto and Yazil to accompany him.  
 
    Without another word, he swung his shield forwards and advanced hard up into the figures milling before him. Gallo and those few Barcarii left fell in behind him.  
 
    The fighting which followed was vicious and abrupt - in moments he fell into the thick of it, his semi-spatha out and slashing hard at the bodies about him even as his small guard fanned out a little to widen the breach. Harsh screams filled his ears and the copper tang of blood overwhelmed him. In moments, that blood drenched the blade of his weapon and ran thickly over his clenched fist. He felt rather than saw hard blows reverberate from the wide oval of his shield and found himself ducking instinctively behind it even as he lashed out or stabbed hard into the milling bodies opposite him. Grimacing faces rose and fell before him - more feral masks than animate things. The screams and hoarse shouts deafened him and seemed never-ending and he only dimly became aware that his own voice was adding to that medley. He saw Gallo briefly range up beside him, tall and effortless, blood speckling his face, before he faded away as if nothing more than a daemon or a desert djinn. At his side, a Barcarius - a small, lithe, Arabi, all tight muscle and sand-worn skin - slipped deep into the painted and tattooed warriors about them all and seemed to unravel like a darkling mist. Pain, exhaustion, a wave of nausea, all fell over him like a heavy cloak and then dissipated and left him light, serene almost, as if the savage fighting was nothing now but a pale mimus or dance he only barely understood or comprehended. And a deep part of him relished that anonymity. He fell into it as if finding solace and narrowed his vision down into that single moment which caught at the tip of his semi-spatha and seemed to guide it unerringly into the naked flesh about him. 
 
    Flavius Sabinus, a Praefectus of Rome, unburdened of his command, plunged into that fighting and for one long eternity found in it nothing but a release he had not even realised he craved. 
 
    It was only when he swung that bloodied weapon forcefully into a face before him for it to clang hard against a parrying weapon and a sudden harsh shout answer back that he saw not a barbarian’s face rising up from the chaos of slaughter but instead that of the old Celt’s. Paternus shouted out hard and parried away his semi-spatha with his axe and reached out to grab him by the shoulder. 
 
    “Sabinus!” 
 
    “ . . . Magister?” 
 
    The laughter which greeted him was incongruous amid all the blood and slaughter. “You’ve gone Bacchanalian  on us!” 
 
    That humour shocked him and for a moment he hesitated and lowered his shield. About him, the crew of the Liburnian were heaving with the exhaustion of fighting. Many were wounded and no few lay slumped up against the bulwarks. Corpses littered the decking. Underfoot was a long almost unending mosaic of crimson which gleamed now as if imbued with an unearthly light.  
 
    But in all that debris of slaughter there was also a certain stillness which also unnerved him. 
 
    He found himself looking back then to that solitary ballista and noted that Aelian was standing behind it and slumped a little as if exhausted. Both Yazil and Fronto stood on either side of the young Tribune, guarding him, wary and tense. The wicker basket below their feet was empty now. 
 
    “The barbarians . . .” 
 
    Paternus laughed gruffly  at him. “Beaten back - for now. Your young Tribune certainly knows how to handle that weapon. Pity we are out of bolts, eh?” 
 
    For a moment, he stood there, dazed and unsure, not aware of how much time had just passed. A wave of fire swept over his shoulder and the sudden ache in its wake made him gasp a little. Gallo emerged then and the look on the veteranus’ face told him all he needed to know. The man was exhausted - drained from the fighting and looked ashen now. His long spatha was red to the hilt and a ragged cut clothed his lower neck above the rim of the mail corselet he wore. His shield was gone - no doubt hacked apart in the savage fighting. The other Barcarii were equally battered by that vicious melee. One was down and clutching his stomach and he saw deep purple gore seeping out between his fingers where he pressed a hand against the mail - mail which was rent apart now and hanging down like rotten rope. Another was being lifted up from the deck by two milites, barely conscious, a heavy blue welt across his forehead where his iron helmet had been knocked off. 
 
    “You’re wounded?” The concern in the voice of the Magister almost shocked him out of his exhaustion. 
 
    “ . . . No, it’s an old curse. From Persia . . .” 
 
    He pushed past the old Celt and looked out over the bulwark into the milling figures below. 
 
    The violence all along the small cove was like nothing he had seen in his past. The forces of Veleda had stormed ashore - funnelled and narrowed down into those gaps in between the beached galleys - to batter and pummel the Barcarii below without let. Already, the overlapping shields were bending and wavering backwards. He saw Araxes and Naxios striding desperately along the rear of the Romans, shouting out encouragement and exhorting the men to hold the lines. The small knot of the Cappadocian was even leaning hard into a figure to push him back into the melee, cursing in anger. Blood and chaos was overwhelming everything. Behind the vicious fighting, the dug-outs and deadly galleys of Veleda were pushing into the gaps and debouching their warriors to put even more pressure onto that thin, uneven, line of defence. And more ships waited out in the rough-ridged sea beyond, nosing in, looking for an opening, the warriors aboard eager to leap out into the waves and wade ashore to join in on the blood-letting.  
 
    Those numbers alone would soon overwhelm the Barcarii holding that thin screen along the shore-line. 
 
    He saw then that his desperate strategy of using the beached craft to form a rough vallum would never work. Above him, the dark clouds seemed to settle even lower, brooding over them all, while the hard wind from the south was cold and bitter. The tang of smoke stained everything and he glanced briefly back out into the raddled waters to see the wreckage and flotsam drifting closer now on the growing tide, gradually being pushed slowly shoreward towards them and the clotted sand here. Dark figures bobbed and moved in the waters, twisted and distorted, and for one moment he wondered if the ancient ankou of the northern Celts were not rising out of the depths to devour them all. The surface of the Creia was a shattered surface now, raddled with death and horror, oily smoke drifting over it in a thin gloss. It seemed to close in on him like a rotting net, inexorable and endless. Even the iron-coloured clouds above him seemed to press down like a weight. 
 
    “We’re going to fall, aren’t we?” 
 
    Aelian was at his side. His voice was faint and he looked weak, enervated almost; all the gaiety and innocence had drained from him.  
 
    For a moment, he looked at him and wondered on that youthful face and the first time he had seen it, looking down at him as he and his few companions had sheltered at the gateway of the castrum, holding back the Picts while he had shouted up at him to open the portals and storm out. It was a face which looked for all the world like a cupid staring down into the small pit of mortals, innocent and wreathed in blond locks. Now, Aelian was waxen-faced, his mouth set in a grim line. It was the face of a frontier legionary whose life had only ever been war and struggle over thin soil and poor hovels. Gallo stood at his side and for one moment both of them merged then into two wary sentinels who seemed to bow a little as if to except their inevitable fate. It was a fate he sensed which Gallo had always known would come one day and therefore accepted with a certain dour smile as if welcoming an old but unwanted friend - but with Aelian now, he saw a shock rising up in that youthful face as if he was seeing something for the first time and only just now sensing its grim inevitability. 
 
    Anger rose up in him then. Anger at the sheer helplessness he felt in himself. All about him, his Romans were falling now, dragged down and slaughtered without mercy or honour. The surf all along that cove was red and clotted with gore. He saw the oval shields drifting on that crimson tide as those dark waters drowned them. It felt suddenly as if all the barbaricum here beyond the Vallum had risen solely with the intention to fall and expunge his small command. The Picts, the Scotti, the Novantae, and who knew what other tribes, were ranging in now and hacking and cutting into the thin lines of his Numerus, eager to avenge the slaughter and burning of their blockading force. Rage fell upon them all below but he felt it was mirrored now in the anger coursing through him. 
 
    This barbaricum had confounded him. He knew that now. Despite Brennus. Despite the hints and riddles in that man’s writings. Despite the glimpses he had seen and nosed out. It had all confounded him and he had led his command into ruin and an ignoble slaughter here on this unnamed cove in a dark, wind-swept, land rooted in betrayal and rot. More: whatever was breeding here was also breeding all along the limes. Britannia itself was threatened now. The very presence of Veleda here and not further south at the Vallum itself was a testament to that, he sensed. She would only squander that advantage if she knew it was no advantage to start with - and that meant others were rising and advancing on the Vallum. She was not leading this revolt against Rome. She was only a figure in it. The anger in him burned deeper then as the full extent of his failure finally came home to him. A failure which would not only doom him, it would doom all these Barcarii - men who had been born and lived all their lives deep in the deserts and rivers of the east. A sudden hot shiver swept through him then - that these men would all fall here in this forsaken land riddled with betrayal; that the one last link to Nisibis and his past would snap now and be gone for all eternity. And all thanks to this raven-haired prophetess. 
 
    In seeing only Veleda and then the Atecotti ranged against the Novantae, he had failed to understand how far and how deeply rooted this all was. She had bedazzled him with her evasions and misdirection. That dying husband of hers was nothing but a sham to further distract him. He remembered then that moment the scarred face had stared at him and then tossed that single gold coin overboard into the murky waters below. For a moment, that solidus had spun about, sparkling and glinting with the light from the dawn sun, before vanishing into those dark waters with a speed which was almost obscene.  
 
    It was a moment which seemed to portend so much and yet in the end delivered so little. 
 
    “Sabinus?” 
 
    He ignored Aelian and found himself looking out along the embattled lines. Within moments, he found her. Her dark form was guarded by tall warriors clad in gold and bearing high spears. She was standing up at the prow of one of the Germanic galleys, one hand gripping the edge of the up-turned draco head with the other lightly holding her unsheathed seax. Her wild hair was braided up into coils now and she wore a tight corselet of heavy mail, gleaming with dark oils, while a light cloak fluttered back from her shoulders. Gold encased her. It pinned up her hair. It glittered at her throat. It adorned the cloak. Despite the martial bearing of her form, she remained picked out and stitched with gold. What was it, he thought, that the dark words of Brennus had urged? ‘ . . . Follow the gold, not the hand which grasps at it. Follow the gold . . .’ It was the one thing he had not done, he realised now - and that anger in him flowered up into something violent and hot. 
 
    “How much, Yazil?” he asked then, turning to look the Syrian full in the face. 
 
    The Barcarius frowned and tipped his head to one side. “Praefectus?” 
 
    “That spear - how much were you going to ask for it?” 
 
    He saw Yazil glance about him a little and frown. A cunning light shone in his eye. “Nothing too extravagant - it is easily worth a month’s munera -” 
 
    “Done.” 
 
    He sheathed the semi-spatha then and held his hand out.  
 
    Nearby, Paternus laughed at that and hitched the mail coif up over his head. A scrum of milites rallied on him as Atticus shouted out and circled his hand over them all. The gubernator was grinning as if drunk. He ignored that sudden commotion and instead stepped in a little so that he was close to Yazil. The small Syrian blinked as if not understanding. He licked his lips and for a moment his gaze flickered to the tall war spear in his hand. Blood flecked its dark, iron, tip and ran down the carved ash haft. 
 
    A small sigh escaped him. “ . . . Ah, I meant two months munera, of course, and some solidi - ten, maybe . . .” 
 
    He ignored that Syrian’s words and kept his hand out. A silence about him spread out and soon all the figures aboard the Sagitta had moved in around them all and were forming up now. Gallo and Aelian stood by him, hitching up their weapons and oval shields. Both of them looked grim. 
 
    “Give it to me, Yazil.” 
 
    The other shifted a little and then handed the war spear over. “ . . . Of course, Praefectus, a deal is a deal, as the gods bear me witness . . .” 
 
    The haft felt heavy in his grip and he remembered then how it had hit hard into his shoulder after Ru had cast it. Spiral markings adorned the long ash wood, interrupted here and there with the small cup and ring marks common in the northern regions of the respublica. It was the iron blade which caught his attention most however. That spear blade was dark and wide and inelegant. It was a butcher’s blade; a warrior’s blade. This was no hunting spear displayed at feasting rituals or ceremonies but a bloody weapon forged to kill and slice apart. He saw that Yazil had burnished it a little so that now it glowed but even that lustre was menacing more than it was elegant. For a moment, he let his eyes take in that heavy wide blade, feeling the weight of the spear in his hand, opening and flexing his fingers about the ash wood. He knew in an instant that the spear was well-balanced and finely made. It would have been Ru’s prized-weapon; a symbol of his warrior-destiny and his soul. A weapon that chieftain had passed to him in more ways than one when he had cast it at him. That dying moment flashed through him and he felt more than saw Ru’s hand fall across his shoulder as if blessing him or manumitting him from bondage in that ancient gesture. He smiled then and nodded. 
 
    “Thank you . . .” 
 
    The turn was swift, vicious, and deadly. The spear flew from his hand cleanly and only the barest gasp left his lungs. His other arm flared out, the shield rising up to balance the move. He did not feel the weight of his body moving only the lightness of it revolving, turning about his heels, one leg sliding backwards, the other lunging forwards, even as his arm licked forwards and that spear slid out, long and dark and seemingly endless - as if it were an extension of that arm, all fluid and deadly. 
 
    The war spear flew long and hard and with such swiftness that all he saw was that dark razor-edged shadow streak away from him far into the medley ahead up in that Germanic galley. Behind him, a sudden explosive grunt echoed that fling and he knew without looking that Yazil was impressed. 
 
    The figure was a tall nobilis. Golden-haired with a square-set jaw and high forehead. A great patterned cloak fell from his broad-shoulders, pinned on the right side by a massive circular fibula set with gems. Mail armour glinted beneath that cloak. There was a smile on his face - wide and easy and satisfied. Both hands grasped a tall spear before him and he leaned a little into it as if resting, the fingers wrapped lightly about the haft. The dark circular board of a shield lay slung over his back, waiting to be slid forwards if needed. Gold shone at his throat and around his wrists. It glittered on his fingers as they grasped and played with that spear haft. This man was a lord and a powerful one at that. His standing among the Novantae was highly-favoured. More, even. He knew that from the manner in which this nobilis had glanced at the form of Veleda by his side and equally by the manner in which she had slyly glanced back. There was an intimacy in that glance which told him all he needed to know. 
 
    That was why he chose him. 
 
    Ru’s spear hit him heavily in the chest. It flew in almost unseen and punched hard, the dark iron tip slicing aside the mail links, ripping into his flesh, punching him backwards as if breaking his spine and cracking him apart. Blood gouted from his open mouth and with a silent scream this nobilis was flung backwards like a broken doll, all that gold stained now, his easy smile wiped away. The great stalk of the spear broke him apart and tore his soul away into the afterlife. 
 
    In that moment of sudden slaughter, he saw Veleda look into his agony of death and he felt the shock and pain of it shiver through her.  
 
    “With me.” 
 
    He was up and over the bulwark before the others about him knew what he was doing, landing hard onto the decking of one of the Germanic galleys below. His guard and the surviving crew of the Liburnian tumbled after him. 
 
    He did not remember forging across that uneven decking or even the sound of boots following after him. His raised his shield and bent in low behind it, the semi-spatha edging it, his gaze narrowed, all the sound of war and fury folding in about him. None of that matter. Ahead, on the deck of the next war galley stood Veleda, shouting out in anger, one hand with that seax pointing straight at him, all her resplendent guard shifting about her and tensing up like warhounds. He saw her glance back once to the torn form at her feet, marked now by that dark upright haft, and tense a little before turning away as if from nothing more than a piece of foul meat. The seax in her hand glittered now as it sought him out and marked him. 
 
    He did not care. That throw was nothing but a challenge to her - to her authority and her status. He took something precious away from her as casually as she was tearing his Barcarii apart - and the effect on her was immediate. She turned from the battle ahead all along the shore and ordered her guard to assault the small force making its way towards her now. The fury riven across her face was absolute. 
 
    The clash which followed was up about the bulwarks of the two galleys as they lay against each other. Men ranged in hard and stumbled or fell over that double-divide, struggling and fighting to hold back or push over it. It was a ragged, uneven, battle in which shield and spear and spatha clashed in one long messy line. A few light javelins were hurled but soon forgotten as the two forces met and clashed over that divide. The violence which followed was without mercy. 
 
    To Sabinus, swept up in it, he found himself thrust up hard against the bulwark. He felt the deck below rock a little from the wash beneath as he thrust his shield forwards into the face of a Novantae lord opposite him and then worked his blade around it to force that figure backwards. A Barcarius at his side grunted in agony and fell down, gutted on a long spear while Yazil at his other side cursed hotly in Aramaic and then flung a short-hafted axe full into the face of warrior nearby. He heard Gallo laughing grimly close-by and knew that Aelian would be not far off. A sudden glimpse showed him where Paternus and Atticus fought, surrounded by his Liburnian men, all shoving up against the bulwarks and attempting to storm over it. Spears, spathas, knives, axes - all licked and hacked across that uneasy vallum abutting the two Germanic galleys. 
 
    He ignored all that, however, the hard smile deepening on him, the anger coursing through all hot and elemental now. The fire in his shoulder and down into his arm seemed to guide him and lash out of him, elemental and divine. He became  flame, alive and hot and vengeful. All he saw was the distant figure of Veleda on the other side of the barrier, this bloodied ship-vallum, and the look of fury on her face - fury that he had snatched away something she valued. He had reached in and broken something at her side. Now she was consumed with vengeance.  
 
    The shield shivered suddenly and fell apart into pieces. A large axe spun about his head but before it could swivel in to strike him, he flung away the cracked wood and boss, gripped the bulwark and launched himself over it, under that arc. The tall lord grunted in surprise and back-pedalled, bringing that axe around with a sudden loop. The head glittered with light. Sabinus sensed then that the axe was going to strike in low with an upward swing to catch him up under the chin - but he ducked backwards, angling to the left a little and then brought the semi-spatha around for a hard chopping motion against the haft. His blade bit hard and then slid down that haft into the warrior’s exposed hand. He felt the crunch of iron into bone and then the axe was falling away as the Novantae cried out and fell backwards. Blood spurted up into the air, misting it a little.  
 
    He did not spare him a further look but forged on, trusting to the Barcarii behind him to protect his back. Dark figures rose up before him and he slipped into them with an ease which startled them. He did not evade them or defend himself from them but sought them out and fell laughing into them, his small weapon flaring into their mass as if all their martial bearing and hot curses were nothing but a distraction to him. They were not his target and he cleaved into them with his gaze always above and beyond them. The smile writ across his face was cold and contemptuous and not for them. It was held for another who stood far behind them all and it was to her that he directed all his disdain and anger. 
 
    And these lords and nobiles of the Novantae, shivering in their gold, pricked out in that shining yellow, sensing the disdain this Roman officer had for them and seeing how ineffectual and unacknowledged all their martial valour was, stepped back, baffled and confused. It was one thing to fight and fall before another; to be vanquished in battle by a more worthy soul - but it was something else to be ignored - to be treated with indifference, as if all your valour and honour were of no worth at all. This Roman did not so much fall into them as he did fall through them. And that unnerved them more than any proud boast might have done. And so they found themselves falling back, one by one, baffled, bemused even, and watched him range onwards across that bloodied decking.  
 
    Sabinus, however, kept his gaze locked on Veleda and the small guard clumped tightly about her dark form. His anger was a hot wind now and it swept him on. A blow knocked the helmet from his head but he barely felt it. A spear splintered suddenly against the scale corselet but he pushed on, laughing at his own madness. Insubstantial figures reeled away from him, all woven into a fiery mist which seemed to breed out from him. He ignored it all. Even the sound and the sight of the Barcarii at his sides fell from him, nothing but a thin and unravelling cloak left in his wake. Pain lashed his shoulder and coursed, all hot and vicious, down his arm - but he seized upon that fire and worked it hard into the blows which flowered out from him. It was as if he absorbed it and then used it - that a golden fire flowed out from him into that short weapon. It flashed and sparked as he wielded it and wove about him an endless net which deflected the blows directed against him. Figures gasped and fell back from him. Blood daubed him without let. And still he surged onwards, ever closer to that dark-haired figure, his iron blade flaming with blood, smoky and sacred. 
 
    So it came to him then as he knew it would - in all that blood-letting, in all that slaughter, as he forged ever onwards towards the figure of Veleda ahead. It came and he nodded to it even as he found himself smiling in return for the first time. Out of the chaos and the blood, that eternal mask which had haunted him rose up over all the carnage, smiling, indulging him, nodding in that slight way which almost seemed deferential. A deference which always asked that one impossible favour which he could never refuse and which he knew would condemn him for the rest of his days. 
 
    The awful face of the emperor rose up ahead of him, magnificent, haloed, imperial - and shadowed with a darkness as bleak and as poignant as any he had ever felt. Julianus smiled at him, asking - not ordering - him to burn that fleet at anchor now on the Tigris. Burn it and sever their ties with all the sustenance and succour it held for him and all the Romans with him. He knew that order was madness - not so much for the practicality of it, it did make sense, after all - but for the truth behind the reason why this smiling Augustus ordered it. That smile, its softness and its evasion, told him all he needed to know: that Julianus was not burning the fleet to liberate the legionaries from the drudgery of man-hauling those vessels upriver; he was ordering it to unvest himself of all ties with the expeditio. Those flames were to be a pyre. Nothing more. A pyre on which Julianus would symbolically throw himself. He had understood it - intuited it. It reeked about the emperor like a rotten cloak. Julianus smiled and said those words but he knew that behind those words lay a supreme cowardice as this Augustus slowly and surely cut his ties to this world. The burning of that fleet was never about abandoning a huge burden on the legions and the cavalry: it was cutting himself free from the mortal world he now ached to escape. 
 
    And yet still he had walked down to the Tigris and gave the order on behalf of his emperor. He had roused the Barcarii and made them do the one thing which broke them of their honour and worth. His love for that emperor had given him no choice - it had broken him - Julianus had known that and still asked him. And he had obeyed. He had obeyed. 
 
    He knew they had all seen that sham on his face - in the manner in which he evaded their gaze, refused to argue with them, how he did not even shout them down but merely shrugged and repeated the mad whim of the emperor. And he knew now that his father had been right all along to call him shameful. What he had done was shameful. Entrope filled him. It pulsed deep in his bones and his soul, marking him. The shame of his acquiescence had torn through him for he was acting upon the orders of a man who had already decided not just to abandon Persia but his life also. Julianus was turning his back upon everything and that conflagration which was to come was his signal to that decision. 
 
    He had shouldered those orders knowing they were nothing but a sham; a hollow promise, nothing more.  
 
    Now the face - that cursed face, smiling, paternalistic, superior - rose up again before him as he knew it would. It shone and seemed to twist to follow his bloody path towards Veleda, that damnable smile emanating out from him, asking, supplicating almost, but with a slight gleam in the eyes which seemed to mock and belittle him at the same time. 
 
    Only this time, he did not shy away from it. He held it in contempt. He cut and parried about himself, driving the Novantae lords backwards, scattering them with a careless abandon which baffled them, all the while looking hard into that golden sail of a face, feeling the agony ripple out of his shoulder, sensing the hot wash of fire bathe him as he forged on - and for the first time he saw that face tremble backwards then. At his rear, the Barcarii struggled on in his bloody wake, widening that gap, forcing the warriors outwards, carving into them in their effort to match his own battle-fury. He felt them - sensed their determined struggle. Tall Gallo with his dry smile and grey eyes all locked now on the foes about him, willing them to fall on his spatha point; young Aelian, ducking and twisting like a boy shifting through a crowd, evading them all, his laughter confusing them, further off Paternus roaring out like an angry god forced into the light now while small Atticus dodged and weaved near him, shadowing him, protecting him, and more: Yazil and Fronto and a dozen other Barcarii and all the Liburnian men, hacking and slashing, keen to follow the path he was cutting now. All their courage and determination lifted him and now he gazed on that face and found himself smiling back into it for the first time. 
 
    He was fighting for something - something deep and intangible. Something which existed only as an echo perhaps or a slight sense in the shadows. And the words of Brennus rose in him then. The words that Arcanus had written and which had been the first his eyes had lighted upon. Words which carved deep into the loss of home and that longing one had for a forsaken patria. Brennus had sung of home and Rome and its abandonment; of exile into the long dark; its absoluteness. All the while honouring and serving that which they had abandoned. Those words had struck him then and they rose now to fill his heart. Save that they were not just for him - all those who followed him were exiles, lost to Mesopotamia, the Tigris, the Oriens itself. 
 
    But he understood something in Brennus now - something of patria and Rome and duty - for that honour and that world existed not behind the ancient Vallum or in the marble villas or the gleaming ports far to the south. It did not exist in the dusty rituals of priestly or civic service. Rome was not in the sham of those things. That sacred and eternal goddess lived in all of them; in their hearts and in their deeds. Roma breathed from that nectar, not the gilded statues or the formulaic prayers to her name.  
 
    That was what allowed Brennus to forge deep into the barbaricum despite his misgivings. It was what allowed him now to pursue Veleda and glare back, smiling, into that golden face which glittered before his eyes. The Barcarii were Rome. He was Rome. And now he felt her power and her grace both cleanse him and lift him up also. 
 
    So he smiled back into that face - the face of a man who had abandoned not just himself but Roma also - and bearded it now. The shame deep in his soul shrivelled and fell away like a mist burnt off from the rising of the sun. He gazed back at that image and that memory and unshook himself from it. Nisibis, the patria of his home, the memories of his past - all twisted then and faded. But more, that memory of Julianus giving him that order to burn the supply fleet, smiling at him as if asking him for a favour, unravelled then and he saw it for what it truly was. Julianus shivered from giving that order himself, already divesting himself of the will to live. He knew now that he had been complicit in that cowardice - and it was a complicity which he flung back into that distant face now. 
 
    And for the first time in too long, Flavius Sabinus found himself smiling. 
 
    What followed was bloody and certain as he forged a path through the Novantae towards Veleda, brushing aside the warriors and the lords with a contempt which shocked them. Blows rained upon him but he shook them off. Spears darted in but he evaded them with a brutal grace which made those efforts look clumsy. Those too daring or foolish rushed in and were chopped down like sacrificial animals - his semi-spatha working with a cold efficiency which proved more able and more deadly than their long spathas or spears. He did not remember their faces nor their deaths. He stalked through them all as though they were no more than a slight impediment to reaching her, his smile grim and dark and wide. Blood clotted him but it was not his own. The cries of the wounded and dying sheathed him but he did not hear them. The deck beneath him ran with blood but he stepped through it unheeded. In his wake, came the survivors of the Sagitta and his few remaining Barcarii guard, widening that gap he carved, grinning and laughing at the madness their Praefectus had fallen into. 
 
    Then he was free of those warriors as they fell back and scattered away from him.  
 
    He was free and staring hard at Veleda across a small wide gap as she stood amid her tall guard. The sky above was dark and ominous now. In the distance, he saw the wide expanse of the Creia mirror that darkness, tipped here and there with flashes of silver like the manes of unseen horses. The grim wreckage of his slaughter upon her blockading force was drifting in towards the embattled cove now like a dark net. Smoke still roiled uneasily above all their heads but it was dissipating a little now. She stood hard up against the stern and its uprising draco head, her hand still clutching that carved wood, the other angling that seax at him even as her guard shouldered in and readied for him. These were all veterani, scarred and battle-hardened, their faces stony and their weapons and armour dull from use. At her feet lay that golden-haired nobilis, the awful stalk of that spear upright now, rising above them all as they crouched, eager to receive his impetuous advance. 
 
    That smile wreathing his face widened then, cold and implacable. 
 
    “You are all dead men, Flavius Sabinus . . .” 
 
    Her words were loud and tight with fury as she pointed that glittering seax at him. There was a thin smile on her and for the first time he sensed that she was finally showing her real face: contemptuous, arrogant, calculating. Anger flashed behind that marble-like facade and for a moment he saw her look at the corpse prone at her side, that long stalk of the spear upright and dark. 
 
    “ . . . You were the moment you all sailed out from Calunium.” 
 
    But he refused to bow to her imperial mien. Greater authority than what she presented to him now had held  him in awe in the past and he had succumbed to it then to his regret. He was done with that. That glamour washed past him now. The smile on his face only mocked her facade and he advanced a step closer, the semi-spatha loose and dripping blood in his hand. He smiled into her imperious words and deep in his heart willed her to do that one thing she was really contemplating and which he knew those words were designed to divert him from. 
 
    Do it, he urged, tensing, smiling, the dark wind teasing him, the brine of the air bathing him. 
 
    That seax quivered in her hand and with a slight flick of her eyes, she looked past him at the battle toiling all along the sandy edges of the small cove. “You think you effected anything here, poor Roman? The only thing you brought here was the sand of your deserts to blind you. Things are moving here greater than the tribes about me - greater than your little men and officers here. You sought out the betrayal here never realising this is only one part of it. Caledonia rises. Hibernian rises. Even Britannia rises. And nothing but blood will flow now. I am Veleda of the Novantae and I am destined to throw off the shackles of a decadent and raddled Rome. I am freeing my people and more.” 
 
    Her proud boast was firm and he saw the tall, gold-clad, warriors about her tense up in honour of them and he knew then it was coming - try as she might to disguise it with her boasts.  
 
    At his back, he sensed the savage battle as his guard and the Liburnian men strove to join him and form up to protect him but he knew then that his impetuous advance had taken him too far ahead and through the milling enemy. He was alone, standing in a small open space, the deck beneath him slippery with blood and the odd corpse. Ahead, she waited, dark-haired and triumphant, the iron-hued clouds above her, the crudely-hewn draco head framing her. The tip of the seax wavered. Far behind her, on the waters of the Creia, smoke and debris floated, closing in like a ragged net, drifting, inexorable. Bodies twisted and bobbed in that endless wreckage, all dark and wet, their flanks glistening. So many bodies, he found himself thinking, so much death and blood. So many souls adrift now in the afterlife; all closing in about the fierce battle now all along this small patch of sand caught in the middle of a small estuary far from Rome and civilisation. 
 
    No matter, he thought. None of that was of any consequence. 
 
    All that mattered now was the dark figure before him ensconced in her guard. And what she was going to do next. 
 
    “Tell me his name,” he said, taking another step forwards. “You owe me that, Veleda.” 
 
    And she almost laughed in his face, her teeth flashing obscenely white against the dark, mottled, background. 
 
    “Owe? You poor Roman! What good will it do you? It is a name which has bought us freedom from servitude and which will lift us up into imperial ambition again. That name is not for you. All you will do is whisper it among the shades of the dead.” 
 
    “So tell me then.” 
 
    He took his final step and waited. He stood now in the middle of that decking, alone and exposed.  
 
    “ . . . Brennus knew his name. It took him northwards. He was a fool also. Now his spirit drifts, lost and forlorn among those icy peaks and distant valleys. That Roman went into the lair of the Atecotti seeking nothing but mist and whispers and it cost him his life . . .” 
 
    “Then give me nothing but what Brennus already knew, Veleda.” 
 
    He flexed his fingers about the patterned hilt of the semi-spatha, tensing, waiting.  
 
    She tossed her head back and appraised him, frowning a little, a small dimple appearing over her eyes. 
 
    “ . . . He is an imperial figure, Flavius Sabinus, one you would not dare approach. Destiny rides on his shoulders and the old gods revere him. Their mark is upon him. And his plans have been spun now for many months. Had you been here earlier you may even have been enlisted to his cause - but that is all moot now . . .” 
 
    He was not listening and her words fell behind him. Only the tone touched him and again he tensed about the hilt, all his muscles tightening, his senses on fire with expectation, the world about him narrowing down into that of her form, framed in darkness and smoke, the waters roiling in the distance, the dark bodies floating closer, as if the shoal of the dead were encroaching onto the land of the living - 
 
    And in that still place where he knew she would give him that name and in the giving of that name do the thing he desired, he saw what none of them could see. He saw it and understood that the darkness and the clot of the floating dead which drifted in was more than unnatural or a phantasm of his mind. What was it Paternus had said? That the tide would move upriver and gain strength after midday? And that Magister had been right. He always had been. And still the wreckage drifted inexorably closer to them all, dark and bloodied and ominous. 
 
    “His name, Roman, is one you should bow down to,” she shouted out, her eyes flashing with unabashed pride. “And he is courting all the tribes and chieftains north of the Vallum and across the Bitter Sea - more, even the Germani above the Rhine. All are bowing to his name and moving now. A red tide is coming and Britannia will fall to his will.” 
 
    “And Rome? Will that fall, too?” 
 
    “He is Rome, Flavius Sabinus.” 
 
    “So tell me his name that I may die knowing his greatness and his gens.” 
 
    For one moment, she paused to appraise him and the seax lowered a little. Her chin lifted and she looked over to him, nodding as if to herself, a smile gathering at the corners of her lips. The wind rustled through the cordage nearby while the deck of the cyulus creaked a little. He heard the sounds of the waves lapping hard against its hull. Behind him, men fought and struggled in that eternal grip of war, cursing and grunting, iron sparking against iron, the dull chop of bone and flesh falling apart echoing that clash. Further afield, the cries of the battle along the edge of the sand and about the beached craft reached his ears and he heard the dolorous shout of hard military orders ring against the boasts and vengeful shouts of the Picts and Scotti pushing in hard against his Barcarii. Something closed in on him then and he knew that what he planned was ripening into the single moment he desired. 
 
    That smile widened on her face and seemed almost benevolent. 
 
    “ . . . His name, Praefectus, is Valentinus -” 
 
    That seax dropped then, falling unheeded to the deck below, and she moved with a pantherish speed which belied the eye. Spinning, she lunged fast and snatched up the high stalk of the war spear, bringing it up and around herself with a fluidity which was almost animal-like. A small grunt, more a wisp of breath, escaped her lips and that smile fell away. Veleda spun and arced about, the long haft of the spear whipping about her, blood from that fallen lord bathing her in that move, and then she was lunging forwards and throwing that war spear straight towards him. It was a magnificent act - elegant, lethal, mesmeric, even. Save that he had seen it once before and had planted that spear now to trap her into using it. 
 
    Without thinking, his semi-spatha was up and chopping hard. He did not even step aside but if anything leaned in towards that act, staring at her, even as the iron tip of that spear seemed to stretch in towards him - 
 
    He swung with the least motion of his wrist and cut that spear in half so that both parts fell apart, tumbling and clattering past him to the decking below. Then the weapon was at his side as if nothing had happened.  
 
    “Who the fuck is Valentinus?” His words were deliberately contemptuous.  
 
    The silence which followed was slight but felt like an eternity. That name roiled around in his mind and he understood now what Brennus had been struggling with. It was a common name with high Imperial ambitions woven into it. It was a Pannonian name and one born by the Augustus here in the west, Valentinianus. It arose out the mountains and craggy passes of that land but had ascended now to the highest mantle in Rome. This name - Valentinus - was a name known and unknown. A figure echoing an emperor but himself unknown, rooted deep in the shadows of betrayal and conspiracy, a figure striking out now for the sacred purple of the empire itself. A figure stamped on all the gold tumbling and seeding here in the barbaricum north of the Vallum. Brennus had no choice but to ride fast and with desperate courage into the north to seek out that figure - save that it was all a lure. The world about him settled then and he felt his place in it. Shadows and darkness fell away while the mists of his doubt receded. In that little silence which followed his contemptuous words, he understood his place, felt his feet upon the world. He had the name now and that was all that mattered. He was orientated to it as a sailor looks towards a guiding beacon which is fixed and immovable in the night. 
 
    The savage cry from Veleda shattered that moment of stillness and she scooped up that seax to move in swiftly towards him. Her guard of tall lords and warriors parted like rent silk and she was afoot and moving, that cry echoing out towards him, the tip of the weapon darting in like a serpent’s head. 
 
    It was all too late, however, despite the speed and agility of her move. He did not raise a guard against her or step back to brace for her onrush but instead turned a little to look behind her and pointed his semi-spatha past her, out towards the roiling of the waters of the silver-tipped Creia. Waters which seethed now as if alive for the unnumbered dead were rising up out of those dark waters and coming back to take the living. 
 
    The ankou had returned to claim their due. 
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    To The Parched Throat, No Poison is Avoided 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    As if bid by an unseen hand, those corpses and glistening bodies sifted and rose, sliding up and over the bulwarks, teeth bared, their crude weapons unsheathed. The silence in that advance was unnerving and for one moment Flavius Sabinus felt he was watching nothing but a deranged dream, some phantasm cooked up in his mind - a product of his exhaustion or desperation. Save that all those near him turned to look and the disbelief which spread across their faces was absolute. The Creia debouched its horror and that horror rose up in unnumbered waves to flood the galleys and the dug-outs, all jammed in now about the poor vallum of his Barcarii. 
 
    It was the speed which absorbed him most, however, not the savage masks of their faces, all wrought in fury, nor the twists of bark or bone or copper which spiked their matted hair, or the filed teeth, bared now in a feral leer. That speed coupled with the silence as these dark, wet, figures rose up from the oily waters to board the vessels of the allies of Veleda. They came on and the violence which flowed from them was absolute. They clambered over the high railings and above the oarlocks and through the rigging, silent, grinning, slavering almost. They fell on the startled warriors with a ferocity which was beyond anything he had ever witnessed. The words of Hermothr came back to him then and he remembered how that poor Herul had described the fall of his shield-brothers at the edge of that lost and cursed bay so far away in the north. Those words echoed what he saw now as the Karnonakae rose up from the Creia and flooded over all. 
 
    They moved swiftly and with a deadly ease and he saw a score of tall warriors disappear into that advance with barely a sound. Axes and short, deadly, swords cut them down and still they swarmed up over the railings, shedding that dark water, running on silent feet, teeth bared. A broad-chested lord swung about in alarm, his spear rising up, only for a trio of these naked warriors to leap into him like wildcats, their axes and knives slicing at him as if he were nothing but butcher’s meat. In an instant that lord had vanished into a bloody storm and those warriors were leaping away, splattered in blood. Another Novantae lord, crying out in alarm, swung his heavy iron spatha about in a wide arc to clear a space about himself but wet bodies slid under that arc and chopped him down, moving on without looking back. For one moment, that lord - gutted and hacked - attempted to rise but then collapsed in an obscene heap on the deck. Cries and panic rang out then as the wave of dark bodies threatened to swamp over everything. All along the edge of the embattled cove, the waters seethed and boiled as if alive and dark things emerged from that confusion. Smoke framed them. The stench of burnt flesh trailed them. The iron-grey clouds above echoed their dark forms. 
 
    What followed was brutal and inevitable. 
 
    The Novantae and the Picts and the Scotti, all consumed with their vengeance and the shaken lines of the Barcarii before them, never stood a chance as the Karnonakae hewed into them from behind. Blood swiftly flowed as scores of warriors were cut down or hacked apart in moments. Now the fierce, tight, cunei became a weight about them to choke them as they were caught up and entrapped within the decks and railings of the galleys, wedged in-between the lines of his Barcarii and the beached assault craft along the cove. With all the ferocity and savagery of a wolf-pack, he saw those darkened forms slide in against those packed warriors and cut them down in moments. Others hauled themselves aloft on the rigging or the masts to fling javelins down into that mass of desperate and panicking figures. Here and there, swarms of Karnonakae mounted up along the bulwarks of the assault craft, brushing aside the stunned Barcarii as if they were of no import, to scamper along that railing and then launch themselves down into the mass below, silent and deadly. Screams rose in their wake. 
 
    All about him, the ancient foe of the tribes of the south and the west fell upon the warriors of Veleda and it seemed to Flavius Sabinus as if the Creia itself rose up to drown them all. 
 
    A sharp cry shook him out of that chaotic mosaic and with a start he saw that Veleda was turning in outrage to look back into the savage melee which was consuming her warriors and allies all along the cove. For the first time, he saw fear on her face - a sudden, white, mask which shattered her composure. But then he saw her rally and begin shouting out orders to the guard about her. For a moment, she glanced back at him and he saw a quizzical look flash in her eyes but then it, too, was gone. Her guard assembled quickly and fell in about her, those small shields up and ready while their axes and spears edged out protectively. It was a sudden, desperate, semi-circle which sheathed her but even as it formed about her, the dark forms of the Karnonakae slid into it. That semi-circle shivered then with the shock of that advance and tall figures vanished at the edges as if they had never existed. Veleda stood back appraising that sudden assault and then snapped out one final order - before turning to face him, that seax rising up suddenly - 
 
    He found himself laughing at that - the madness of it all, her desperate act, his own in reply as he stepped forwards and dropped his shoulders to receive her charge. He laughed, knowing that she wanted take him with her in her defeat. That she wanted one victory to hurl before her gods to atone for the slaughter to come. He laughed knowing that he also desired the same thing. 
 
    She came in fast and before he even knew what was happening struck out even as she then stepped about to flank him. Iron clanged against iron and sparks flashed before his eyes. Her lithe form flowed around him, still cloaked in her laughter, and he twisted to follow that misty shape. More blows lashed out at him and again he parried, his semi-spatha moving more with an instinctual response now. Both blades clanged against each other and for an instant as he leaned into that collision her saw her own face up close to his. Her laughter was brittle, he sensed, and that smile on her mask frozen. Her dark eyes were wide and enigmatic but he thought he glimpsed an anger in them which rendered all her beauty and poise fragile now. 
 
    Then she leapt away from him, crouching low almost like a lion or a wolf. Great breaths wreathed her form. Her feet slid apart and then she shook herself as if shedding water and before he knew what was happening she was up high, that seax flashing down hard in a savage chop. His block only just managed to deflect it - the force of that blow echoing through his wrist and up his arm in a dull ripple of pain. He heard the rasp of iron scrapping against iron as his own blade caught and then pushed aside that blow. But the blow was a trap - she fell hard down into him even as he deflected that  seax. The force of her body slamming into him was immense and before he could even react she was wrapping her legs about his torso, her free hand gripping his shoulder, pulling herself even closer into him. Fire erupted all across his shoulder, making him gasp out loud, staggering him. Her face loomed in, impossibly close, her breath washing over him, its spice almost smothering him like a shroud. 
 
    Veleda leapt and entwined herself about him, her legs crushing him with a strength he hadn’t thought possible, one hand digging in hard on his shoulder - and Flavius Sabinus gasped out in agony and then collapsed swiftly onto the deck beneath him. 
 
    What followed was chaotic and brutal. He hit the decking and attempted to push her off even as she leaned in over him and pushed down hard. Hot pain coursed through him while he looked up into her and sensed a weight and an anger in her which was crushing him. She twisted that grip on his shoulder, sensing his vulnerability, while her seax flashed up and in for a sudden stab into his neck. In desperation, he brought his own blade up into her side but the lack of strength in that thrust - the angle of it - meant that it only scraped against the dull mail of her corselet. At the same time, he twisted aside under her as that seax rammed in and he felt it shiver past him and dig in hard against the wood underneath him. He pulled back the semi-spatha even as she recovered her own short stabbing blade and he knew then that she owned him. He was trapped under her and locked against her own form; unable to get any power behind his thrust. The seax arced up in a tight move and his neck felt impossibly open and exposed.  
 
    Dark, mottled, figures framed his vision, all embattled together, woven in, dancing but eternal in a frieze which was endlessly moving but also in some poor manner eternally similar. It was the image of men locked together in a doom never repealed. Smoke roiled high above that frieze, oily and constant. Heavy clouds seemed to press down without let as if crushing all. 
 
    Gritting his teeth through that pain, ignoring the iron-grip which dug into his shoulder, he locked his hand about her wrist even as that seax darted in against him. The strength in that thrust shocked him and with a sickening realisation he knew he could only slow that death-blow not twist it away or break it. Again, he attempted to work his semi-spatha against her side but lacked the force to even wind her let alone slice apart that mail. Her face loomed up large behind that gleaming seax as it drove in slowly now towards his neck with an inexorable drive he could never hope to check. Her smile widened and the pantherish gleam in her eyes flared up as she sensed his demise. 
 
    Something black and heavy flashed in then and with a clang wrenched away that seax. He felt the reverberation of that blow echo through his form and before he knew what was happening, Veleda sprang away leaving him sprawled out on the decking, gasping for breath. A high shadow fell over him, blotting out the dark frieze and heavy smoke framing it all and then that shadow seemed to pass over him. In the silence which followed, he rolled up a little, one elbow pushing himself up, pain and exhaustion making him groan out loud, and what he saw stopped him in a heartbeat. 
 
    Veleda had fallen back a little, crouching low, her seax in close, her other arm thrown backwards for balance. Anger and untamed fury flared up in her eyes and she looked past him and at the figure advancing silently towards her. Sweat covered her now and she was panting hard from the struggle which had almost brought him low into the arms of the ferry-man. Her feet were sliding apart on instinct as she lowered herself even further and he saw the blade of the seax tremble with the anticipation of her next move. 
 
    But it was the figure which advanced against her which consumed him. Against all the dark savagery and blood which framed his vision, this figure moved with a regal poise and a deliberation which seemed the opposite of the bloodlust about it. 
 
    The chieftainess of the Atecotti, these dark and degenerate Karnonakae, stepped forwards past him, one hand holding a long thin iron spatha, crude, inelegant, whilst the other gripped a small wicker shield. She wore no armour save a bronze plate strapped across her chest, verdigris covering it. That chest piece was ancient, he sensed, and bore old spirals and ring marks on it. Torcs and arm bands wreathed her but these were bronze or bluntly-wrought silver. Her long hair was enflamed now and flew out about her, wild and untamed. A massive necklace of bone pins wreathed her neck. She wore a long tunica, wide and loose, stained with crimson which flared out a little now. She was barefoot, he saw, slipping easily through the blood which stained the decking now. It was her face which consumed him, however. It was regal and calm - at odds to the butchery framing her and contrasting with the fury of Veleda opposite her. That face was pale like marble, cold and imperial, the eyes remote and haughty even. She was smiling but that smile was distant, almost unearthly. It felt as if a goddess strode in among mortals and gazed disinterestedly among all the strife and the pain about her. 
 
    Not once had she gazed on him but strode past him towards Veleda, that dull iron spatha hanging loose at her side, the wicker shield hanging down almost unheeded.  
 
    Veleda, he saw, reacted in an instant and was up and at this figure, almost screeching her hate. That seax lashed out like a living thing and the speed with which she launched her attack astonished him. The red-haired woman tipped her head to one side as if looking at something for the first time and then twisted her spatha slightly, flicking her wrist a little. It impacted the seax, catching it, deflecting it, even as she stepped in towards Veleda. For one absurd moment, he almost expected her to reach out and embrace her. Instead, that wicker shield licked up and caught her under the chin, knocking her backwards, even as the spatha recovered and slid in, punching hard into her midriff. The clang of iron on iron reached his ears and he saw Veleda stagger backwards from that thrust. The dark mail saved her, though, and with an effort she disengaged and drew back again, eyeing her opponent warily. The latter halted and waited. There was a patience and a quiet reserve about her and for one moment he thought that she was almost indulging Veleda. Her iron spatha dropped a little and that wicker shield hovered at her side as she looked at her enemy and almost seemed to nod at her, encouraging her to attempt another assault on her.  
 
    Veleda obliged her. What followed was the opposite of what he had just witnessed. This time both figures clashed and the engagement was furious and volcanic. Sparks flew and the still composure of the latter vanished as if it had never existed. The violence which flowed out from them was without mercy or honour or even skill. It was as if two animals fought against each other, each one riven with a blood-lust which could only be satiated with the rending of the other. Veleda was swift and deadly, moving with that pantherish speed he had come to see was her element now whereas this chieftainess of the Atecotti moved with elegance and a poise that contrasted oddly with the former’s. Wherever Veleda struck, she was already gone, stepping aside, shifting slightly, twisting with a small shrug. That poise seemed effortless as if she dissolved and reformed like mist before the anger and violence which was the wind of Veleda. The coldness of that face hardened then. It froze, all glittering, merciless and immortal, despite the fury of the blows aimed at it. It was a coldness which only infuriated Veleda all the more. 
 
    All about him, small, dark, figures were emerging now as the last of Veleda’s proud guard were cut down. No one paid him any attention, however. He watched as if removed from it all, lost in a little well of stillness as those Atecotti ranged past him, their inhuman faces clotted with blood, their weapons smoking with the freshness of it. Ancient bronze flashed about him. Lithe forms passed him as if he did not exist. And the silence of that advance only threw into contrast the effort and the power of the single combat before him. 
 
    Without realising, he had risen up, absorbed in the battle now. 
 
    The clash - the violence of it - appalled him. Veleda moved with astonishing speed and that seax licked in and out almost like a thing imbued with its own life. A red streak appeared on the cold mask opposite her then - a small cut, delicate almost; as if painted on. That seax arced in again, scraping hard against the bronze chest piece. But then the iron spatha was up and flashing hard in a wide arc, knocking that weapon away, the wicker shield punching in hard, winding her. Veleda was knocked backwards even as the latter reached up with the back of her hand to wipe aside that slight blood on her cheek. This chieftainess frowned a little then and tipped her head to one side. Veleda, sensing an opportunity, recovered and swept in with a long low lunge. He saw the violence on her face deepen as if she sensed a sudden victory emerging before her. It was a thrust which was merciless - but instead of parrying it or attempting to block it, this wild, red-haired, chieftainess opposite Veleda stepped into it, twisting a little so that it clanged hard into the bronze of her armour. The point of the seax scraped against that chest piece and slid aside and it was then that he knew Veleda had over-exposed herself. 
 
    What followed next was inevitable. The iron spatha thrust forwards with a simple, brutal, move and Veleda only just managed to twist her head aside. The dull blade slid past her, almost slicing away her dark bound locks. Again, she leapt backwards and crouched low, panting hard, sweat covering her brow now.  
 
    For a moment, both figures paused, wary and still. All about them, the Atecotti were ranging fast now and he saw that all of Veleda’s guards had been slaughtered. Further off, his own Barcarii and the milites under Paternus and Atticus seemed to have been hedged aside from the assault as if of no consequence. The dark, wet, figures with their animal masks swept on, ignoring them, leaving their chieftainess behind, advancing far ahead into the battle about the shore. Cries of panic and horror rose up all along that shore. Nearby, the great banner of the Novantae trembled and tipped slowly down into an unseen defeat. 
 
    Alone, his hand twisting uneasily again and again about the semi-spatha, Flavius Sabinus recovered his footing and stood watching as the two figures before him waited. 
 
    The queen of the Karnonakae moved then and it was swift and brutal. Her elegance and poise vanished as if it had never existed. He saw a sudden leer appear on her white face; cruel and hungry - and then she was darting in with that iron spatha. Veleda attempted a parry but the seax clanged uselessly against the long blade and slid away, ineffectual. Again, she twisted her head as that long weapon cut the air by her side - but this time, the small wicker shield was also moving forwards and punched her hard in the face. Winded - and with a gasp of surprise - Veleda staggered backwards and fell against the wood of the galley’s bulwark. Her lips were mashed red and she spat blood out onto the decking.  
 
    For a heartbeat then this warrior chieftainess of the Karnonakae turned her head to glance briefly at him. The look in that gaze was almost sardonic, he realised with a shock. 
 
    Then she turned away from him and drove that iron blade deep into the form of Veleda. There was no guile or art to that blow. She stepped in and rammed hard and all the mail links of the corselet parted under that blow like rotten cord. He heard the dull thud of the tip bite hard into the wood behind Veleda, pinning her form to the bulwark, as her body was impaled by that spatha. For a moment, the look of surprise and fear on her face absorbed him. Veleda blinked and frowned, working her lips as if to mouth something but blood gouted forth, dark and arterial. The seax clattered to the deck, unheeded now. Her frown deepened and he saw Veleda look down at the long iron blade which had punched through her mail as if it did not exist and the slow realisation dawned across her face then that this red-haired woman had done nothing but play with her in that fight. That blow now was a testament to that. She had slaughtered her once the game had been over. 
 
    She smiled a little at that knowledge and for a moment Flavius Sabinus saw the smile and face of her brother, Cunomarus, emerge on her - then her head tipped forwards and the body slumped in hard against that iron weapon. Blood flowed down over her chest and dripped onto the decking below. 
 
    The triumphant figure before him pulled back the spatha as if it was caught in nothing more than parchment and the body of Veleda slid down, crumpled and anonymous now. She turned then and gazed fully on him. 
 
    He saw that she was breathing lightly. There was a fine sheen of sweat on her brow. The wild red hair had fallen in an unruly mass across her shoulders, obscuring a little the bone necklace which girded her throat. Her eyes were lambent with arboreal light and viewed him with an unflinching stare now. She was tall and lithe but whereas Veleda had the power and swiftness of a panther, this woman was more regal and poised. This close to her, he noted now that scars and marks crossed her arms. Beneath the heavy bronze of her chest armour, lay a wide belt adorned with copper clasps and stiffeners. A thick dagger hung from it. She gazed on him across an impossible gulf - barbaric, victorious, remote - and he resisted the impulse to kneel or prostrate himself to her form as she stood above the broken form of her enemy. 
 
    “ . . . You squandered the gifts of Brennus, Flavius Sabinus . . .” 
 
    Her Latin was flawless with that peculiar accent unique to those who lived and breathed it in Britannia here. The incongruity of her words struck him and he found himself frowning at her.  
 
    “Squandered?” he echoed back before he could gather himself. 
 
    She nodded at him and then turned a little to sheath her crude spatha. “Brennus did not trust anyone at Calunium and so the writings eventually came to you.” 
 
    “I read them all -” 
 
    She shook her head. “No. You didn’t.” 
 
    She glanced briefly at the semi-spatha in his hand and the lightest of smiles graced her barbaric face.  
 
    And he understood then. The words of the scarred Arcanus to Gallo came back to him in a flash: don’t waste the gifts I gave you in the agora . . . He thought those words had referred to the writings in the satchel, all the parchment and the reports, those words of Brennus. But it dawned on him then that this man - held in that criss-cross of light and dark - had gifted him two things then: that satchel and also this weapon. He remembered how that semi-spatha had clattered across the paving slabs towards him and how the scabbard had swiftly followed it. And he knew then that the words of Brennus had been hidden from themselves and he had never even understood that. 
 
    “ . . . I’ve been a fool . . .”  
 
    The smile on her face widened at that. “ . . . Many here in Caledonia have been fools, Flavius Sabinus, all dancing to the tune of that Roman deep in the south of the island . . .” 
 
    Again, the purity of the Latin struck him. About her, her warriors were pausing slightly and forming up, gathering into a small guard around her. Without exception, they were all small, taut, figures, barbaric and bloodied now. Up close, he saw that deep gashes had riven their faces in years past, twisting those visages into dark masks now. Many had filed their teeth into crude points. Unlike the tall and proud warriors under Veleda or Ru or Athairne, there was a chthonic quality to these figures which made him shiver a little then and step back. Hermothr’s words came back to him again and he remembered the piles of bones and the horror which had consumed the Heruli in that lost sinus far, far away, in the mountains of the north here . . . 
 
    She stepped in a little and passed her wicker shield over to a companion. “Look too hard, Roman, and you will see that all this island has is masks and shadows. Brennus understood that at the end. It was a wind which chilled him.” 
 
    Without thinking, he sheathed the semi-spatha and then reached out to lift that scabbard slightly. It was a wide leather-wrapped thing, heavy from its wood core. The stitching on it was crude but firm. As with the ivory hilt, there were embossed symbols on the leather: the cup and ring marks typical of the tribes here in the north. Again, he remembered how that scarred face had leant in through the lattice of dark and light to toss these things over to him along with that satchel. 
 
    “ . . . It seems I didn’t look hard enough . . .” 
 
    “Few do until it is too late.” 
 
    A sudden change in the tempo about him made him look up and away. 
 
    All along the cove, amid the beached craft, before the blood-splattered shields of the Barcarii, a certain stillness was spreading out now. The carnage was complete, he saw. Bodies rolled in the waves while the waters were tainted now with purple gore. Two forces opposed each other along that bitter divide with the Roman lines all ragged and heavy with exhaustion yet facing them stood the dark twisted forms of the Atecotti, wreathed in crimson, their limbs glistening, their faces leering into the shocked expressions before them. Of the Novantae and their foederati, few had survived that sudden onslaught. Here and there, a few desperate figures were piling into a dug-out or a galley, attempting to pull backwards into the deeper waters of the mottled Creia while the Atecotti near them stood in the surf and watched, waiting with an eerie stillness which unnerved him. He had the impression then that their attempt to oar and push-off to freedom was an illusion; that these Atecotti were allowing them that painting of escape only to tear it away at the last moment. He was right for just as those few vessels managed to oar back out and away from the carnage, all along the cove he saw dark figures clamber aboard from the deeper waters, rising up and over the bulwarks, darkness cascading from them, long blades out and eager. What followed was sanguine and inevitable and soon those craft drifted devoid of life among all the oily detritus on the Creia. 
 
    Nearby, Gallo and Aelian stood among his Barcarii guard, all bloodied and exhausted. He saw Yazil and Fronto at their side and the look on their faces unnerved him. Paternus was striding forwards a little, a few Liburnian men acting as a guard, while Atticus was slumped, exhausted, against the bulwark, his face wan. The old Magister approached him, frowning, and then hesitated when he saw the crimson-haired figure standing by him and the crumpled form at her feet. Blood was pooling out now from that form while near it the seax lay unremarked and abandoned. 
 
    “Praefectus?” 
 
    He saw Paternus look from them both. That frown on his brow deepened. 
 
    She turned to look at him and tipped her head in greeting. “You are the commander of this galley? The Sagitta?” 
 
    He could see that the old Celt was taken aback also by her flawless Latin and nodded dumbly at her. For a moment, he couldn’t remember ever having seen Paternus looked so flustered. 
 
    “ . . . I am . . .” 
 
    She looked away and out over the cove with its bloody aftermath of the slaughter. “You command a good vessel. The last true Roman warship here in the west. I wonder if you understand that, Paternus?” 
 
    The other smiled grimly at that and recovered a little. He nodded back to her. “I do. That’s why we suit each other - me and this old Liburnian. We have too much in common . . .” 
 
    Something struck him then and he spoke up. “And you? What do you have that brought you out of the ice and snow of the north to Rerigonium?” 
 
    “I?” She gestured about her and the sweep of her hand was wide. “I have all this now. I have galleys and blood and the corpses of my enemies at my feet. I have new songs to sing. A new turn of the eternal cycle which is the lot of the Karnonakae.” 
 
    He looked out along the shoreline of the cove, seeing the dead and the wash of crimson. Harsh Latin commands were ringing out and he saw Araxes staring up intently over the helmeted heads, trying to fathom out what was happening up here, no doubt. Naxios was pulling out the wounded and dressing the lines, ordering the fulcums to maintain discipline despite the sudden lull in the slaughter before the Barcarii. All along that shoreline, the Atecotti were pulling back a little now, dull weapons lowered, the dark masks eyeing the Romans with a blank look he found disconcerting. Corpses rolled about in the wash like ragged dolls, encased in mottled sand only to be re-birthed, cleansed almost, by that wash, again and again.  
 
    “This is your song?” he found himself mouthing through dry and cracked lips. 
 
    She laughed at that but the humour was cold, brittle almost. 
 
    “It is. It is the only song left for us now . . .” 
 
    She paused and he saw a strange look come over her, part wistful and part melancholy. The fierce lambent light in her eyes faded then and the smile dropped away. 
 
    He stepped in a little toward her. “ . . .What are you?” 
 
    “I? Nothing but shadow and horror and myth. Have you not heard, Flavius Sabinus? We are the Atecotti, the ‘Old Ones’, the barbarians beyond the walls and huts and fields here in the north of this mighty island. We are the darkness and the ankou hidden in the deep night. Fear us and hold your loved ones close lest we come and rip them from you . . .” 
 
    Her words seemed odd and incongruous, all wrapped up as they were in that pristine Latin. For one moment, he thought he was listening not to her at all but to a poor orator or poet mouthing old lines or a half-heard song - save that a bitter taste to those words filled her face and she turned to look out across the bloodied waters of the Creia and all the smoking wreckage on it. Darkness filled her face and the imperial cast to it deepened then. “We are the fear used to bind others together. Nothing more . . .” 
 
    Understanding washed through him. “This Valentinus used you?” 
 
    “His gold bought nothing but our sacrifice as a blood to unite these tribes under his ambition. Brennus taught us that and all that blood below is but a payment to honour that debt we owe him. Nothing more . . .” 
 
    “Brennus saved you?” His mind was awhirl with thoughts which made no sense to him. 
 
    She smiled almost wistfully at that. “He gifted that to Rome but you never saw . . .” 
 
    And with that she walked away almost as if dismissing him. Her warriors crowded her form and within moments, it was as if she had disappeared from view.  
 
    The gifts of Brennus . . . 
 
    “Praefectus?” 
 
    He looked at the old craggy face of the Magister but remained silent. The weight of the semi-spatha hung from his hand and seemed to drag that arm down. He had been overwhelmed by that satchel and its contents - the reports and reflections; the insights of this Brennus and his dark musings over what was happening here deep in the north of this island. He had poured over those writings and by doing so had come close to understanding the mind of the praepositus of the Arcani - but not once had he examined or questioned the weapon casually tossed to him. Why had that scarred face thrown him the blade at all? His mocking words came back to him then and he remembered that encounter and how he had taunted him with the inappropriateness of his own spatha in those narrow confines. He had gifted him that Hibernian blade with a mocking tone - throwing it and the scabbard towards him.  
 
    But now he realised that nothing was given without intent or purpose. 
 
    “ . . . Let’s order the Barcarii, Magister . . . See to the wounded and right the vessels here at the shore . . .” 
 
    The old Celt nodded back. “Arbeia?” 
 
    “In the morning, yes. We have wounded, many grievously. And dead. let’s tend to them first.” 
 
    “But do we have allies?” asked Paternus, turning a little to look at the dark, squat, forms along the shoreline. 
 
    He found himself shrugging at that. “One piece at a time before we step back to view the mosaic.” 
 
    What followed was cautious work indeed as the milites of the Barcarii edged back from the crimson wash and its grisly wreckage to dress their lines and recover their wounded and the dead. Harsh orders were shouted out and small clumps of men in tight tent-sections scrambled to retrieve weapons and gear even as the wounded were man-handled back towards the relative dryness higher up at the tumble of rocks and bushes. A long, anonymous, line of corpses wrapped in sodden cloaks, their heads marked by upended spathas or spears grew in the middle ground between those rocks and the slush of the shoreline. The battle had been fierce and sudden but it still shocked those who had fought in it how many dead were lined up along that cove. Those ordered to man the assault craft took guard about those vessels while those not gathering up the dead or the wounded assembled under their line officers and waited, eyeing the grim shoreline and the dark waters beyond, gripping their weapons in a tense expectation that more slaughter was to come. A few looked towards the clump of officers and principales about Flavius Sabinus and wondered on what was going to happen next . . . 
 
    The latter, exhausted and bowed down by pain, slumped a little among his guard and waited, eyeing the grim line of the dead as it slowly extended along the cove. Naxios had taken charge of the duty, ordering those who had survived the worst of the battle to gather up those sand-clotted bodies and lay them out. He noted how uncharacteristically tender that small Cappadocian had been in selecting the men for that task and how he pitched in now, having thrown aside his armour and helmet. Blood stained him but he saw that his face was empty and drained and he found himself wondering if Naxios was also in a place now where Barcarii lay slaughtered and the crumpled form of his old commander lay at his feet while the unbloodied legions and cavalry and auxilia had stormed ashore in triumph - a triumph wrought from the blood the Barcarii had spilled. 
 
    “ . . . How many?” he found himself asking, to no one in particular. 
 
    It was Araxes who answered as the Persian unlaced his ornate helmet and tucked it up under one arm. That elegant face was drained and pale now. The dark hair was plastered to his forehead. “About fifty lost - double that wounded. Some severely and will not survive the night. Paulus took a blow to the head which shattered his helmet and old Nadim is not certain he will recover his wits. 
 
    He nodded his thanks and turned to the Magister. “And the Sagitta?” 
 
    Paternus looked away out over the shoreline to the battered form of the Liburnian galley. It looked in a poor state indeed, grimy with soot and besmirched with crimson. Wreckage clotted its hull and where the tide washed in there was a mess of bodies and spent weapons. He heard the Magister sigh heavily then and nod as if to himself. “I’ve lost over half of the lads. Good navicularii, all of them. Poseidon has them now and many will be the gold coins glittering in the depths of the sea to safeguard their passage into the underworld . . . But that old galley will put to sea if you need it. That I swear to.” 
 
    He saw the Illyrian at his side nod at that. The stoic look on his face was almost a mask of stone now. “All of the scaphae are sea-worthy. There are enough enemy vessels here also to requisition as transports for the wounded. I count at least four of the Germanic galleys . . .” 
 
    He raised a hand at that and grimaced a little. “I expect these Atecotti will claim those as their trophy now.” 
 
    Andronikas smiled grimly back. “They are owed a triumph. This is their victory, after all.” 
 
    “Is it, Ducenarius? I am not sure any of us win many laurels here . . .” 
 
    He found himself looking out towards where the bulk of the Atecotti gathered along that shoreline. She stood out like a marble statue in a grove of withered forms and for one moment found himself again envying her. He estimated that all the warriors assembling now numbered in their hundreds - possibly as many as the Barcarii - and all were eager and flush now with victory. Few of their dead were gathered in among them, he noticed. Their assault had been complete; devastating almost.  
 
    Nearby, Araxes, sensing his thoughts, turned to him. “You think they were trailing us from Arbeia?” 
 
    For a moment, he looked into the eyes of the men about him - Gallo, Aelian, Paternus, Andronikas, and Arzphur - and then found himself nodding in reply. “ . . . She let Gallo go. I wonder if she trailed him after beating off Veleda’s trap? I suspect these Atecotti could have hunted him across the promontory here, evading the Novantae and Veleda’s allies. They went to ground and followed Gallo’s spore back to Arbeia and then waited, knowing we would sally forth . . . They trailed us down the coast and slipped into the Creia under cover of that smoke . . . Revenge . . .” 
 
    “For what?” swore the old Celt, uneasily. 
 
    “For being seduced and led astray.” 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The dusk brought an uneasy peace within the cove as two camps slowly emerged at either end of the shoreline: one ordered and guarded with armoured figures, the other silent and expectant. More guards stood about or atop the small assault craft and the Liburnian galley while the surviving Germanic cyulis had been heaved ashore by the Atecotti and moored up against each other to form an irregular vallum along the shoreward edge of their camp. As the light fell and the tide of the Creia mounted up the sand, those corpses not claimed were slowly edged inwards, a dark clot of anonymity, wrapped up in crimson foam. Gulls soon settled over those ragged forms, spreading out their white wings, tugging at the flesh. More drifted further out on the surface of the Creia, pulled away by the playful currents. 
 
    Between the two uneasy camps lay only a spreading darkness and a silence which was unnerving. 
 
    “If these Atecotti wanted to finish this, they would have stormed us already, I think.” 
 
    Flavius Sabinus stood a little out from the perimeter of the rough camp and nodded in reply to the Persian’s words. He had been thinking the same thing. “She saved me from Veleda. I was under her seax point and death was inevitable but she battered it aside. And yet . . .” 
 
    Araxes smiled a little but there was no humour in that smile. “The enemy of your enemy is not your friend.” 
 
    “No, not when that enemy is dead.” 
 
    “You are wondering on Hermothr’s words?” 
 
    “I am, Araxes. And Brennus’ also. What was it Magnus said about the Atecotti back in Calunium? That the barbaricum lies beyond the Vallum but beyond the barbaricum lies the darkness of the Atecotti?” 
 
    “Something like that, yes.” 
 
    He sighed and turned to look at his friend. “ . . . These people are cannibals. Hermothr’s words left no doubt. And they file their teeth, also. They scar and mark their faces. These are not people, Araxes. They are echoes and remnants of a people who once held the highest station in this island but who are now nothing but beasts laid low in the dust of exile.” 
 
    The Persian shrugged at that and reached up to stroke his chin in thought. The dark eyes narrowed. “Have you heard her Latin?” 
 
    “I have.” 
 
    “No beast speaks with such clarity or education.” 
 
    “No, it doesn’t,” he found himself replying, his voice hardening with an anger he found surprising in himself. “I wonder if she reads Latin as beautifully also . . .” 
 
    “Amicus?” 
 
    But before he could reply to Araxes, he found himself stepping away and into that gulf of shadows which lay between the two camps. 
 
    In that dead space between the camps, as he felt the sounds and movements of the Romans behind him slip away, he fell into a strange stillness. Above, darkness lidded him. The sounds of the waves rolling ashore was muted and he knew that the shoreline was edged with clotted things. The air had a burnt edge to it as if the world itself was singed now. He could barely make out the outlines of the various vessels dragged ashore. Even the Sagitta, guarded and beribboned in lamps, looked remote and otherworldly to his eyes - more an impression daubed onto the dark than a thing of substance. The sand underfoot was heavy and dragged at his cracked boots now. For a moment, as the darkness enveloped him and the familiar presence of his companions fell behind him, Flavius Sabinus felt as if he had stepped away from a mortal ground and drifted uneasily into something broken and uneven. 
 
    Valentinus. It was a name which had underlined everything here in the lands of the Novantae - and more: the Picts and the Scotti. even these Atecotti. All had fallen under its sway in one manner or another. All had twisted to its whim. Save Brennus. He alone had nosed out that name and turned his hard-bitten face into its wind. And by doing so had affected something which these Atecotti now embraced. He found himself glancing then at the semi-spatha as it hung now at his side and he knew that in that blade lay more secrets which had been gifted to him but which he, in his arrogance, had not understood. Secrets he now meant to tease out. 
 
    The pain in his shoulder was constant. Tiredness washed through him; an echo of that tide as it rolled into the sands underfoot, lulling him - but he fought through it. He willed aside the drowsiness which threatened to overwhelm him and lure him down into the sleep of the exhausted. That sweet wine of triumph, of victory, its release after battle, was not his or that of his Barcarii. They had endured, nothing more. Chaos and war was falling over the diocese to the south. He knew that now. It was a wave which had washed over them and moved on despite their stand here. The exhaustion which fell over him like iron chains was not one he could surrender to for there was no peace or succour to be had in it. 
 
    And then, with almost obscene ease, he was at that other camp. Dark figures rose up before him, almost shuffling and grunting like beasts. Some were tearing into bloodied morsels, grinning at him, wiping ribbons of meats from their teeth, while others drifted closer and ranged about him almost as guard, watching him with a veiled, heavy-lidded, eye. All carried weapons clotted now with blood. A few were clad in the bronze breast-plates. Most, however, simply wore thick tunicas of wool or vests of rawhide. This close to them now, the smell fell over him and it was all he could do not to raise a hand or the hem of his cloak to cover his face. It was a thick, cloying, smell - the smell of rot or that sweet odour which the dying had. 
 
    He fell in among a clot of dark figures and wondered that he was not being ushered down into that dank underworld of Pluto or Hades which the ancient poets wrote so much about. 
 
    She stood amid her guard, tall and resplendent, a salve to his eyes. A low fire in a pit illuminated her form and he felt she was waiting on him as he approached. The light glinted like sparks from the mass of her red hair and the green in her eyes seemed arboreal, elemental even, but he knew this was nothing but his tiredness and the desperate desire to let all this fade away as if it were nothing more than a stained dream. But he had had enough of recurrent dreams and would not allow himself to fall into them again. He saw that she had divested herself of the ornate bronze armour she had worn and now the crimson tunica remained belted with the knife at her waist. The bone of the necklace about her throat was vividly white now against the darkness. 
 
    Figures moved and parted about him like black silk. A hand, small and rough, nudged him forwards and then he was standing in the small glimmer of the fire before her. All about him, like a chorus of the dead, the Atecotti edged in, expectant and alert, like hunting hounds. 
 
    The clear Latin of her voice startled him again amid the barbaric frieze about him. 
 
    “Welcome, Praefectus of Rome, to the endless home of Karnonakae, the Mountain People, what the ‘nova’ tribes here call the Atecotti, or the ‘Old Ones’ . . .” 
 
    The sardonic tone in her voice surprised him and he took a step closer towards her. 
 
    “This is not your home. It lies far in the north within a deep sinus hedged in with tall icy mountains.” 
 
    She smiled at him and for a moment felt as if she was indulging him. “That is the world seen through the eyes of distant barbarians from across the Dark Sea. Eyes sworn to see the world as nothing more than fodder for their poems and songs. Songs which twisted into nothing but the dirge of their end.” 
 
    The horror of what Hermothr had told him came back and he saw again the doom which had befallen those poor Heruli so far from home and the Rhine and the endless forests there. 
 
    “They fell prey to a foe more barbaric and depraved than anything which had faced them in the past - despite whatever words they dressed that up in. Their white bones testified to that.” 
 
    He hadn’t meant to be blunt but he could not shake away what Hermothr had shown him. 
 
    “I told you this was an island of masks. Some masks are darker than others, Flavius Sabinus . . .” 
 
    A chill wind roved through him and made the flames nearby rustle and leap unexpectedly. Light flared out about him and for a moment it shone on the endless faces hedging him in; mottled faces, scarred and marked with tribal gashes, the hair spiked up with long carved bone pins or rough twigs, the lips pulled back into feral grins. He found himself looking at those faces and seeing the yellowed teeth and the gibbets of flesh which hung from them now. 
 
    “There are no masks here.” 
 
    “No? Not all masks can be taken off or put on so easily, I think. Some masks lie deep in the skin, almost to the bone.” 
 
    Again, he marked the contrast between these Atecotti about him, illuminated now by the flaring fire, and the tall, red-haired, figure waiting on him. She was a Diana amid her wild coterie, he thought, brazen and resplendent, possessing an immortality which he himself could only ever look upon, never own. The regal look in her face was cold and imperious and utterly at odds to the crude masks edging in towards him. 
 
    “Is that what Brennus found when he rode his Arcani north into your tribal lands?” 
 
    She tilted her head a little and regarded him. The glimmer in her green eyes seemed to mock him. “Hand it to me, Praefectus.” 
 
    It was an invitation he had been expecting - wanting, almost. He unslung the semi-spatha from across his shoulder and slowly offered it out to her. It was then that a certain tension rippled about the dark forms which encased him but then it passed away like a soft breeze. For a moment, she stood and regarded him, not looking at the proffered weapon - but then a slight smile emerged and she nodded as if accepting the gift. She reached out and took the heavy weapon from him and for one absurd moment, he resented that; the loss of its weight at his side.  
 
    Before he knew what was happening, she slipped out the knife hanging at her belt and slid it unceremoniously along the rawhide stitching of the scabbard. The cut was clean and swift and those severed thongs snapped apart almost as if alive. The knife was back in its sheath before he could acknowledge that act and then she was delicately peeling open the leather wrap of the scabbard, teasing it apart, pulling it back to reveal the inner, wooden, core - save that instead of that core, he saw thin parchment, white and pale, glimmer under her fingers. As the last of that leather sheath fell away, she reached in and unwrapped a long roll of parchment from the wooden core of the scabbard, peeling it free, revolving that scabbard to fully unwind it. Then the bare wood encasing the semi-spatha was dropped into the sand at her feet and she stood before him holding that parchment in both hands, smiling a little, gazing at him. 
 
    “The last gift from Brennus; the one he wished most and hid best . . .” 
 
    It was an old Roman trick but one he had not suspected until too late - despite the words of that scarred face mocking him and advising him not to abuse the gifts of his commander. Only when this chieftainess had scolded him over Veleda’s corpse had he finally understood and now he had brought that semi-spatha to her - to allow her that triumph over him. It was a gift and also his lure. A lure he hoped she would take . . . 
 
    “ . . . I was too consumed in his other words,” he said, looking at her and not the parchment in her hands. “I never suspected . . .” 
 
    Her smile widened at that. “He was too good at his work.” 
 
    “What happened to him? What did he find out after he rode north into your lands?” 
 
    She offered the parchment. The light from the fire made it gleam as if imbued with a light all its own. “Read and you will know, Roman.” 
 
    But he shook his head and deepened the lure he was spinning. “No. You read it. Read it to me so I can look about and sense his shade emerge here from the darkness. You owe me that.” 
 
    Amusement spread over her face but he saw that she hesitated from offering him the parchment. “Owe? What makes you think that we owe you anything, Praefectus?” 
 
    “You knew him. I didn’t. You knew his words were hidden in that scabbard. I never suspected that. He saved you, I think. The least you can do now is speak his words to honour that man. Give me his words over the corpses of his enemies. If you don’t owe me, you owe him that, I think . . .” 
 
    His words were blunt but he saw that she acknowledged them and shrugged slightly in reply. She shifted a little so that the light from the fire fell over the parchment and then she unrolled it a little more. A slight tremour moved around him and he sensed that the warriors moved closer as if settling in. Those nearest to him squatted down on their heels while others shouldered in above them. The light from the fire rendered their faces twisted and grotesque and he felt a small shiver crawl up his back.  
 
    Her words, when they came, were clean and precise, utterly at odds to the horror and dismay conveyed in the writing on the parchment - and there, alone in the rough camp of the Atecotti, he heard the final musings of the praepositus of the Arcani tasked with unearthing a usurpation of Rome itself . . . 
 
    ‘ . . . Bene Valeas, bene valeas, bene valeas . . . Those words are bitter now and twist too easily as I write this. We are forlorn, are we not? Lost and abandoned - cast into the darkness and forgotten like the shades of the unnumbered dead. Each breath we take is dry and thin. It is a rattle which prolongs rather than deepens life. Much like the poor flames of the fire before me which barely hold the darkness at bay. Or so it feels. So little light as I scrawl these poor black marks on this parchment that I can barely see . . . But those flames are enough as this breath is enough and that is all I can ask of the old gods now. Darkness rises about me. I can sense it and I know that I, too, will join that darkness. Become one with it so that my shade will drift unremembered and forsaken; lost to Roma, a wraith adrift in an inky blackness no light will be able to penetrate.  
 
    The flames crackle now but that sound, its flaring of light, is nothing but a mockery, I feel. 
 
    I miss my wolf-brothers - Vellaunus, lithe Arvibius, Marcus, who never spoke but to chide us in his poor Latin, dour Kallo with hands as large as mattocks - and Maglos, of course. Him I miss the most. The flames crackle and for one moment I wonder on that night rising up around me and what shades wait in it. Is Maglos there, reaching out to me? But then I remember him falling to the sudden rush of spears and how his body was torn apart like thin cloth, his mouth open in shock, the blankness filling his eyes with a speed which struck me with horror - horror that my friend could be so swiftly taken away from me. 
 
    And a part of me shivers in the hope that his shade is not drifting now in that darkness for I do not think I can face him . . . 
 
    It is twenty days since I last wrote anything of note and what I write now is of events greater than any I have written in the past and yet I write it alone crouching before poor flames - the last flames, it seems to me - as the darkness flows in to take me. This reed pen is thin and the scratches it makes almost tear the parchment but I think that is on me and the strength with which I grip this small thing. My hand trembles and I fight the urge not to write but to puncture instead - and perhaps in some poor manner these words will become a wound but on whose body I do not profess to know. 
 
    Twenty days and I sit now almost under the shadow of the great Vallum, crouched in the dark, lit by flames which splutter, and I know that stone barrier will not save me. Rome is so close but impossibly far away now. It is a dream; a phantasm. Nothing more. So I write and whisper ‘bene valeas’ and my hand trembles from anger and bitterness . . . 
 
     . . . For five days we rode northwards, up into impossible mountains and down into deep, dark, valleys, through cloying forests and dank, cursed, marshes, threading it all, moving inexorably on the scent of gold and that smiling face. The lands of the Picts fell eastwards behind us, lost in memory, while the land ahead became nothing but a place of myth and fable wrought from darkness. On the sixth day, we rode past a long line of poles cut and thrust into the brackish ground upon which hung severed heads, all hacked and mutilated. Crows feasted on these barbaric warnings and we knew then we were crossing over into something different; something feral and beyond what we knew. Maglos spat into the ground when we saw them and averred his head. Others about me shivered and I knew that feeling. But we are Arcani - the watch dogs of Rome, the wildness sent ahead to bait and tear at that which threatens the pax of our respublica. We may shiver but we do not falter. 
 
    But I knew then what lay ahead was beyond even our experience. 
 
    That first night we rested hardly at all in our small papillio tents, our breaths light and thin, sleep barely lidding our eyes. The silence in the night about us was unnerving. High peaks surrounded us and the little dell we camped in offered good shelter but soon it became apparent that there was no peace to be had in it. We moved on next morning in haste, scattering the cold ash of our cooking fires, not looking back. 
 
    It was midday when we stumbled over their remains, all scattered and bloody, strewn in a small thicket off the track we were riding on. It was a small war party of Picts. From the position of their corpses, we sensed that they had fled into the thicket for shelter or to make a last stand and had all fallen there. Some lay heaped up about a wide oak bole, feathered with a multitude of bone-tipped arrows, despoiled and mutilated, whilst others had been hacked down and butchered without mercy. But it was what had happened afterwards which shocked us as we crouched down and examined that slaughter in the thicket: the flesh had been gouged and gored as if beasts had mauled them. Gibbets of meat lay rotting in the bracken and the thorns, cast aside. I saw one Pict, a tall warrior, painted and tattooed, his hair lime-washed, whose face had been torn away as if half-eaten. The line of his teeth and one jaw-bone lay revealed through the clotted blood and gristle. 
 
    We rode away numb and silent and when the night came we camped out high on a tumulus of rocks, awake and gripping our spears, not daring to sleep. 
 
    The next day we found the first of the gold solidi scattered deep in the land of the ‘Old Ones’ and we knew our hunt was beginning now in earnest. The settlement had been old and once magnificent: stone ruins piled upon stone ruins with the remnant of a mighty tower centring it all. That tower was of unchiselled stone and rose up to ascend into the heavens. It was round and swollen at the base but tapered the higher it rose on its rough blocks. Once, long ago no doubt, this had been a proud place, teeming with colour and life, thronging with merchants and warriors and lords. Craftsmen would have shouted out their wares in the narrow alleyways and small agoras. Poets would have sung their songs for the dark sour ale. High lines of flaxen rope would have been weighted with dyed wools and linen. But now it was nothing but a jagged tumble of bleached stone. The only dye was the yellow of the lichen on the facings. Tall bracken obscured everything save that hollowed-out tower. It loomed over us, cracked and open, its stones yawing apart now, dribbling down like a frozen icy waterfall. 
 
    It was Maglos who found it, of course; canny Maglos, his brows always knitted in thought, his sun-burnt hands always grasping for the hidden and the unseen. He had braved that ruined tower and found the gold coin sitting almost casually on its highest lintel. He handed it to me, turning it over and over so that cursed face glinted and seemed to wink at me in the half-light. I grasped it and looked up at the ruin as it rose high above us. I understood what Maglos was showing me. That coin had been placed there as an offering; a solace, even. It had been placed to propitiate ancient gods and the shades of the long dead - the lost inhabitants of this broken and desolate place. 
 
    We rode hard away that afternoon, not looking back at that ruin and its dark, wind-warrened, tower which gaped now with an untold tragedy. We could not look back for if we did we might have contemplated another city, an eternal city, and the unseaming of it far in the future. This poor stone ruin had once been a proud boastful place but was nothing but a tumble of stones and dank cobwebs, prey to echoes and that damp smell of rot. It portended the ruin of all places, we thought, as we rode away, and of one in particular. No, we did not look back. We rode on, our gaze set firmly on the dim horizon to the west for that is what we Arcani do, is it not? We strive and hunt and rove deep into the lair of the barbarian to forestall this very thing. 
 
    After that, we found more solidi: one we found at a river-crossing, placed on an ancient stump of a tree as if buying passage over that river; another we found high on a crag overlooking a thin pass down into a long winding river-valley, glinting in the crags as if bidding us onwards; a third deep in a dark field of low tumuli marked by quartz rocks. This last we did not even scoop up but lashed our ponies on, averring from gazing too long into that sparkling field lest we see those tumuli twitch and belch up their contents.  
 
    And finally we understood this gold and its scattering here in the ancient runs of the ‘Old Ones’. 
 
    It was a sacrifice; an offering to appease. Nothing more. Each gold coin was marking and sealing something ancient as if putting away a past. We could feel the truth of that for no place we found marked by that imperial coin had any real value. These places were all impossibly old and faded. Memories more than places, even. It took Maglos to fully understand that, one night, as we hobbled the ponies and spread the cloaks out under a canopy of ash and lime trees. I saw him playing with two of the solidi, turning them over in his rough fists, making them appear and then disappear between his fingers - that old trick legionaries use to beguile children and make them laugh - and then he paused and held them delicately. For a moment, I saw him frown and then he lifted them both up to his eyes and lidded them with that gold.  
 
    We understood what he was showing us. This was a land being put behind now. It was being laid finally to rest and each coin was a farewell; a ‘bene valeas’. The ‘Old Ones’ were moving, migrating, finally leaving their ancient runs and becoming a horde. 
 
    I knew that the horror we feared was coming to pass. 
 
    I lashed the men under me even harder then and we rode westwards through a rain-shrouded land of mountains and deep, twisting, valleys, all denuded of life now. More ruins fell under our gaze but we ignored these. One by one, we scooped up the coins as we stumbled over them, following them back into the heart of where they had been seeded from, knowing time and patience was gone now. Like closing a lid to an old and venerated chest, this place had been sealed up and all its memories and all its echoes were gone now. 
 
    And so finally we came to that small bay and the fat, laden, vessel in it, all shouldered in by waterfalls and mossy crags. 
 
    The place was remote and sheltered. Mists and dank forests of oak and birch and pine hemmed it in. The vessel was a stout cargo ship, round-hulled and well-worn. It rested a cable-length from a rocky promontory, the mast up but the spars down. The ochre and green of the paint on the hull was worn and chipped. Figures moved about the bulwarks with a silence and distance which unnerved me immediately. As we crept in, encased in the cloak of the woods, our ponies tethered and hidden behind us, we sensed that whoever manned this old cargo ship had not chosen to anchor here for profit or exploration. This was a crew which endured this place, nothing more. A small beach, little more than a foot-hold, fronted the ship. It was strewn now with the litter of cold fire pits and remnants of wood planks and torn linen. I knew instinctively that the men of this cargo ship did not sleep ashore at night. Instead, they remained aboard, huddled up in their cloaks, shivering against - what?  
 
    Around us, the thick woods fell steeply down into the small cove. Unseen waterfalls thundered nearby. Mists wove in and out of the trees and the mossy boulders, rendering everything otherworldly and remote. A hawk cried high on the wing but remained hidden, more like a lost shade than a small golden thing of claw and beak. 
 
    I crept closer with Maglos, the thorns and branches scratching our skin, mud over our fingers, the cloaks pulled in tight to muffle us - and what we heard as we crouched deep in the guts of the slick boulders only confirmed our suspicions. These were Romans - military men unburdened now of armour but bearing spathas and axes. Their carriage was unmistakable. They stood and drank and muttered dark oaths amongst each other but always with one eye on the shrouded shoreline and the mists which sheathed it. They were here under compulsion and not one single one of them wanted to remain. These were all veterani and to see them all so unnerved was strange. It drew Maglos and me in almost like a spell. I felt Maglos at my side shiver then and almost draw back on instinct as a new figure emerged from the stern cabin and shaked the tension out from his bones. This man was tall and bore a scar down the left side of his face. It was an ugly, raw, thing which seemed in some manner to disavow the honour such a wound normally brought and only promised ugliness and a vicious spirit instead. I turned to gaze at my friend and the look on his face told me all I needed to know. Maglos knew him - knew him well. This was no distant Roman officer from Gaul or Hispania. He was a Briton.  
 
    It was then that another figure emerged in the wake of this scarred Roman and if he bore the visage of a brute then this was that of a divine daemon. She arose behind him, glittering in gold, the mist silvering her a little, flaming hair falling from her crown like a mass of delicate thread woven by inhuman hands. My breath froze in my chest. She stood towering over that Roman and the beauty in her made all those about her shiver back and seem to retreat a little as if fading away. Her outward appearance - the cloth and the jewellery on her tall form - was barbaric, nothing but bone pins and faded linen, crudely dyed, but such gold lay enmeshed upon her now and lit up her noble brow that for one moment I thought she was a dyad or a nereid risen from the bowels of the woods or the sea itself. For a heartbeat, she stood at his side, owning them all, and then this scarred Roman nodded to her and passed over a heavy satchel. She took it with a slight smile and I knew from the drag of it on the strap it had that this was a heavy sack - a sack weighted with metal. She slung it over her shoulder and then tipped her head back to let out a high cry. 
 
    And that was when Maglos and I saw them. 
 
    Where before was there nothing but a tumble of slick rocks and boulders emerging from a ragged screen of trees and wild thickets, there now stood a clot of dark figures, swarthy, bent over as if deformed. They emerged without sound and stood there and I knew that they had been waiting all along; primed and tense, eager for her signal. I had heard of the Atecotti by repute - who has not? - but I had never seen them and I suppose that something deep in me refused to believe the tales and hushed voices spun in the tavernae near the Vallum. After all, unlike the silver coin worn thin in the passing from hand to hand, words become embellished in the retelling, do they not? But now I understood that if anything those words failed to paint truly the Atecotti and I knew now why those Romans aboard that cargo ship watched that shore with a wary eye. These were not men and for a moment I shivered to even think of them as mortal at all. There was a thinness to these figures; a stark gauntness which rendered them faint and insubstantial. They slipped out of their hiding places like a black breeze to hover almost at the edge. Their faces were nothing but the twisted masks of a cruel and bitter past - some were deformed, others gashed or gouged early on. Scars framed them but these were not things of tribal honour or beauty such as the distant Scythian bears or the dusky-hued Nubian. I had read about the stunted troglodytes deep beyond the deserts and furnaces of Aegypt and Libya and wondered now if those stunted tribes were not some poor out-flung remnant of these ancient people. It was then that one of them stood forwards and raised his war spear high to salute the red-haired woman on the ship and cry out in return. He threw his head back, all knotted with twigs and bone pins, the hair matted and caked with mud, and the cry which issued forth was black and savage. 
 
    “These are cannibals,” I found myself whispering in horror. I felt Maglos shiver at my side and nod for he had seen also what I had seen. 
 
    The mouth which had cried forth that black sound was edged with filed teeth, all yellowed and uneven. And I knew then that what lay here high in the unknown mountains north of the Great Lake, up against the western ocean, unmapped and unknown among us Romans, was not a tribe of people but something worse, much worse. 
 
    Cannibals . . . I write that now and the word is harsh, bleak, even. The stylus drags across this parchment and my hand shivers in the marking of that thing. I remember seeing that figure crying forth and the gaping mouth and the horror which rose in me - but that was nothing compared to what was to come in the night and the dark and the confusions which followed. And a part of me now wonders that I look back on that moment and miss its stark simplicity. I knew horror then - and now, now my mind is filled with much darker things . . . 
 
    And this poor fire crackles as if giving me solace and I find my cracked lips smiling back into that dancing light - but there is no mirth in me. No mirth at all. 
 
    Almost in no time at all this magnificent figure wreathed in red and gold slipped overboard like an urchin into the low waters and waded ashore towards her warriors, those dark figures, each one leaning in towards her. The waters sloshed about her but in my mind she seemed to rise above them as if ascending out of some insubstantial element - and then she was walking among them, tossing that satchel into their midst, smiling, one hand stroking their necks and chins in deep affection. The poor leather of that satchel was easily rent apart and the multitude of gold coin which fell out seemed unnumbered. 
 
    I watched that scarred Roman look out and nod as if to himself. He turned then and vanished back into that small cabin at the rear of the cargo ship. I knew from the tight bunch of his shoulders that this mission was not something which sat easily upon him or those about him. 
 
    By the time I looked back to the jumble of rocks at the edge of the trees, she was gone and all her Atecotti with her. It was as if they had never existed and had been nothing but daemons or ankou. Save that the painting of that face tipped back, raising a cry, the teeth all jagged and yellowed, remained with me, burned into my soul like a curse. 
 
    I knew then what we had to do - and we had to move fast and with resolve. 
 
    Dusk in that bay was grey and slow and muted. The waters lapped gently at the hull. The sound of the distant waterfalls faded a little. The wind fell away. The light was silver and polished as if the old gods themselves had burnished it. The cry of the hawk fell away over an unseen horizon. We moved, silent and unerring. We slipped our forms into the waters, the dull iron of our blades unsheathed. No one spoke or mumbled prayers. No one drew strange symbols with the hand for protection. No one touched the endless amulets or charms we carried at our belts or in our wallets. We slipped into those waters like oiled shadows. 
 
    The guard at the prow was the first to fall as Maglos rose up the wet flank of the vessel. The Roman heard something - water dripping, perhaps, or the grunt of breath - and leaned out to peer into the silver light. Maglos moved like a wolf in the wind and reached up to slash that exposed throat while also pulling him out and over the bulwark. Crimson flowed suddenly but that body fell past him into the still waters and then vanished with a silence which was unnerving. Maglos was up and over then, wiping that blade on a heap of cordage at the bulwark. Two more lookouts fell to our blades as we rose up all along that vessel, dripping with water, our gazes hard and cruel. The last shouted out in surprise - more a cough than any Latin - but that was enough. All about that ship, figures rose up and cried out in alarm. Spathas and axes appeared as if from nowhere and we fell into the fighting then as if born to it. 
 
    The struggle which followed was brutal and swift. We fought, Roman against Roman, across that decking until the blood flowed under our feet and the corpses made us trip and fall. It was Arcanus against legionary, veteranus against veteranus, and such a fight is never an easy one. I saw him up against the stern cabin, emerging, tearing off his heavy, Gothic, cloak, a spatha gripped tight in one hand. That scar was seamed white like a vein of marble in his flesh now - and I swear by all the old gods, Mars, and Sol, and Mithras, that he seemed almost to welcome us - that this was something he could understand and act in; that he had yearned for this in some twisted manner. He smiled and saw me and we fell to as only old milites can, parrying and stabbing and feinting like the campidoctors of the training fields. I admired his skill as we fought and I saw that smile on him widen in return. His long spatha out-reached my own small blade but mine was nimble where his was slow. The space of the decking about us was cramped and we twisted and moved about in it with an intimacy which brought him in close. I could almost smell his anticipation and battle-joy. His breath fell over me in short, hard, waves. Sparks blinded us as our iron clashed and slid and twisted about. And for one short moment, I understood his joy - the sudden release of his tension and uneasy musings here on this dark shore. For I shared it also. 
 
    So I fought him and bested him as one Roman to another and beat down that spatha to gore him. He fell, surprised as all men do when taken who had thought themselves unbeatable, and twisted hard against the mast, dark blood pouring out of him. That cruel smile on him re-emerged then and he sighed as if letting something go into the night. 
 
    For a while we stood and surveyed our poor triumph. The mist crept in like a silver cloak and muffled us all. The tall mast rose up into it and seemed to vanish like a black column. The sound of the waters against the hull was muted. We stood and breathed in that triumph with the dead beneath us and the spilt blood rebirthing us. For a moment, I drank in that triumph and savoured its simplicity; its quintessence. But I knew even in that moment that it could not last and so - as if ordained - it was Maglos who found it and brought it to me - such a small scroll, old, scraped, vellum, yellowed and cracked in places, thin, faint, writing deep underneath the dark Latin which now covered it. He drew it out of the leather tube and handed it to me and before I knew what I was doing my gaze was devouring those fresh black marks, comprehending them, reeling from their import. 
 
    What I read then brought forth only a dry, barking, laugh, bitter and faint. I laughed and laughed and Maglos stood back from me as if I was a madman.  
 
    I understood the folly of everything then - the whirlpool of events here north of the Vallum, its twists and turns, like the old labyrinth of Knossos. We had stumbled into a silvered ruin, all turning and sliding, like a hall of mirrors, and then fallen innocent-like into the belly of that beast . . . 
 
    The Atecotti are not the enemy. They never were. The dark words on that vellum made that plain. They spelled out that truth. Gold seeded among them. Gold empowered them. Those gold coins stamped with that proud face - its profile haughty and noble - bought them freedom and power here deep in the ancient ruins and ice-capped mountains but that power and that freedom was nothing but an illusion. Instead, that gold bought them only an inevitable doom. The laughter in me seemed endless and that silver mist crept in until it seemed as if I stood alone upon a black ship, a cursed ship, ready to slip its moorings and drift inexorably into the dark Underworld on bitter tides. Even Maglos and the wolf-brothers about me seemed to fade a little into nothing more than shades who seemed to unravel at the edges. 
 
    There, at the end of that vellum, lay the name which has hung over me like a curse. The name of him who plotted and seeded and manipulated; who sought the highest dignity of Rome and who wanted to wrap the imperial purple about his form. It was the first time I had seen it written outside the harsh gold of his coins and the stark simplicity of it unnerved me. Valentinus - this man who seeded so much more than gold. I write it now and shiver here among the poor flames as I do. Such an ambitious name and now with so much blood attached to it that my hand trembles in the writing of it. 
 
    His words on that vellum were stark and brutal: distribute coin to the Atecotti; rouse them to war; promise them land and alliances with his Rome that is to come. Offer them this and more until their blood is up and they finally disembark from their distant lairs and move south into the heartland of the Selgovae and the Novantae and the Verturiones. Offer them aid and iron and stores. Make them advance on those tribes. Rouse the ‘Old Ones’ and bring them out of their misted haunts into the ancient lands of the federated tribes north of the Vallum. 
 
    Where they will be slaughtered as the sacrifice needed to cement this new alliance. 
 
    That brittle laughter in me rose up into that silvered mist and I let that scroll fall away onto the bloodied decking. I understood then the game this man was playing - the high design of it. Far from rousing up the Atecotti, he was using them to buy and seal the allegiance of other tribes here beyond the Vallum. He was playing them to woo his allies. It was an ancient and tried method which Rome had used for generations; to play one tribe off another and sow discord beyond the limes of Rome. Save that this Valentinus was not using gold to buy discord - quite the opposite. He was using that gold to solidify an alliance with the Selgovae and the Novantae and the Picts to the east and north. He was using that gold to sacrifice a tribe on the altar of his ambition and raise up a foederati of peoples here. Blood was his payment to buy their loyalty now. 
 
    The blood of these Atecotti. 
 
    Finally, there was a moment when my laughter faltered and fell away and I stood there, alone and wrapped in a dark cloak of despair. Maglos stepped in but it seemed as if the dead alone came to comfort me. 
 
    I knew then what I had to do even as that brittle laughter fell away from me. 
 
    The great funeral pyre of the cargo ship lit up the silvered dusk so that it glittered and seemed to breathe with a life all its own. The fires rose up the black mast and pierced the gloom as if ascending to the heavens. The huge leather sail wrapped up and tied off along the decking burst like skin and fell apart, charred flakes rising up in swarms. Flaming hawsers and cables snaked away into the waters below, hissing and twisting in a sudden frenzy. The wood of the hull cracked and split with the sound of its demise, booming and echoing out into that mist like the clarion calls of an unseen host. All those dead left aboard that ship were immured in that fire and we all breathed a soft prayer for their shades - Romans, they had been, and although sworn to a usurper they had still fought and died in the service of a Rome which lived in their hearts . . . 
 
    I stood on that little shingle beach among the cold fire pits and watched that pyre rise up until the ship broke apart and settled down deeper into the waters. It was black and smoky now, twisted a little, falling down into the waters as if seeking aid or a balm. Great reams of oily smoke rose up into the silver dusk like a stain of ink across a shifting parchment face and for some reason in me I found that sight apt. 
 
    We turned then and waited, our blades free, what armour and shields we had readied now. 
 
    It did not take long. The darkness was falling swiftly and that silvered dusk was deepening into something more ominous now. Maglos had shifted a little to balance a small round shield and the old wide spatha he carried. Others about me stood and watched, wary and alert.  
 
    It was a thickening in the darkness which alerted us. It seemed to shift and reform like a mist - a black mist - save that I knew this was no insubstantial thing; no black cloak closing up about the night. It was the Atecotti. We tightened up amongst each other, blades out, shields brought in close, heads lowered, as that thickening of the night drew closer. The little light left from the burning of the cargo ship seemed only to accentuate that gathering darkness not diminish it. My wolf-brothers tensed suddenly and I knew that whatever doubts or fears which had held them were being put aside now for the blood-letting to come - 
 
    It was then that I did the unthinkable. 
 
    I stepped out from the Arcani about me and tossed my weapon aside. I threw it into the shingle below, hearing its iron skittering on those burnished pebbles, and looked deep into the growing darkness, waiting, my head tipped slightly to one side as if anticipating the arrival of an old friend - and before I knew what I was doing, I whispered that eternal greeting of the Arcani, ‘Bene Valeas’ . . . 
 
    And the voice which answered me was the sweetest Latin I had ever heard . . .’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 CHAPTER SIX 
 
      
 
    In Returning, They Forever Depart 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
     . . . Flavius Sabinus saw her hesitate then and the hand holding that parchment lowered a little. For a moment, her voice and the voice of Brennus had merged deep in him and he had found himself seeing that dusk far in the north on the fringes of Britannia as if he had been there. Her voice and this Arcanus’ words had bound him up in that moment as if a magic spell had been woven about him. Now, she paused and dropped that parchment slightly, allowing the light from the fire to gild it so that it seemed to glow now in the dark of the night. 
 
    Those lambent eyes were watching him and seemed to be possessed of a life all their own. 
 
    “He burned that ship to summon you?” 
 
    She nodded in reply. “He did . . .” 
 
    “Tell me.” 
 
    For a moment, she stood and seemed uncertain. It was a look which unnerved him - to see her composure fade a little. Her eyes fell to the parchment and he sensed that she was reliving a little the events captured in it. He understood then that she knew already those words written there and that this was not the first time she had read them. He sensed that in the way she looked down upon the writing and instinctively glanced through it. 
 
    “Tell me in your own words . . .” 
 
    She lifted her head at that and nodded. The hand holding the parchment fell to her side. The silence about him deepened and the crowd of shapes and figures about him thickened in anticipation. And Flavius Sabinus sensed then that the lure he was spinning was something which was perhaps to be no lure at all. 
 
    “ . . . I am the last of the Karnonakae, you understand, Roman? I am called Medua, the intoxicating, fated to lead my people in what little triumph and glory they have left. Where once we were glorious and held sway over rich pastures and golden fields, now we are no better than beast in the wild places of this mighty island. Warrior chiefs and chieftainesses rode on white chariots like unnumbered stars in the heavens. My own line was sacred above all others. I am a descendant of a goddess - the last of my name. These people, the last of our kind. We are fallen, Roman, from the highest pillar to the deepest pit and as we were once blessed now we are cursed. And with one final twisted throw of the dice, I was born - the last chieftainess of the Karnonakae, I, Medua, daughter to stunted parents, a white babe among the darkness. And so it befell me to lead my people one last time or see them perish into extinction. This is my fate; this is my name. I am intoxicating, am I not? . . .” 
 
    Her words drifted about him in the flickering light and lifted that veil of darkness. He found himself not standing now about the fire but falling back into another time - a time more myth than it was lived. It was a time and a place where Rome had yet to rise and the city states of the Greeks were still mud hovels. And in that time and place, here, amid the verdant fields and emerald forests of the White Isle, a proud people, ancient and venerated, were being driven back into the fastness of the rugged north by interlopers and migrating tribes. One by one, the thatched villages and farmsteads fell to fire and red ruin. One by one, the mighty lords and priestesses of these people fell to butchery - and slowly, over generations, the White Isle was torn from them as more and more invaders flooded across the Narrow Sea and stormed their ancient lands. In time, weak and impoverished, the remnants had fled deep into the mountains of the north, beyond the great marshes, up by the dark islands of Sketis and the Orcades. It was here that they had fought a bitter defence, savage and without honour or mercy, but they had finally stemmed that tide and held back the newcomers. 
 
    Her words enveloped him and such pain and loss lay in them that he leaned in as if to see more clearly what she was describing. Their life then, she told him, had been brutal and poor. Luxury had gone. Riches were no more. Those who clung to that stark land of high peaks and deep wild valleys lost what honour and poetry they still had. Over time, that land twisted them into something else; something darker. Their songs and epics faded into nothing more than echoes and mockery. Their proud lineage was something faint and bitter now. It provoked them and made them look with angry eyes down into the verdant glades to the east and to the south and so slowly, over time, what had become refugees became hunters. They preyed on that land, haunting it, visiting blood and horror on it, wreaking vengeance on those they caught there but not truthfully understanding why they were doing it - only that a dark hatred burned in their hearts and that it alone ruled them. 
 
    And so the new tribes, in fear and out of desperation, mounted one last assault on the mountains and the remote valleys, massing with torches and iron and high banners. It was a long and bloodied time when even the mountain peaks themselves seemed to fight back at these invaders. Boulders rained upon them. Rivers flooded their campsites. Rain and hail battered them. But in the end, after a time longer than the life of a single warrior, those wild mountains and valleys had been cleansed of the ancient enemy, the ‘Old Ones’, the Atecotti, and they had turned their shields about to march home. 
 
    But the last column, marching out and back into the lands where the sun shone and wild apples glinted and deer roamed freely, that column had paused to look back at the dark mountains behind them and some swore to their old gods that they had seen shapes and shadows watching them, bent under a dark mantle, eyes flaming with a hatred which made them shiver so that they wrapped themselves deeper in their cloaks. Those warriors had hastened to move on then but wondered if the Atecotti had been beaten at all . . . 
 
    For though the new tribes had scoured the mountains and swept the valleys even unto the edge of the sea itself, they had not dared venture into the one place the Atecotti themselves had finally turned to: the bowels of the mountains themselves. A few - a few only - had sought that last sanctuary in desperation and on instinct, knowing that what little of their mortality that was left would be surrendered to buy passage into this last of realms. And so the Atecotti fell deep into the dark places under the mountains and festered in that place where shadow and stone and the blind only lived. Hatred alone survived that passage - a black, vile, hatred, twisting them into a form which was more bestial than it was mortal.  
 
    In time, hunting parties or outcasts or refugees would venture in those wild mountainous places, seeking new trails and new places to call home, and not one of those parties would ever return. Those that put up mud and wattle homes were slaughtered in the night and those structures burnt to the ground. Those that followed a roving prey into the hunting runs on the high slopes fell to a storm of bone-tipped arrows fired as if from the mountain itself. Those seeking refuge, clutching their children, weeping at the misery which life had brought to them, were lured silently into the bowels of the mountains themselves and hacked to pieces in places where their screams echoed only into the darkness; a darkness which shivered back as if mocking them. And the ‘Old Ones’ thrived in that darkness, breeding and worming their way deeper and deeper, twisting into the guts of the mountains, abandoning the world above them for that world had turned upon them and made them outcasts. It was a time when silence reigned among them and the Atecotti finally fell as far as any mortal tribe could fall.  
 
    “ . . . Save one,” Medua said, looking at him and smiling; a bitter smile, slight and twisted. 
 
    “Your line?” he hazarded, understanding what she was showing him. 
 
    “I am the last of the mighty principesses and priestesses of our people. And by some twisted fate from the old gods, it is given to us in every generation to give birth to one pure of blood and clean of form. It is a mockery and a reminder of what we once were. A mirror held up to what we now have become. It is a curse, nothing more, Roman.” 
 
    “And you are that one?” 
 
    “I am.”  
 
    She stood illumined by that fire, her hair reflecting it, her eyes shining in pride and scorn but also, he saw, a certain mockery or bitterness. And he understood that she stood alone among her kind, isolated and adrift, away of the vast gulf which separated them from her. She owned them and ruled them but also could never be one of them or they her. 
 
    “Your Latin . . .” he hazarded then. 
 
    She laughed at that, twisting the parchment about in her hand as if embarrassed. “A poor monachus sailed his hide boat into the high sinus and was cast adrift on its rocky shores. He was possessed by daemons and ankou - battling deep in his soul for his very voice. That madness amused me. We kept him as one keeps a pet - chained to a post as he babbled and raved within his own voices. Some among us fed him. Others tormented him. In truth, he rarely understood what was happening and sewed it into the torment possessing his soul. And then came a time when one voice among the others seemed to rule. It rose, pure and sweet like honey or wine, and spoke to me as if to a sister despite the filthy chains on him or the rotten meat smearing his beard. Those words were like a balm and I began listening to him and his words. He spoke to me and described wonders - your Rome, his religion, that old god who cast his son onto the cross, mercy, redemption, the failing of the empire, the legions which defended it, and so on. And something in his words awoke ancient poems and songs in me and those about me. We listened not so much for the events he described through his tears and anguish but for the chord they touched in all of us. Those words echoed our own fate, Roman. I saw in his anguish and his broken soul the very thing which had torn our noble ancestors apart. In time, his words became my words and for a while we had language again which was not steeped in darkness and hate.” 
 
    “But he died?” 
 
    She nodded in reply. “That sweet voice did not last. It could not last. We sensed that and it was why we gathered to listen to it. It cracked into others slowly and those other voices came in the end to drown it out. Madness possessed him. It lay in his eyes which became wild and fevered. The last morning, I came to feed him at that post and saw that he had cracked his head against it again and again until it had shattered. Blood and hair matted the wood. The iron chains were drenched in blood. In reverence for the small peace he had found with us, we interred his remains in the deep roots of the mountain and offered up a sacrifice to his wracked soul. That monachus was more one of us than he had ever been a Roman or a Christian . . . It was soon after that Valentinus emerged among us, Roman . . .” 
 
    She spoke then of a time when the Atecotti had been warring with the Picts beyond the Saltus to the east, raiding them, harrying them, and the latter had been fleeing from their raids in terror. She had fought and led her small bands of warriors, always in the night, burning the villages, searing the crops, carrying off captives and babes back into that womb of darkness - 
 
    “To be eaten?” he asked suddenly, breaking in on her. 
 
    She laughed again only this time in open mockery of him. “Masks, Roman, remember? I told you that this island is an island of masks. The Atecotti are cannibals, are we not? If your enemy drives you into a place where all that can be eaten is the flesh of the dead, what do you do? Survive to take vengeance or fall into the dust of defeat. And are we dust, Roman? We are not.” 
 
    Something in her words made him frown then and look about into the darkness which abutted hard up against him. The stench of the figures was overpowering. He could feel the mass of unwashed bodies pressing nearby as if a black wall hemmed him in. The smell of rot and decay overpowered him. These were not men but shells of men, he thought, emptied out of mortality and nobility and left with nothing but the drive and instinct of the beast - or so it seemed. 
 
    “Do you see the mask, Roman?” 
 
    Again, the Latin of those words seemed incongruous amid the darkness and the shuffling figures heaped up about him. The words of Hermothr came back to him and all the horror which they contained - the disappearances, the butcheries, the screaming figures lashed to the night, the bones piling up at the edge of the forest, and more. That Herul had seen terror and fled from his chieftain less a man now and more a broken thing, lost and abandoned in that galley, cast out on the high waves of the Caledonian Sea. They had arrived as proud warriors - conquerors, even - but had left as shamed men, throwing themselves onto the mercy of the Novantae, willing to be slaves than live as men. This the Karnonakae had done to them. But now, standing among these dark figures, enveloped in their cloak, as it were, he sensed something else - something this Medua was willing to show him. 
 
    The darkness in those faces was complete, he thought. The scars and gashes, the wild twisted hair, the bone ornaments, the twigs, the filed teeth - all fronted that people and made them something other in the darkness now.  
 
    “ . . . You have no power and so created that power through terror . . .” 
 
    “We did, yes. What other choice do we have, Roman? Exile is the last redoubt and as such knows no limit or curtailment. It is survive or die. But I think you know something of that, do you not, Flavius Sabinus?” 
 
    He did. He had been torn away from something he called home, his patria, and flung across an empire to the outer limits of its power and left alone, abandoned and lost - or so he thought. Bitterness had wrapped him up and left him morose and angry, alone in a dark cloak - but in the solitary despair - that black entrope - he had found - what? Redemption? He almost found himself laughing at that thought but then he remembered that leap against Athairne and how he had shattered that black spatha; the mercy he had shown to Galam in the bloodied ruins of Arbeia; the moment he had seen Medua here clutching the proud draco-head of her galley and acted to warn her with that fire-arrow. And he found himself smiling a little in return. 
 
    “You have owned that which broke you and twisted you all in the roots of those mountains, have you not?” he asked her, nodding a little as if already knowing the answer. “The scars, the gashes, these are your masks, are they not? You feast on the flesh of the dead. You fillet the bones. You smear that blood as if it were the ink of tattoos. You are people of the mountains now - dark, twisted, stunted - and it has saved you, hasn’t it? But what a mask that makes of you more a beast than a mortal. That is a mask which can never be put off once it is donned, I think, Medua . . .” 
 
    “That is my curse, is it not? In saving them, I have lost them.” 
 
    For a moment which took him by surprise, the Barcarii rose up in his mind: the poor sons of the Oriens, Mesopotamian men, born of the Euphrates and the Tigris, hardened by the Masius mountains and the long deserts west of Nisibis and Amida; burnt under that eternal Sun worshipped as Helios or Sol . . . All brought here now into the dank northern lands of the Britannia and left to rot, unheeded and abandoned. This Numerus was a lost one, he thought. Exiled as much as he had been but whereas he had been cast out, they had been sent with him, forced into an exile of sorts in his wake. He had dragged them down into his own darkness and bitterness and they had followed. But now . . . Now something had changed - in him and in them also. Something fundamental and the rock of that change was not something which could be taken away from them or from where they could be cast out again . . . 
 
    “In condemning them, I have saved them . . .” he found himself whispering, his words faint but sure.  
 
    She nodded at him. “For what, Roman?” 
 
    Masks, she had said - and she was right. This was all a poor dance of image and evasion and survival born out of necessity. These Atecotti, the Novantae, his Barcarii - they were all in hiding and seeking something else; half-shapes in all this confusion. Shifting and moving in the shadows not even fully knowing what it was that they were all seeking. Save that here, now, this warrior chieftainess was showing him the illusion of it all even as those masks in him and those about him had fallen away now. That light from the fire glowed and leapt in uneven flames and the starkness about him was absolute. 
 
    “Valentinus . . .” 
 
    Her smile widened. “His emissaries came among us, timid and supine, offering us the one thing we desired above all.” 
 
    “Your lands - that forgotten realm your ancestors once owned.” 
 
    “Yes. At first, I scorned them. Some I slew in anger. Others we mutilated and returned. We are not to be bought and owned, Roman. You understand? But this Valentinus persisted. Gold came held out to us in trembling hands and with it a pact - break out and flood the lands up to the Vallum with fire and butchery. Reign havoc on all those tribes which sought shelter in Rome. Do that and he alone would surrender to us our ancient lands once and for all. Gold is corrosive, Roman. It eats away at your soul. And his emissaries brought much gold to us.” 
 
    “So you agreed?” 
 
    He saw her face harden and the anger in it made him shiver. There was a sternness now in her and he saw that hand about the parchment tighten suddenly and almost crush it. “I did. His last emissary was the most beguiling. He spoke of a new Rome rising in the south, mighty, proud, indomitable. A Rome which would regain its former glory and drive back the barbarians eating away at its foundations. A Rome which needed my aid. And in return, we would reclaim again that which we had lost. It is an intoxicating song, is it not? One you would also succumb to, I suspect.” 
 
    “If that gold bought me passage back to my own lost patria then I would take it, yes. But I was offered something else - something far more persuasive, I think.” 
 
    “The words of Brennus . . . As was I when he burned that cargo ship.” 
 
    She lifted up the parchment and proffered it to him so that it hung, glowing, before him. He saw the neat lines of the ink on it, the regimented Latin, of how much writing lay on that rough material even to the very last of its margin - and before he knew what he was doing, he had reached out and taken it from her. 
 
    “ . . . Even writing this now, my hand shaking, the flames crackling at my feet, I can still see her emerging from that mist, tall, regal, imperious, the clot of figures about her like her hunting pack. Anger clouded her brow and enflamed her gaze - but I stood my ground and held out the vellum, my hand only trembling a little. 
 
    For what felt like an eternity, she gazed at me, evaluating me, that anger trilling through her - then she lifted that scroll out of my hands as a mother takes a wooden doll from the hands of an errant child. She read then and I saw her lips moving softly as she read that Latin couched in the harsh words of a usurper, understanding the whims of this man and the casual manner in which she had been played and all her people sent to slaughter. That anger in her deepened then and became something much darker and even I trembled a little to see it. 
 
    For a long while, we stood bathed in the flames of the cargo ship as it settled into the waters here in the cove. Our shadows leaped and twirled about each other. Sparks glinted and flashed above our heads. The crack of wood felt constant. My wolf-brothers at my back remained alert and ready but I sensed that Maglos, among others, was getting impatient and was edging a little closer towards me. 
 
    And then she turned and was gone. They were all gone as if they had never existed - vanished into the silvered darkness like shades or Chaldean illusions. For a moment, I stood there and almost gawped at that vanishing. The wind sighed in the trees but it was as if that sound was the breath of their passing - she did not even look at me or frown as if to ask a question. She had finished that vellum scroll and then disappeared. More than a small part of me felt irked at that - irked and disappointed. 
 
    Maglos huffed next to me, echoing my own disgruntlement, and then spat into the shingle at our feet. He was confused; irritated, even. I did not blame him. I felt the same thing he felt - that all the Arcani behind me felt. But I also understood something else. I understood her - this noble chieftainess, her resolve. She had read those black words and turned back into the night for that one thing she now desired above all: vengeance. 
 
    I shivered at that understanding but found myself smiling also. Finally, this Valentinus and his allies had had their plans unseamed a little. Finally, all that gold and all that seeding had been disrupted. These Atecotti were moving south now but not as bait or as a sacrifice. She was leading them south for blood and with the scales fallen from her eyes. 
 
    We had done what we came for and now it was time to turn our gazes home. Magnus at Calunium needed to understand what was happening here. We needed to show him and warn him. Calunium was in peril. Britannia itself was in peril. A dark shadow was rising up and seeking to overthrow the Augustus. The tribes here north of the Vallum were massing under that dark vexillum and moving to throw in their lot with this usurper. Calunium would either fall or be suborned from within. The Vallum was to drown in blood or open its gates willingly. The diocese would totter in confusion and be salvaged by this Valentinus as a rescuing hero sown from the old cloth of a Trajan or a Severus. As he had used the Atecotti to buy loyalty so, too, I knew now that he would sacrifice also those tribes here in time to seal his grasp for the purple. He spun lies and promises using gold stamped with his name and his face all along knowing that what he really bought was legitimacy in the eyes of Rome itself. He was breaking the diocese in order to save it and thus legitimate his claim to be the rightful restorer of the world. 
 
    We rode hard then, through endless nights and days, lashing the ponies without let, evading the poor settlements south of us, sensing that time was not our ally now. The rain fell in endless sheets. The wind battered us. Tiredness hung over us in iron chains. Day after day, we rode, barely stopping to sleep or rest. We nodded in the saddle when we could. Those horses that went lame we sacrificed to the old goddesses and rode on sitting behind one another or stealing a horse to replace it when we could. And so the days fell behind us and the scent of Rome to the south gradually emerged among us - and that was when, finally, we fell. 
 
    Anger made us ride too fast and too far. They were upon us before we knew what was happening. It was a fierce and short clash which saw us slay all our attackers but which also saw most of my Arcani taken down save for myself and wily Maglos. It was a fierce, bloody, affair. We two alone survived despite our wounds and now I knew that forces were rising here in the Barbaricum stronger than anything we had ever seen before - for these assailants were Picts and Scotti, all mingled in together like poor grapes to the press. 
 
    On the next day, we sighted a little vicus on the horizon with its smoke rising from behind a palisade. It was a poor Roman thing, flung out from the Vallum, alone and solitary. Maglos collapsed in his saddle then without a sound. The spears whispered across and through us without warning. One moment, he was riding hard next to me, his face tight and lean, and then the sudden rain of iron-tipped death tore him apart, took him from me. It was an irony of that moment, that not one single barbed weapon found me - and I spurred my pony on, lashing its sweat-seamed flanks as if the Furies themselves were after me. I remember my hands gripping those reins tight and looking hard into the ground ahead of me, not daring to think of what had just happened. The drumming of the hooves was my only reality now. 
 
    That night, I sought shelter a little to rest the poor animal. Its flanks were heaving now and I snatched up a clutch of leaves and wiped it down. I had time only to pour a small libation in the old way in memory of all my commilatones now fallen before spurring my horse on again to cross at the low ford by the vicus. They were no survivors. The Romans living here north of the Vallum, secure they thought in its closeness,  were all butchered, some still in their sleeping cots. The old man in charge was nailed up against the south gate, his corpse riddled with arrows. I dismounted and gazed up at that raddled corpse and saw in it more, much more, and I think that was when I sensed the end was coming.  
 
    I know now that they are tracking me in the shadows as I ride towards the Vallum itself, barely a day’s journey south now. It might as well be Rome itself for all the good it does me. The emptiness is all around me and without let. Magnus, I fear for the diocese. I fear for all the simple people who live here in this little island so far from the great cities of our empire. I fear also that this usurpation will be nothing but blood and slaughter and madness enveloping us all. 
 
    It is night and the small fire burns low. I know they will rush me in the night like dogs and I will wait for them to come, Maglos’ spatha naked across my lap. Do not mourn for me, Magnus. This is how it was always meant to be. I will stand and throw aside my old military cloak and show them what a Roman is. How a Roman dies. Before that however I will end this writing and place it into the saddlebags of my horse. This final piece I will secret in the old Roman way with my old semi-spatha and strap it in with the saddlebags. I will whisper a few words into her ears and then send her on into the night with a shout of triumph. Perhaps she will survive the night and reach the Vallum and who knows you may yet read these words. The last words of Brennus, Praefectus of the Arcani. We are wolf-brothers and eagles of Rome, are we not? We are the hunters sent into the dark. The wildness sent ahead of the legions and the unblemished standards. We are not honoured as they are; we do not receive crowns of triumph or marble altars inscribed with our names. These things are not for us. What we have is our duty in the darkness and the knowledge that we gave our all for a goddess we barely ever saw let alone whose hand graced our brow. As with all shadows, no statue is ever raised to us. How can it? There is no marble black enough to reflect us. We fade, unsung and unknown, into the night. 
 
     Now this night is still and peaceful. The stars glitter so. I am in awe of their beauty . . . Bene Valeas . . . Brennus, Praefectus.’ 
 
    “ . . . You found that horse?” 
 
    “He gifted it to us, Roman.” 
 
    He understood then and anger burned suddenly in him and made him clench up that parchment. “You were trailing them, weren’t you? As you trailed Gallo here?” 
 
    “We were.” 
 
    “You could have saved him -” 
 
    “No. His death was foretold. It was on him when he brought me forth at that cove. He was never fated to find Rome again but then in a manner I suspect you understand it could be said that he never left it . . .” 
 
    The hardness in her face was like marble and for a moment that anger in him faltered against her resolve - and he understood then that she was right. Brennus had ridden deep into the barbaricum even into that darkness which fringed it further north never once questioning his loyalty and his resolve. He had hunted under the wings and the implacable smile of an ancient goddess whom he was bound to, knowing that honour and reward and peace would never fall like petals before his feet. And finally he had fallen in defense of that goddess, his spatha unsheathed, his courage undimmed, sending his words on into the night, hoping they would survive his fate. 
 
    “You had it in your power to save the man who redeemed your people - redeemed you from treachery - and yet you left him to be torn apart, Medua. He was owed more than that.” Yet he knew even as he spoke those words that his own anger was dissolving. He lifted up that parchment and unclenched his fingers.  
 
    And she smiled then and took the parchment from him. “I did save him, Roman - at least, that part of him worth more than his life. You understand? His death there in those ruins allowed Veleda to imagine her plans were still hidden - that she was weaving all her allies and clans together in preparation to slaughter us. Valentinus seduced her with the promise of our blood. In slaughtering Brennus, she remained secure in that cunning. It was the only advantage left to him.” 
 
    “And you?” 
 
    “Yes, us also.” 
 
    “So you sent those scrolls to me? How could you know -” 
 
    She laughed at that and shook her head slightly. “I didn’t. But there are more shades here than many imagine. If you know where to look. We hunted and waited and in time we found what we were looking for. He was a part of a small unit riding westwards out of the Great Saltus which fringes the lands of the Verturiones in the east - poor, ragged, men. A thin file of mounted figures more etched than flesh. But I saw the iron in their eyes and I knew what these filthy men were under that poor cloak of disguise.” 
 
    “The man with the scarred face?” 
 
    “His name is Glabro. We took them into us and whispered such dark words into their astonished faces that they took the saddle-bags without question and rode hard back to the Vallum. Glabro nodded once in thanks, his hands shivering as he took the bags and that semi-spatha from me, and I knew then that in some dark manner I now served Rome - that we Karnonakae were still moving and dancing to the song of an old goddess. It was he who sought you out at Calunium.” 
 
    “And then he returned here?” 
 
    “How could he not?” 
 
    She reached out then and touched his arm lightly. It startled him and for a moment the crackling light and the shadows and the dark, twisted, figures all about him faded and she was suddenly nothing more than a woman standing before him, her face impossibly close and intimate. Her green eyes filled his vision. 
 
    “Get some rest, Flavius Sabinus. It has been a long day. Much has happened. Many have fallen. Sleep and in the morning new fates will be woven . . .” 
 
    And then she stepped back and all her pack sifted in around her, eyeing him, shuffling closer - and he saw her reach down and almost pet them in response. The night closed in then and seemed to lid itself about him and so without a word he found himself turning and walking away, out into the wreckage of the sand and into the shattered gulf which lay between the two camps. He turned and walked and shivered deep inside himself and wondered then what lures lay here and who was dancing about whom . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    The night brought him uneasy dreams and he huddled deep in his wool cloak, half-aware of the guards nearby, the fitful dance of torch and lamp-light, and the waves endlessly lapping against the sand. The waters of the Creia had a phosphorescent glow in the dark and in those moments when he rolled fully awake and stared out into that strange glow he found himself wondering if the shades caught deep in the old sea gods’ grip hovered there, restless, uneasy, roiling in the depths. When he did fall deep into sleep, it was the face of Brennus which haunted him yet it was a face which lacked a true shape. Only the man’s resolve and fortitude touched him in those dreams; his dedication to Rome. That face turned, hooded and cloaked, towards him, framed in the black marks of Latin, nodding to him as if finding in him a companion. 
 
    There were no fires in those dreams that night and the golden face was absent and something deep in him sighed finally at that. 
 
    A touch on his shoulder startled him out of the night and its uneasy sleep and he turned in his cloak, unrolling it a little, to see Araxes and Aelian staring down at him. Both men were haggard and exhausted, he noted, but at least the Persian had a little smile on his olive-brown face. 
 
    “There is a ship arriving, Praefectus . . .” 
 
    He sat up in the sand and became aware that figures around him were being roused up and grabbing their arms and lugging on battered armour. Nearby, he saw Naxios strapping on his ugly segmented helmet and loosening the spatha in its scabbard. For some reason, the frown on that Cappadocian’s face made him smile. 
 
    “From upriver?” he asked of Araxes. 
 
    The latter shook his head and stepped back to allow him to rise. “No, downriver. The tidal waters are flowing upriver again after ebbing in the night. It is using the tide to move closer to us, I think.” 
 
    Aelian nodded next to him. “The lookouts on the Liburnian spotted the light from the lanterns on the rigging.” 
 
    He rose up stiffly and shook the last of the sleep out of his eyes. His body ached all over and the dull throb in his shoulder was acute now. Stabs of pain shot through that side and made him wince as he stood up. Sand cascaded from his cloak and he shook the last of it from him. Dawn was arriving in a long line of fire to the east, he saw. It cut that horizon apart in a baleful light and seemed to flare up as if alive. He squinted into it and slowly made out the shape of the cove and the rough camp of the Barcarii about him. Dark figures were silhouetted atop the bulwarks of the scaphae exploratoriae and the Sagitta. A few were pointing outwards and turning to shout back into the assemblage of papillio tents. Somewhere a thin silver cry of a tuba was piercing that dawn haze and sending figures tumbling all about him. 
 
    “ . . . Well,” he found himself sighing, “let’s see who this is, shall we?” 
 
    And without further words, he grabbed his semi-spatha from a nearby slave and lopped it about his shoulder, wincing slightly. He noticed that someone - the slave probably - had restitched that leather scabbard so that now no one would have guessed that secret writings had once lain nestled securely inside it. 
 
    The walk through the sand was brief and more details emerged as the last of the sleep fell away from him. The tide had retreated in the night and now the damp wet sands which were exposed were studded with encrusted corpses as if they were emerging from the depths. Gulls and other carrion birds were pecking and tearing at these dark mounds, cawing amongst each other in eagerness to get at the slick flesh. All these corpses were dark and mottled and anonymous now as if they belonged not to the Picts or the Scotti or the Novantae but instead to some other grim army born from the abyss and belched up ashore now to rot among the living. 
 
    He glanced over to his left and saw that the Atecotti were at arms but seemed to be waiting for something. Several dozen were standing deep in the bowels of the Germanic cyulis as if readying a departure and a part of him was suddenly tense at that sight. For one moment, he hunted for her form among all those dark figures and felt a sudden twinge of disappointment that he could not see her. 
 
    Ahead, that fiery light was glowing now across the waters of the Creia and had a diffuse edge to it as if melting and dissolving. There, in the distance, adrift almost, he saw the indistinct outline of a low vessel, a mast up and a huge slack sail hanging down. It was slowly oaring closer towards the shoreline here at the cove. Without pausing, he turned aside a little and strode up towards the gangplank which allowed access up on to the Sagitta. Already, those Liburnian men who had survived the battle the day before were up at the bulwarks, looking out and waiting, the figure of Paternus among them. He saw that the Magister had shaded his eyes and was peering intently outwards. 
 
    “ . . . Do you recognise it?” he asked, once he had boarded and came close to him. 
 
    A shrug was his only reply. 
 
     Nearby, Atticus turned to face him and scratched his jaw line, scowling a little. “More Novantae?” the little gubernator hazarded. “That Dabronus is still out there somewhere, no?” 
 
    Paternus swore at that and dropped the hand shading his brow. “That corpse? I suspect he has fled back to Rerigonium and is already climbing aboard his bier and wrapping himself up in his death shroud.” 
 
    A few of the milites about him laughed roughly at that. 
 
    In truth, he had forgotten about the rex of the Novantae but he suspected - along with the old Celt - that without Veleda at his side and the might of her warriors and the web of her scheming that in truth that death he held off was now reaching out finally for him. 
 
    “If not Novantae, then who?” he wondered out loud. 
 
    The tiredness in him and the ache burning through him welled up and for one moment he wondered on this new arrival and if any of them had the strength or the will to oppose it. More vessels might lie behind it hidden in the fiery light of dawn. More barbarians eager to satiate their bloodlust on these battered Romans - more . . . 
 
    The vessel twisted a little on the tide and turned slightly broadside to the shoreline. It was a low, blunt, thing, stolid and inelegant but practical. The lines and shape of it seemed oddly familiar to his sore eyes and he stepped up to the bulwark and squinted into that dancing light. What he saw then made him smile and nod and turn to face those about him. His smile widened for he saw the unease on those faces; their resignation and wariness at this new arrival. The scowl on Paternus was etched deep and one hand held his double-bladed axe in a tight grip. He understood the tension in the Magister and on impulse he reached out his hand and put it on his arm, his smile widening. 
 
    “That is a ship we can never rid ourselves of, amicus.” 
 
    The old Celt blinked back at him in confusion and frowned. “What in the name of all the old gods are you talking about, Flavius Sabinus?” 
 
    He turned and pointed out to that dark shape edging closer, drifting out of that dazzling light, firming up now as it drew towards the sands of the cove. Faint shouts echoed across the Creia, dull and muted. 
 
    “You don’t recognise it?” 
 
    Paternus drew up to the edge of the bulwark and leaned out. For a moment, he stared intently, shaking his head and muttering something under his breath - but then he froze and the laughter which welled up from him was almost elemental. Paternus rocked back and laughed and slammed his axe hard into the wood of the bulwark. 
 
    “Curse me! Of all the ships, I never expected that one to arrive here!” 
 
    Figures crowded about him then, eager to see, and he saw Araxes smile and nod and reach up to smooth the elegant lines of his moustache. Nearby, Gallo and Aelian grinned at each other and clapped arms as if agreeing a wager. Atticus gave a little whoop of a cry and twisted back into the crowd about him and he sensed without knowing that he was running off to find that last goatskin of wine hidden deep away. The tiredness in him eased a little and for a moment he allowed himself to slump slightly against the wood of the hull. For there, across the waters, moving inexorably closer now, was that hide vessel Belarus had taken south back to the Vallum and Calunium. It was secure and undamaged and he saw the silhouettes of figures working the oars while also braiding in the large leather sail now. Faint shouts fell across them but they were still muted. High at the stern fluttered a military vexillum.  
 
    “Paternus, get that vessel secure here and see to their food and drink, if they need it. Once it’s secured, let’s hear what your gubernator has to say - after all the back-slapping and congratulations has ceased, of course, eh?” 
 
    The arrival was a lengthy affair amid mocking shouts and long struggles on the ropes to bring the hide curucus in close to the Liburnian galley. The rising tide brought it in but it took more than a few heaving and sweating bodies to edge the vessel in close and bind her alongside the left flank of the galley which was now deep in the rising tide but eventually that vessel was lashed in close and secured off. Men poured over onto it, eager to greet those few who crewed that ship, desperate to find out news from the south. 
 
    That news, as he suspected, was grim indeed. 
 
    It was a news centred about a poor form wrapped up in a dank and ragged military cloak. That form lay against the step of the mast and he stood over it, looking down, as Paternus, Araxes, Aelian and Gallo crowded in around him. Blood lay mottled in the folds and seams of that cloak and with a mounting apprehension he waited as the tired figure of Belarus reached down and almost reverently pulled aside a fold to reveal the white haggard face underneath. The gubernator’s words were low and simple then but he hardly heard them instead staring down at that white mask and the dried purple gore which framed it. 
 
    “ . . . We made good time across the Ituna but what greeted us was nothing but fire and chaos, Praefectus. The Vallum is aflame. Ruin and butchery has flooded over it. Maia was burning. We heard screams and shouts for help but knew there was nothing we could do so we turned the prow southwards to Calunium and this is what we found  . . .” 
 
    “Tell me,” he said, not looking at the gubernator, his words clipped and dark. 
 
    “The Lunae estuary was empty so we oared slowly upriver and saw the docks and jetties. Fires were burning here and there but there was an ominous quiet over everything. It was as if the town had been abandoned and everything was left. So we tied up and ventured ashore. We found a few corpses hacked down but nothing which seemed to indicate an assault. But finally we saw the castrum. Its gates were open and the bastion towers above it unmanned. It was then that we heard a shout and saw a centurion emerging from a hovel. He was filthy and had a ragged wound over one eye. He fell into our arms and babbled about what had happened. Praefectus, it is not a pretty story . . .” 
 
    Paternus stepped up to the tall, lanky, figure of the gubernator and clapped him on the shoulder. “Spit it out, Belarus.” 
 
    “ . . . Calunium had fallen to treachery, it seems, Magister. Picts had appeared - a huge war band roving out of the night from the east and north, the distant fires heralding their approach. In alarm, Magnus had assembled all the garrison forces and ordered them to man the walls of the castrum while also appealing to the people in Calunium to flee inside for protection. He had personally taken command of a detachment of Nervians to throw up a rough abbatis to fill the exposed stone-work of the castrum’s outer wall. He might have succeeded, too, if . . .” 
 
    Flavius Sabinus turned finally to face Belarus. “He wasn’t betrayed?” 
 
    The gubernator nodded back. “The garrison troops deserted him even as the civilians and the slaves poured into the castrum. Everything was a mess of shouting and movement. Magnus was ordering his men to throw up everything - anything - into that gap, to build up a rough wall, when a shout went out and then the garrison troops turned and fled into that chaos. That centurion told us that for a moment Magnus simply stood and stared after them, frowning a little, working his jaw as if thinking over some knotty issue, then he turned and drew his spatha and waited. The entire garrison, the Third Cohort of Nervians, vanished, leaving their Tribune alone to his fate. What followed, Praefectus, was brief and bloody. The Picts swarmed the castrum and cut him down without hesitation and all those caught out in the open. Rapine and butchery had followed but then the Picts had swept on southwards leaving behind only slaughter and devastation. The centurion said he had been drunk from a night of carousing and had staggered aside as the Picts had swept through the town. A blow had rendered him insensate and he had finally woken some time later, bloodied and bruised. An uneasy silence told him it was safe enough to venture out. That was when he had found the corpse of Magnus.” 
 
    “Didax told you all this?” he asked. 
 
    Belarus nodded - taken aback somewhat. “How did you know his name? Yes, he told me to send you his greetings but I felt he wasn’t doing that from warmth. A few other survivors - those who had hidden deep - confirmed that story. The garrison Cohort had fled from the Picts without a fight, leaving Magnus to be butchered. Some other survivors from up at the Vallum told us similar stories, Praefectus. A few garrisons fought and have been slaughtered but many more had simply abandoned their posts and fled from the invading barbarians. The Vallum is on fire all along its length, they said. Rome was falling and a great mass of invaders were sweeping southwards now. I thought it best to sail back - there was no sense in staying at Calunium . . . I brought him aboard . . . I thought, well, I thought he’d want to be among  . . . ach, I don’t know what I thought, Praefectus . . .” 
 
    He nodded back at him. “You were right to come back, Belarus. I am glad you and your men are safe . . .” 
 
    The white mask drew his gaze again and he looked down at Magnus and felt a sudden grief fill up in him. 
 
    He had barely known the man but he had come to respect him, he thought; respect his long years serving under the standards of Rome. Now, his face was grizzled but slack - at peace somehow, he sensed. The old grey hairs framed a still face and he found himself wondering then on this Tribune’s last moments when he had seen his command turn and flee from the castrum. He must have known betrayal had suborned him. His men had been bought with gold to turn aside from the barbarians flooding over the Vallum. That realisation must have numbed him - but then he had turned to face the Picts and drawn his spatha at the last; to wait for his inevitable end. Had he found peace then, he wondered? Peace that finally all the shadows and the evasions and the mists of confusion were over now? And for a moment, he sensed that a smile had lain on that old face. Magnus had turned to face his end with a smile gracing him even as he had drawn the iron of his blade and planted his feet astride that gaping hole in the defences of the castrum. 
 
    Slowly, he reached down and drew the edge of the cloak, all stained and encrusted with blood, back across that white face. 
 
    “Praefectus?” 
 
    He turned and looked at Araxes. The Primicerius was watching at him, one head tipped slightly, a strange smile on him and a light dancing in his dark eyes.  
 
    “Detail Andronikas to guard the camp. Get him to prepare the vessels for launching once the tide is fully in. Get the wounded aboard.” 
 
    That smile widened then. “And we will be  . . ?” 
 
    He glanced out across the small cove to the dark forms of the Germanic galleys. There was a stillness there now also which struck him; an anticipation which seemed to hang on the air like a heavy cloak. 
 
    “Assemble my principales: Aelian, Gallo, yourself and Naxios together with a small escort. Paternus, you, too. It’s time for words . . .” 
 
    The walk along the length of the small cove felt longer than he expected and the sound of men tramping alongside him should have irked him and distracted him but instead he felt strangely comforted by it. The light from the east grew and shimmered like a rising waterfall and ahead all those dark shapes in it seemed unearthly, twisting and dancing a little. The sound of the waters rising slowly all along the cove was oddly calming he thought and for one moment he found himself looking out across the Creia and feeling a strange sense of familiarity. So much blood had been spilt on those waters that it felt as if he somehow owned them now: that these were his waters, this his estuary . . . 
 
    “There’s that smile again.” 
 
    A small ripple of laughter shook out from those near him and he turned to glance quickly at the men about him. All were tired and worn, he noted. Dried blood still lay on their armour and clothes. He saw that Araxes was shorn now of that Persian riding cloak and looked oddly diminished somehow; naked, even. Paternus was drained. Exhaustion hung over his limbs and that craggy face of his was pale. Aelian looked as if he had been shaken awake from a cot and tossed out into the world and had a confused, sulky, look on him. The young Tribune was frowning and looking about, wide-eyed, and reaching up now to smooth down the blond curls plastered to his head. For a moment, to his tired eyes, it almost looked like he was pouting, he thought. Naxios saw him glance at him then and that scowl deepened but there was something else now in the old Cappadocian’s face. Something almost mocking and he thought he saw a slight smile appear and then be repressed out of habit. The Campidoctor nodded once at him then turned to face the dark figures ahead. Gallo, that tall veteranus, was quiet. There was a stillness in him which only years of service and battle had bred. This man waited deep inside himself, ready, the grey eyes remote and seeing all. All were walking with him, breathing slightly, quietly, watching what lay ahead, their hands gently on their weapons. He sensed then a little of that peace which Magnus must have felt at the end. 
 
    “Am I, Araxes? I hadn’t noticed,” he replied, lying, knowing that the smiles he brought forth in return were welcoming ones. 
 
    Naxios growled something under his breath and pointed forwards. “They’re coming out to meet us.” 
 
    The old Celt laughed sourly at that. “That’s a good sign, isn’t it?” 
 
    He found himself shrugging in return. “ . . . It’s a sign . . .” 
 
    They met roughly in the middle between the two camps. He, his officers, and a small guard of wary Barcarii facing Medua and a coterie of warriors, all clad in rough cloaks and adorned in bone and copper and bronze. The light was high now and burning away the confusion of the dawn shimmer. Strong shafts of light were scudding across the waters of the Creia and behind him he heard the shouts and rough orders of the men under Andronikas making ready the scaphae exploratoriae for departure. Those sounds seemed impossibly far away now. Before him, the Karnonakae looked subtly different somehow. Here and now under the light of a new day, standing alongside their sacred chieftainess, they waited and watched them and remained still and quiet. For a moment, he found himself gazing on them and wondering where that darkness and savagery which he had seen in them had gone. Their faces were remote, yes, the scars and gashes deep, beyond barbaric, he thought, but they looked at him and marked him with a calmness now which surprised him. This close now and shrouded in stillness, he looked at them and wondered on that remark Medua had made about masks. 
 
    He saw that one of the warriors near her smiled slightly at him, baring his teeth a little, but he sensed that this warrior was not challenging him only displaying something; something more than those filed teeth and the horror which lay behind them. 
 
    Medua sniffed the air then and looked away, over the horizon to the south. “Your Vallum has fallen?” 
 
    “It has.” 
 
    He saw that she regarded him then and a smile hovered about her lips. She had piled up her mass of red hair above her head and it was studded now with bone pins. A thick cloak of fur covered her form, lending her a regal air. She stood tall and imperious amid her barbaric guard. 
 
    “Valentinus will win his laurels, then.” 
 
    He shook his head. “No. He won’t.” 
 
    “His gold has bought -” 
 
    “Nothing but those too vain and too poor to be of any worth, Medua.” 
 
    She laughed at that. “I think you are underestimating him.” 
 
    “As you did?” 
 
    For a moment, he thought he saw a flash of anger scud across her face and a small part of him shivered then in response - but then she caught herself and nodded back at him. “ . . . I did, yes. And that will not happen again, Flavius Sabinus.” 
 
    “We have that in common, then.” 
 
    He gazed behind her into the camp and the Germanic galleys massed along that shore-line. Dark forms were standing and waiting. All bore arms and he knew that if she gave the command, they would pour forth without hesitation and massacre them all. His Numerus was exhausted, worn down to the bone now. The Barcarii would put up a resistance but it would be soon overcome. The silence in that camp was complete and spoke to the readiness of these Karnonakae. But there was something else there also, he sensed. Something much deeper. A solitude, almost. He remembered the words of Hermothr and how that Herul had described feeling watched in that long, empty, valley so far away. He felt that now as he stood before Medua: a deep sense that before him waited an anticipation, a longing almost which hung on the air like an expectation. These dark figures were waiting for something, edging up against the silence, eager and ready, like the night itself arriving. 
 
    It was a feeling he understood and that smile in him rose up again and this time he saw that Medua also was smiling, looking at him, nodding a little. 
 
    “Valentinus promised you something and now you have been abandoned. Cast aside.” 
 
    “And you have been left abandoned, also, have you not?” 
 
    He shook his head. “Not abandoned, no, Medua.” 
 
    “What then, Roman?” 
 
    He turned and looked back at his own camp and saw the ranks of his Barcarii falling in now, massing alongside the assault craft, their oval shields emblazoned with Helios, the rising sunlight glittering from their arms. He heard the faint drift of Latin and saw the standards rise up in the light wind. For a moment, his hand ached to grip the hilt of the semi-spatha and fall back into those ranks, surrounded by his guard and his close companions, to drown himself in that familiarity and its habitual embrace.  
 
    “ . . . Liberated . . .” 
 
    The word fled from him almost as a whisper and the smile widened. A clean wind swept through him then and he relaxed that hand. The ache and pain which gripped him up into the shoulder faded a little.  
 
    “We are standing on a shore swept clean of confusion and betrayals now. That tide has moved on. We are free, Medua.” 
 
    She looked at him as if already knowing his thoughts. “And what will you do with that freedom, Roman?” 
 
    “Go home.” 
 
    The words were so simple but came to him as a revelation. He would go home. To Rome. He was the opposite of Brennus. Whereas the Arcanus had left Rome to hunt in the darkness now he needed to return to Rome and bring the light. What was it his father had written to him? Do not suffer out of spite the fate which befell Jovianus. Shame murders, does it not? It breaks and scatters the soul, he had written. Entrope. That word had hung about him for too long. He understood that now. Brennus had taught him what it meant to be in exile from Roma but never to be lost to her. He, however, had been lost, alone and bitter, resentful. It had estranged him from these Barcarii and left him alone in himself - but that was over now. Now he had something else in him - something which even Brennus would have envied. That Arcanus had lived in the dark, clad in rags, his memory of Roma faint and poor, but never questioning his purpose even unto the end. As had Magnus in some poor way. He, however, he had a journey and purpose now. A home to set sail for.  He was no longer an exile cast away from something; he was returning home to his patria. 
 
    “I wish you well, Roman, though I fear you will die in that journey.” 
 
    She hesitated and then turned away from him. All her warriors shifted and fell back with her. The silence behind them all deepened and thickened. He watched her walk back towards the camp, seeing her proud gait, the stiffness in it, the way she carried her head high and how the light glinted from the mass of her locks. More, he saw the phalanx of warriors about her and how they adored and feared her, wary and protective all at the same time. Again, the image of that goddess, Diana, rose up unbidden in him. He nodded to himself then and stepped forwards, away from his guards and friends . . . 
 
    “Wait,” he said. 
 
    She paused and turned to look back at him over her shoulder. The smile on her face told him all he needed to know. 
 
    “ . . . Wait . . .” he repeated, smiling with her. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    Naxios cursed under his breath and stared hard at him. “You can’t be serious?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    The Cappadocian kicked the sand underfoot and swore again. Nearby, the waves rolled in hard and long now, pushing the wet detritus of the battle the day before high onto the shoreline. The smell of rot and salt commingled together but even now the wind was rising and pulling that smell away, unravelling it. All about him, his men stood and watched him, wary and uneasy. Only Araxes waited and smiled and nodded with him almost as if the Persian was enjoying their discomfort. Naxios reached up and rubbed the back of his head and looked out over to the camp of the Karnonakae, scowling. 
 
    “Them? Those cannibals? This is a travesty!” 
 
    “Is it? Think about it,” he urged. “Brennus helped them. I helped them at the river battle when this Medua was rowing into Veleda’s trap. They got the writings of Brennus into the hands of another Arcanus - this Glabro. That man got those writings into my hands. Our hands. This - all this - has been connected like a web.” 
 
    Aelian spoke up then, frowning. His words were hesitant. “A web we have been trapped in, Praefectus.” 
 
    “No more, Tribune. That web has fallen away now. Now we are free of it. What we do next is all us. Nothing less.” 
 
    The Magister near him shook his head at that. “Not just us, eh? That’s what you are saying, isn’t it? There is still a web here, I think.” 
 
    He nodded back. “One of our own making, Paternus. Fortune smiles and men rise and fall. Empires totter. The dreams of a tyrant shatter the world. Blood floods everything. But behind every smile there is always a shard of darkness.” 
 
    The old Celt frowned at him. “And you think we are that shard?” 
 
    The Campidoctor laughed sourly at that question. “Not just us, eh? Them also!” 
 
    He stood back and gazed at the men about him. The wind plucked at his Gothic cloak so he pulled it tight about his scale corselet. Before him, wary faces rose up, wan and touched with dried blood. There was an exhaustion before him which he had only ever seen once before - on that long, endless, retreat from Ctesiphon when hunger, defeat, the death of Julianus, and the rolling lines of the deserts had all conspired to beat their spirit down. All the legionaries and the cavalry and the auxilia had shrunk then on that long march back to Rome but none more so than these Barcarii. They had been shorn of their vessels and their purpose. More, the men about them then had looked upon them as cursed and in some manner responsible for the doom they were now wrapped up in. They had marched poorly at the rear and always had suffered the slings and arrows of the Persians in that bitter retreat. Now, he saw that exhaustion and that bruised look on them again save that Gallo and Aelian had it also. Paternus, too. 
 
    Something moved through him then and for a long moment he gazed past them out to the camp where the Barcarii waited, armoured and tense now, ready to depart and sail on that tide back up the Creia to Arbeia, that castrum which echoed all the lost lands and frontiers that shielded the Tigris so far away now. The smile on him felt easy and natural and for a moment he wondered why they all could not see what was so obvious to him. 
 
    “ . . . There was a time when this Numerus was a proud one - honoured to guard and escort that mighty classis under the sacred vexillum of the Augustus himself. These Barcarii held not just the limes of Rome, they guarded the muscles and sinews of that expeditio to conquer finally the old enemy of Rome. They were honoured and held aloft . . . But that time passed and shame came instead. Shame and dishonour.” 
 
    “And you,” grumbled Naxios. 
 
    “Yes, me also. And I led you all here into a bitter place rank with betrayal and confusions. I own that. And in this place, war has now risen and broken across the Vallum. War and betrayal. A tyrant is rising under the cloak of a barbarian conspiracy. These Picts, the Selgovae, the war bands of the Scotti - and more - are all flooding into Britannia now. Fire and blood is sweeping across the diocese. And that tyrant’s gold has bought off the garrisons. Calunium has been sacked and the Nervians there fled. The same has happened all across the length of the Vallum. This tyrant - this Valentinus - is playing a deep game of counters on a red board, commilatones. He will drench this island in blood in order to save it. And from that rescue will rise his bid to the imperial purple. That is what this has all been about. As he played the Karnonakae, so, too, has he played these barbarians.” 
 
    Araxes looked up at that and nodded along with him. “You’re saying those garrison troops who deserted are doing so under orders?” 
 
    “I am.” 
 
    He knew that now. It was clear to him. It was something Brennus sensed and this Glabro also. It was what prompted the latter to hand those reports over to him and no other. He was a commander who was untouched by treachery and who also had under him an untouched body of fighting men. Magnus, alas, did not and so had been of no use. Those writings were not just a warning. They were also proof but only if acted upon.  
 
    And that was what he meant to do now. 
 
    “Fortuna has smiled again but as always her smile is twisted. We were lost, abandoned, in exile from our patria, were we not? As are these Karnonakae from their ancient lands - lands lost so long ago they are nothing but shades and beasts in the darkness. That is a hard mask to wear and one which is indelibly stamped on them now. But we can either surrender to that fate and fall into that darkness which stains these warriors or we can use it.” 
 
    “Use it by allying with the Karnonakae and this Medua? That is what you are suggesting, isn’t it?” snapped Naxios in bafflement. 
 
    “I am, yes.” 
 
    Again, the unease among his men rippled out. They did not see what he had seen facing Medua. All they saw were the masks and the horror which lay upon them. Only Araxes nearby understood him and that tall Persian stood apart a little from the rest, nodding along with him. Araxes understood it all, he thought. How could he not? He also had been exiled and driven away. He had been abandoned by his father in that gateway - earlier even in that long ride west to Rome with the brother-in-law of Shapur. Araxes understood pain and loss more than most yet also knew that moment when it either broke you or remade you. More, he saw that such a moment was in him now and stood by him despite the madness of what he proposed. 
 
    Yes, madness, he conceded to himself. It was what the others were thinking. He could see that in their eyes. The madness of allying with Medua and the monsters which stalked in her shadow. The madness of bringing those Karnonakae into his cloak and swearing a foedus with them. He suspected that Gallo, Naxios, Aelian - Paternus, even - were all staring at him, appalled and wondering if he, too, were not mad. In allying with those daemons would they not also become tainted, cursed even, and descend into the monstrous pit which these ‘Old Ones’ now lived in? But they did not see what he saw now - what he understood now standing on this shore-line, facing the leaden waters of the Creia . . . 
 
    “ . . . We will go home. All of us. And we will bring these Karnonakae with us. We will sail south into a land of fire and ruin. A land full of butchery and betrayal. Why? Because Rome needs us. This great conspiracy will be choked off at the head and we will do it. I will do it. And we will bring a horror with us. The Atecotti will march to our standards and fight for Rome and avenge their own betrayal. They are not our enemy. They never have been. We are bound to them as they are bound to us. Together, we will sail home now. It is time to turn our standards back to Rome, I think, and go home. And if we bring something dark and fearful with us, it is only to shatter that conspiracy rising there and save the respublica from an even darker usurpation, amici. This Valentinus sought to use the Atecotti to bind his allies together and unite them so that they could rise up and assault Rome. An assault he will eventually save Rome from and legitimate his claim to the purple. We have broken that play. Medua and I. Thanks to a lost Arcanus. And now it is time to repay that move with a move all our own.” 
 
    Paternus frowned and all the lines and seams on his face deepened. “But still, the Atecotti . . . This will not sit well with the men . . . They are eaters of flesh, Flavius Sabinus . . .” 
 
    Except they weren’t. Not really. He knew that. Medua had all but thrown that truth into his face. It was all nothing but a mask - a mask to frighten and horrify those who attempted to wipe them out; who had always attempted to expunge them from what was left of their land and high mountains. The Picts, the Novantae, those poor Heruli swept ashore into a dark sinus fringed in icy peaks - all had been bound up into a dark pantomimus where all they had seen were nothing but bloodied masks hanging in the dark with gibbets of flesh. Medua understood fear and how to use it. But more, that mask was so close to the bone that it was hard now to remove one and reveal the other. She alone stood above them and he knew that they raised her up upon a sacred pedestal not just because they revered her or were afraid of her but because without her they would have no mortality left in them. She was not a goddess so much as she was their salvation. 
 
    He looked at his principales and knew that this truth was not for them yet. It would come in time but it needed to be earned. Earned in the days and nights and months to come as his Barcarii and these Karnonakae sailed southwards and then fought their way together into a broken Rome, cleaving through that chaos, reseaming that which had been unravelled. Then these men would understand how lost and in exile these Karnonakae were and that perhaps they were all not so very different from them. 
 
    “Eaters of flesh?” he echoed, smiling a little and nodding back to the old Celt. “They will say that in the years to come, Paternus. They will call the Atecotti horrors and daemons and dark things, cursed and wrapped in evil. Men will shudder to see them and draw away, pulling their cloaks in. Priests will fulminate against them, calling them cannibals. All this will happen. But they will also remember that these Atecotti, as they will call them, did that one thing Rome always remembers. That one thing alone which absolves them from all the rest. They will come like us to save Rome, to stand by that old goddess, to honour her and more: revenge her. Remember that.” 
 
    Those words would not be enough to assuage them but he did not care. That truth would come to root itself in their hearts in time. It was enough that he understood it. It was enough that Medua did, too. He knew that in the moment he had asked her to wait and she had turned around, smiling, already knowing what he was going to ask her, agreeing to it without needing his words. She knew what was to come and wanted it as much as he did. They were already allies, shorn of home, exiled, lost in a darkness which had sought to consume them and those under them. But no more. Now they were turning back and seeking that which had played them both.  
 
    Roma beckoned and she was not fickle in her loyalty. She was constant, he thought. She always had been . . . 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    That evening, ensconced at Arbeia, with all the familiar sounds of a Roman castrum deep in the barbaricum falling over him, Flavius Sabinus sat at a small desk, a bronze writing pot nearby, the small stylus resting lightly in his hand. An oil lamp glowed at the corner of the rough table and threw a golden sheen over the wide strip of vellum held down now by small weights. The cell he sat in was small. The floor was covered in rushes and a cot lay against one wall. One poor hanging covered a wall and showed a hunting scene. Outside, deep in the castrum, he heard shouts and rough jeers echoing about. The Numerus Barcariorum Tigrisiensium was settling back into the castrum after a day’s slow drifting back upriver. The wounded were being tended to. Supplies tallied. Those fit and able were pouring over the hulls of the assault craft and recaulking them. Paternus was hard at work with his surviving Liburnian men repairing the Sagitta, too. He thought he heard Naxios shouting out something but was not sure and found himself smiling a little at that. Further afield, he knew the Karnonakae were settling in around their long dark galleys - all now pulled up ashore and made fast. There was a silence from that rough camp which infected the rest of Arbeia and he knew that even now Barcarii manning the walls and small bastion towers of the castrum would be eyeing that camp with apprehension and then glancing back towards where he sat now, wondering on what his plans were and why he had allied himself with these fearful barbarians. A part of him knew that in time his Barcarii would understand - they would come to realise that these broken and barbaric warriors, rooted in the guts of the mountains, stunted and twisted by them, shorn of the light and peace of the land, were as much exiled as the Barcarii were from the Tigris and the Euphrates. The digmata which blazed up on their shields was as lost to them now as was the ancient land of the Karnonakae. That understanding would come in time. He knew that - but for now, there was suspicion and distrust and even fear among his men. 
 
    That was natural. 
 
    Weariness fell over him then but he shrugged it aside. Night would come soon and he would retire into that cot and pull the cloak over him. Sleep would take him but he knew now that sleep would never haunt him again. The fires in it; the golden face; its appeasing smile - these were all gone now. He would wake up in the morning and that morning would be a new reality. A reality where he would emerge from his cell and command an expeditio. The standards would be raised. The ships and craft readied. Arms and armour would be burnished in preparation - and then, the tide willing, war would beckon them all south.  
 
    A war this Valentinus would not sense was coming. 
 
    That, however, was a new world; one which would arise in the morning. Now, here, as he sat at the small table, his hand holding that bronze stylus, one last piece needed to be put away before he could surrender to that sleep and embrace this new world to emerge . . . 
 
    ‘ . . . Greetings, pater, these words will be few, I think. Too many words have passed and each one has burned like a brand. Less words now will speak more, I feel. I write this now not knowing if this letter will ever reach you. It doesn’t matter for the writing of them seems to me to be more important than perhaps is the reading of them. 
 
    You were right. You always were. But being right does not always mean being heard. It has taken me a long time to hear you. Your anger and shame at my actions - my cowardice - pushed me away instead of bringing me to my senses. I was also angry: angry at Julianus for betraying himself at the end. Anger at him for ordering that which doomed us all but himself the most. Anger at myself for not challenging that. I failed you as a son and him as an Tribune of Rome. I betrayed myself and so lost myself. And that is the worst exile of all.  
 
    But no more.  
 
    I have found a place here among others: the ill-kempt and the disordered; the refugees and the outcasts. I am one of them. They are part of me. I have found a home of sorts and more: I understand my duty now. That duty is not one of words but action. Rome demands no less. I am returning to that which I lost - which left me. I am sailing home. It is a home in chaos, pater. A great barbarian conspiracy has arisen and now threatens to topple Rome here in the far west of the empire. The Vallum has fallen. Towns are ablaze. People are fleeing for their lives. And behind all this chaos lies a treacherous man; a black-hearted man. A man who is manoeuvring to seize the very purple itself. Rome totters about us all. 
 
    And that is the very thing which propels me to sail home. I am smiling as I write this, pater, for I know now that I will never see Nisibis again but that it does not matter. I sail with the tattered men from Mesopotamia; the sons of the Tigris and the Euphrates, the cast-outs from the Armenian highlands, the tent-dwellers from the long black deserts, and more. I sail with darker figures now - outcasts and the lost also. And we will all return back to Rome and this poor tyrant will know what it means to challenge Rome. 
 
    Bene Valeas, my pater, wish me well and pray to the gods that I find a true wind ahead . . .’ 
 
    The click of the stylus was loud in the silence which followed and for a long while Flavius Sabinus sat at that poor desk, his brow furrowed in thought, one hand on the vellum, the other lying on his thigh. The light played softly over the scrap and its writing and to his tired eyes he thought that the ink of the words flickered a little as if softening somewhat and flowing apart. The words shimmered and floated against that vellum as if to tease him but he smiled against it and knew that what he had written was indelible now - both on the scrap of material and in his heart also. 
 
    Finally, when he looked up and that frown eased away, he saw her standing in the open doorway watching him, her gaze open, the eldritch eyes glowing. She, too, was smiling but that smile was cruel and merciless. It was the smile of a promise; a promise to pay back that which had been deceived. Betrayed, even. Medua stood in that doorway, her eyes lambent, a resolve in her which was unbreakable. And that smile widened as he looked up at her. 
 
    It was a smile he found himself returning even as he rolled up that vellum and put it away. . . 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Author’s Afterward 
 
      
 
    The great events of 367 AD are shrouded in mystery and ambiguity.  
 
    Our main information comes from the stylus of Ammianus Marcellinus who wrote about these events almost thirty years later under the reign of the son of the man eventually tasked to recover and restore Britannia to its rightful place within the Roman Empire. This son, Theodosius the Great, would have perhaps looked favourably upon a historian who praised the campaigns of his esteemed father and so some historians have now questioned the veracity of what Ammianus had written. Some have even argued that the ‘Barbarico Conspiratio’ did not even happen at all and that Ammianus had inflated those events out of all proportion to the usual raids which were happening at the time. Little evidence in the archaeological record can be shown to prove that all the tribes north of the Hadrian’s Wall and also across from the Rhine frontier and in Hibernia united to attack the Empire in a single monstrous event.  
 
    Even less is known of that shadowy figure named as Valentinus and his plan to usurp the imperial purple. Indeed, Ammianus describes a figure who sometimes merges into the great invasions which almost destroyed the island diocese but who also seems oddly divorced from them - as if he himself was either ignorant of the true plan behind the man’s manipulations or was equally ambiguous about the writing of them. The few details he does describe have an almost dismissive tone to them which seems oddly out of place in the narrative.  
 
    In all this shadow and allusion, it may seem perverse to place a small and often ignored Roman military unit - this Numerus Barcariorum Tigrisiensium. A unit under the authority of a man who once held high command but who had now fallen into bitterness and neglect. These ‘Barcarii’ are often referred to today as little more than lighter men or bargemen, brought over from the Tigris frontier for their riverine skills. They are almost akin to the Royal Navy Fleet Auxiliaries; nothing more. I have always found this understanding intriguing. The Roman military rarely differentiated its units into mainline and support roles. Legionaries, Auxilia, Cavalry - all performed menial tasks as well as being capable of fighting roles. Indeed, building, fortifying, supplying, these were all valued ‘munera’ and were seen as an essential part of the fighting man’s trade; his virtu, if you will. In that light, the Barcarii are no better and no worse than any other frontier unit, albeit specialised in littoral and riverine defence. They are what we would call today a coastguard unit. Barcarii units are rare in the Roman military lists and stand apart from the usual naval and riverine units. They seem to have operated independently of other units and were never brigaded into larger forces. In my mind, this speaks to these units being located alone and in remote frontier areas for their specialised riverine abilities. These Barcarii numeri were not support or supply units. Quite the opposite. They were independent and militarily capable units adapted to extreme frontier roles. Moreover, the question which has always intrigued me has been what brought these particular Barcarii who were all mostly Mesopotamian men over to be stationed in northern Britain? Why this unit and not another coastal or riverine Barcarii unit - from Gaul or the Rhine, for example?  
 
    It was this nugget which made me dig deeper and find a story here. And that story was one which connected both the great invasion of Julian down the Euphrates into Persia and also to the ‘Great Conspiracy’ of 367 AD. And out of that story emerged one man: Flavius Sabinus, the only named commander of ‘Barcarii’ in Britannia and which is also the name of the man who bearded Jovianus at the shameful surrender of Nisibis a few years earlier. Sabinus is not an uncommon name - but to find it linked to the Barcarii and also to Nisibis where the Barcarii came from was too tantalising a possibility to ignore. 
 
    That name became two people then, father and son, split apart by anger and shame. A name divided in a sense into its opposites. A broken name. 
 
    And as this story became about a man who rose to unite not just his broken name but also a lost Roman command, it also became about the story of how a dark tribe referred to with horror in the annals of Rome, the Atecotti, became unlikely allies of that lost command thanks to this broken-named man. 
 
    The enemies who ravaged Roman Britain in this period are known and named often - the Saxons, the Picts, the Scotti, and finally the Atecotti. These last drew particular condemnation and stood beyond the pale. According to the writings of St Jerome, who was in Gaul during this period and therefore may have had firsthand knowledge, the Atecotti were lawless not knowing matrimony and worse, that they were cannibals who carved up human flesh as delicacies. The etymology of the name is obscure and may lead back to Irish origins or even darker roots. Yet, despite this horror from contemporary writers, one strange fact emerges. Of all the enemies besetting Roman Britain during this century of imperial grandeur and dark betrayal, it is the Atecotti alone who appear later enrolled among the army units of Rome. Four regiments of Atecotti are to be found in the Notitia Dignitatum spread across the western field army commands. There are no Scotti, Picts or even Saxons. Only the Atecotti - the worst and most bestial of those enemies of Rome in the west. 
 
    They are also - of all the enemies of Rome - the only one to disappear and not have a presence in the later fifth century. As Roman Britain fell into darkness and despair, those other tribes and federations moved, hungry and restless, to claim parcels of the island diocese - all the save the Atecotti. They have vanished. Gone from the pens of the historians and writers.  
 
    It is almost as if these savage barbarians upended their standards and fell in with Rome and bound themselves so completely that they fell much later among the last of the eagles and dragons even as the Eternal City itself broke apart into ruin and despair. The Atecotti did not fade away among barbarian tribes and border conflicts but instead stood at the last among the remnants of the field army legions and palatine auxilia as the darkest sunset flamed across a shattered horizon . . . 
 
    At least that is where my pen might wander - which is the privilege of the writer as opposed to the historian. I write as if something can happen whereas the later must write of what should have happened. That latitude is my freedom.  
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