





[image: image]




[image: image]




 


The author and publisher have provided this e-book to you without Digital Rights Management software (DRM) applied so that you can enjoy reading it on your personal devices. This e-book is for your personal use only. You may not print or post this e-book, or make this e-book publicly available in any way. You may not copy, reproduce, or upload this e-book, other than to read it on one of your personal devices.


 


Copyright infringement is against the law. If you believe the copy of this e-book you are reading infringes on the author’s copyright, please notify the publisher at: us.macmillanusa.com/piracy.




 


FOR SONIA SCHORMAN


And always, always, for Charlie




 


CONTENTS


Title Page


Copyright Notice


Dedication


Map


Epigraph


 


Prologue


Chapter 1


Chapter 2


Chapter 3


Chapter 4


Chapter 5


Chapter 6


Chapter 7


Chapter 8


Chapter 9


Chapter 10


Chapter 11


Chapter 12


Chapter 13


Chapter 14


Chapter 15


Chapter 16


Chapter 17


Chapter 18


Chapter 19


Chapter 20


Chapter 21


Chapter 22


Chapter 23


Chapter 24


Chapter 25


Chapter 26


Chapter 27


Chapter 28


Chapter 29


Chapter 30


 


Author’s Note


Glossary of Names


Selected Bibliography


By Morgan Llywelyn from Tom Doherty Associates


Copyright




[image: image]




 


History and myth are both suspect—


and for the same reason.




 


PROLOGUE


In the beginning Albion was a shaggy wilderness belonging only to itself. When the glaciers melted and the seas rose Albion and the neighboring land of Eire became two large islands on the western edge of Europe. Stranded together in a cold ocean, they awaited an uncertain future.


Their earliest human inhabitants were nomadic hunters whose existence depended on circumstance alone. In this respect they were little different from the wild animals they hunted. Life was lived at subsistence level and always a struggle. They were born and mated and died within a brief span of years, during which nothing much changed except the islands. Gradually these grew warmer. And greener.


As a result the hunters became gatherers as well, collecting the random edibles produced by the improving environment. The long slow centuries rolled on and on. Eventually a few resourceful men and women began to plant seeds to raise their own grain, and domesticate wild animals for a reliable supply of meat and milk. A more settled way of life became possible. Stone was the all-purpose tool. The chipping and shaping of flint axes was almost an industry.


When prehistoric farmers found the tough sward of Albion difficult to plow with Stone-Age implements, they turned to the forest that covered most of the island. The earth beneath the trees, deep and rich with leaf mold, was easier to cultivate. Where trees were cut down and light let in, crops thrived. The limitless abundance of timber provided both shelter and fuel. Worship, responding to an impulse buried deep in the human spirit, developed around the sacral trees. They were revered both for their practical and their spiritual value, little distinction being made between the two.


After uncounted generations in solitude the islands were visited by a seagoing race. These voyagers, who navigated by the stars, roamed the western seaways. Wherever they went new art forms appeared and new rituals began. On Eire, west of Albion, the natives created stone- and earthwork monuments of astonishing complexity for observing the cosmos and employing the energies of the sky to improve their pastoral culture.


On Albion the reaction was much the same. The first temples the natives erected were made of timber, but over time the wood rotted and had to be replaced. They began using stone instead. Under the guidance of their astronomer-priests they searched out massive boulders, which contained sky magic, and transported them long distances. Giant megaliths soared upward from the plain. Elaborate ceremonies demonstrated that earth and sky were one and man was joined to both.


Albion celebrated the heavens.


Centuries became millennia. A new wave of strangers from the vast land mass to the east reached the islands in the sunset. They stayed to found colonies and utilize such natural resources as copper and tin, the necessary components for making bronze. Bronze was more malleable than stone and could be used for everything from axe heads to personal ornaments. The extreme southwestern peninsula of Albion was particularly rich in tin; there as elsewhere, metal became a valuable commodity.


The Bronze Age had arrived.


The natives of Albion and Eire, who believed the earth was alive and sacred and anything taken from it constituted a debt that must be repaid, began burying metal artifacts with their dead.


After generations of intermarrying the colonists considered themselves natives. Tribes were formed along the lines of ancestral heritage. Fertile fields were plotted and pieced together; claimed and named and fought over. On the hilltops tribal chieftains built earthwork fortresses and called themselves kings. In the valleys their followers fought with bronze weapons and called themselves armies.


For more than five hundred years the two islands retained their small, scattered populations. Their seclusion ended with a fresh influx of settlers led by fair-haired warriors with sweeping mustaches. Ardent, impetuous and fearless, the Celts burst on the scene and quickly made themselves at home. The newcomers absorbed and were absorbed by the indigenous people. Celtic language and Celtic culture triumphed.


In their original homeland on the continent the Celts had learned to work with iron. Albion had iron ore in abundance. The almost impenetrable primeval forest began to shrink as trees were felled and burned to make charcoal for smelting the new metal. The Bronze Age surrendered to the Age of Iron. As if by magic, smiths produced nearly indestructible iron cauldrons, spearheads, helmets—and chains to bind captives taken in war.


Ruts made by iron plow scarred the land like sword slashes. The amount of available land for agriculture dwindled, but foreign trade increased along the coasts. Seaports were developed in the shelter of convenient headlands. Red Samian tableware and black glass jewelry from Gaul began to appear in chieftainly households. Such imported luxuries were purchased with quantities of native tin, as well as silver, lead, wheat and slaves.


The name of Albion began to be known abroad.


Yet the spirit of Albion did not change. Her gods remained nature gods. From Stone Age farmers to Iron Age kings, the inhabitants of the island were pantheistic. Life was lived according to the seasons. Man with all his accomplishments was recognized as a part of nature and not its superior.


Fifty-five years before the birth of Christ a small military force landed on the southeast coast of the island. Having crushed Gaul, Gaius Julius Caesar was turning his attention to Albion. After fierce fighting Caesar had advanced only a little distance into the country when he learned that many of his ships and supplies had been lost in a storm. He called off his troops and left. A year later he tried again. His second incursion was terminated when a revolt broke out in Gaul and Caesar was needed. Yet within a matter of years those early expeditionary forces were followed by a full-scale Roman invasion.


The invaders were not interested in agriculture, but in empire building. In Albion the Romans saw what they perceived as ignorant savages infesting a land ripe for the taking. As far as they were concerned the island’s resources had but one purpose: to serve Rome. The struggle was long and bloody. In the end, Albion was renamed Britannia and Roman rule was the law of the land.


Britannia Prima—the Western Empire—was not an easy posting. The damp cold was a palpable presence, like a brother; known and familiar, to be endured or ignored. Born to it, the British tribes were indifferent to the weather until the Romans came. The legionnaires in the tavernae, drinking imported wine late into the night, talked continually of the palm-fringed coasts of the Mediterranean until native Britons began to dream of sunnier climes.


In place of hundreds of elected tribal kings ruling over a patchwork of territories, the Roman administrators installed a highly organized system of central government. To provide the large number of civil servants this required, the authorities set out to educate selected natives. These were mainly chosen from chieftainly families. Many of the noble Britons, already besotted with imported luxuries, were eager to embrace a more materialistic lifestyle. Thus was created a Romano-British aristocracy, which maintained control over the lower classes for their Roman masters. They were rewarded with tutors for their children and rare holidays under the Iberian sun.


Latin became the language of the privileged few. The upper and middle classes aspired to Roman fashion, Roman food, Roman architecture. Some gave their children Roman names. Abandoning the life of field and forest, they settled into new towns and cities built after the Roman pattern. “Urbanus” became a compliment; “rusticus” an insult. Urban men exchanged the hooded cloak for the toga; urban wives and daughters copied the hairstyles said to be fashionable in far-distant Rome.


Urban homes were warmed by hypocausts: tubes molded of kiln-dried clay carried smoke out of the house from an underground furnace while transmitting heat to the interior walls. Urban centers were proud of their public privies, which could seat as many as eight or ten at a time. A statue of the Roman goddess Fortuna was kept in public bathhouses to protect men when they were naked and at their most vulnerable. For almost three centuries these bathhouses served as a focus of city life, a sophisticated meeting place where the social elite could gather to sneer at the “peasantry.”


Then the Romans left.


Their armies were recalled to defend the Roman Empire from the hordes of barbarians that were sweeping across the continent. The last legion departed Britannia in AD 410. Unwilling to remain without an armed force to protect them, the Roman-born administrators and their families fled with the soldiers.


They did not take with them the educated native members of the civil service. Beneath a veneer of Latin sophistication many of the Romano-British still possessed the passionate, impetuous temperament of the Celt. They would not be welcome in Rome. Only a few generations removed from paganism, they practiced a Celtic version of Christianity at variance with the official version. They remembered and sometimes even used the language of their ancestors. Worst of all, they retained a stubborn belief in the rights of the individual over those of a monolithic state.


They were left behind to try to make the best of things in a land that was no longer Albion.


And could never be Rome.




 


CHAPTER ONE


Dark.


The moon is dark; the stars are smothered by clouds. Autumn is upon us now. This morning the rain rushed down the hills like silver snakes, yet nothing is moving tonight. Even the mice and moles cower in their burrows. The earth holds her breath as if waiting for disaster, but the disaster has already happened.


Civilization has collapsed.


Lucius Plautius, who studied with the Athenians, would say I am suffering from depression. He could be right.


Dinas, who laughs at everything, would say there is no such thing as depression. He could be right.


*   *   *


Cadogan leaned his shoulder against the door, braced his feet and shoved again. Nothing happened. The oak planks did not even creak.


The door was like the woman on the other side. Obdurate. The woman who had slid the bolt across the door. There was no other way in. The walls were constructed of solid logs. The few windows provided ventilation and a modicum of light, but they were too narrow to admit an intruder. In cold weather they were shuttered with two planks.


Cadogan stepped away from the door and rubbed his shoulder. He was weary to the bone. He had been riding for most of the night. Alternately trotting and cantering through the haunted darkness, up and down hills, splashing through streams, dodging trees at the last moment only to be slashed by low hanging branches. Trusting his horse to take him home.


To sanctuary.


In years gone by a traveler might have found a comfortable inn along the way. In such an establishment Cadogan would have enjoyed an ample meal and a flagon of the local brew while the hosteler rubbed down the bay mare and gave her a heaping measure of oats. A few coins more would have purchased a dry bed for himself—with a minimum of fleas—so he could resume his journey in the morning feeling refreshed.


There were no comfortable inns anymore. No lantern’s gleam to welcome weary travelers. Windows were shuttered if any shutters remained. Doors sagged from rusting hinges; arrogant weeds thrust through floorboards. Business was very bad indeed.


The bay mare would have no oats tonight. Cadogan had removed her saddle and bridle and turned her loose to graze, knowing she would not wander far. She was too old and too wise to stray. This was the only home she had known for two years and she was content.


He could hear her tearing up mouthfuls of dry grass.


Cadogan stopped rubbing his shoulder and stood deep in thought. Then he walked around to the rear of the building, where he had stacked a quantity of firewood along the north wall. Heavy branches had been chopped into neat lengths, ready for burning. Kindling was wedged between the logs and the wall to create an added layer of insulation. Cadogan reached in and pulled out a handful of sturdy twigs. Ignoring the protestations of his aching body, he crouched and set them on the ground. Quietly.


His night-adapted eyes could make out general shapes but no specifics. Still crouching, he ran his hands over the nearby earth until he found several thick clumps of grass. Dying grass left from summer. He ripped them up, roots and all, and carried them with the kindling to the west side of the building. The side nearest the forest. A single narrow window was set in the wall.


Cadogan turned his back on the window and took two measured paces forward. He rolled the clumps of grass together until they formed a loose ball, which he placed on the ground before him. Loosening his linen underpants, he dribbled a few drops of urine onto the grass, just enough to dampen the center while leaving some dry tips. He used the twigs to fashion inward-leaning walls around the grass to hold it in place. Next he took a set of flints from the leather pouch on his belt and began striking sparks over his construction. After several tries, the dry grass tips ignited in a sizzle of red and gold.


Cadogan crouched and blew gently on the blades to keep them burning, then sat back on his heels and waited.


Although light was visible through the window, he did not call out to the woman inside. Not again. After taking care of his horse he had hammered his fist on the door. Called out his name. Expected her to welcome him. Instead she had bolted the door before he could push it open and enter.


Obviously another method of communication was required.


The smoke began to seep out of its enclosure like a timid creature poking its nose out of a burrow. Cadogan waited until it formed a pale cloud, dimly lit from beneath. The small ball of grass was too damp to fuel a substantial fire, but perfect for making smoke. He leaned forward and blew again. Sat back with eyes narrowed, calculating the exact moment when a final, well-placed breath would send the cloud upward.


When the column of smoke had thickened sufficiently he stood up and unfastened his hooded cloak. Waving it in front of him, he began wafting the smoke toward the window.


Some distance away, the mare raised her head and snorted.


A nightingale called among the trees, immediately answered by another. Even in the dark territories must be defined and boundaries respected. Nature’s laws were strict.


Cadogan moved back and forth, almost dancing on the balls of his feet as he directed and redirected the smoke. Even something as diaphanous as smoke could be controlled with persistence.


The woman inside called out, “Are you still there?” Her voice was unpleasantly sharp, with an edge like a knife. It was almost the only thing he remembered about her.


He continued shepherding smoke.


“Is that you, Cadogan? What are you doing?”


Weave and twist, draw patterns in the air. Try to ignore the sudden stitch in his side.


“Cadogan! You said I could stay here. You said!” Her voice shrilled upward. She could smell the smoke now. In summer the lightning, the random finger of God, set trees ablaze to renew them. And the trees were very near.


“I’m in here, Cadogan!” she cried. “Answer me!”


He flung his cloak over his shoulder like a toga and walked around to the front of the building. Flattening himself against the wall beside the door, he waited.


He heard her groan as she lifted the heavy bolt and set it aside. The iron hinges, which he never greased, protested loudly when she pulled the door open. She thrust her head into the night. It was too dark to see anything. Holding her breath, she listened for the crackling of fire. Was it coming nearer? What should she do?


She ducked back inside. Looked wildly about the room.


The smell of smoke was growing stronger.


When she ran through the open doorway Cadogan lunged forward and caught her. He could feel how thin she was beneath her gown. All angles, with no comfort in her body to offer a man. Strong, though; she fought like one of the savage wildcats from Caledonia. Screeching, squalling, writhing in his grip and trying to scratch his eyes out.


A plague on the wretched woman! thought Cadogan. He immediately repented, reminding himself that he was a Christian. But even Christ had lost his temper with the money changers.


By the time Cadogan managed to pinion her wrists they were both panting.


“You said I could stay, you said I could stay!”


“Only until my cousin came back for you,” Cadogan replied. He had been told his deep voice was “reassuring,” but his next words were anything but reassuring. “If Dinas hasn’t come for you by now he’s not going to.”


“You don’t know that!” she shrilled.


“I know him. You’re not the first woman he’s abandoned.”


“He hasn’t abandoned me, he never would! Dinas adores me. Many men have said they loved me, but none are as passionate as Dinas. He swore he’d throw himself on his sword if he ever lost me!”


Cadogan began to feel sorry for her. And sorry for himself, for his aching body and leaden weariness. Sorry that his life—which only a month ago had been filled with a hermit’s simple pleasures—was being torn asunder through no fault of his own.


“You should go inside now,” he said, releasing her wrists.


“But there’s a fire coming!”


“Don’t worry, you’ll be safe. There’s no real fire, only damp grass smoking.”


She caught her breath. “Do you mean … did you trick me?”


“I had to make you open the door.”


She furiously pummeled his chest with her fists. “You’re a terrible man and I hate you! Hate you, hate you, hate you!”


“That’s too bad.” He captured her wrists again and started to force her into the house. Thought better of it. Pulling her after him, he went around to the back of the building.


She made no effort to free herself. Instead she kept up a running commentary on his failures as a human being while he stamped on the fire. “You’re worthless compared to your cousin, do you know that? Dinas is a twelve-pronged stag and you’re a pile of goat dung. Goat dung with flies on it!”


Cadogan noticed that she had begun drawling her vowels. “Dinas is twice the man you are, he has balls like melons and a prick like a stallion. What do you have under your tunic, a dead eel? The first time I saw you I knew you were nothing. If Dinas was here you couldn’t treat me like this, because he would knock your teeth out.”


“Dinas likes to fight,” Cadogan said. “I don’t.”


“So you’re a coward as well.”


He ignored the insult and continued extinguishing the fire. It took a while to hunt down and crush the last tiny spark. When he was satisfied there no danger of the blaze flaring up again, he took her back inside. Still yammering at him. Her voice was seriously beginning to grate on his nerves.


A bronze oil lamp on a three-legged table supplied the only light. The draft from the closing door caused the flame to gutter, flickering as if it might go out. Cadogan released the woman so he could slide the heavy bolt across the door, then he took a large tin ewer from beneath the table. When he lifted it his heart sank. He thumbed back the lid and peered inside anyway. The ewer was empty. She had burned all the herring oil.


“There isn’t any more,” she confirmed. “I already looked.”


He turned to find her sitting on the bed. The only bed.


“Why did you have to burn all of it?”


“What did you expect me to do, sit in the dark? You’re not much of a host, Cadogan. In fact I don’t like anything about you. Not your splotchy face, not your flabby body, not even your feet. You’re the ugliest creature I’ve ever seen.”


The man to whom she spoke was above average height, with a sturdy body sculpted by hard work. He had a clean shaven, affable face that still retained a smattering of boyish freckles, and wore his thick brown hair cropped in the Roman style.


Puzzled, Cadogan asked, “What’s wrong with my feet?”


She did not answer.


He rubbed his shoulder again. “I’m tired; I’m very tired. I’ve had several bad days and I need some sleep, so I’m afraid you’ll have to sit somewhere else.”


She raised a pair of overplucked eyebrows. “Why should I perch on a stool when there’s a comfortable bed? Dinas never told me you were brutal, Cadogan. He said you were kind. He said I could rely on your kindness.”


“Dinas says too thundering much and none of it true,” Cadogan growled. Taking her by the elbows, he moved her off the bed. She hung like dead weight in his hands. When he released her she flounced over to a stool and sat down. “I hate you,” she said flatly. “I always have and I always will.”


“You don’t even know me.”


“That makes it easier.”


Cadogan stretched out on the bed and folded his arms behind his head. It was easier to ignore her than have a conversation with her. His eyes wandered around the room. As always, his handiwork gave him a sense of satisfaction in spite of his somber mood.


Seen from outside, his home was unimpressive. A rectangular timber building with a steeply pitched roof, it melted into its forest setting. To the casual observer it might have been a woodcutter’s cabin, though it was too large for one. It more nearly resembled a small fort.


A fortlet.


That had not been his original intention. During construction the house had seemed to choose its own shape. By the time it was finished he realized what he had wanted all along was a fort. A building sufficient to protect its occupant from the intrusions and abrasions of the outside world.


His first choice for the exterior walls was stone and mortar, his second choice was brick. Stone was impossible for one man to quarry and transport, and the nearest brickyard was many miles away. That left only the raw materials at hand. Cadogan had felled the trees and sawn the wood himself, learning the necessary skills as he went along. Trial and error. Axe and adze and plane. Use the mare to drag the heavy logs into place. Laboriously raise them one by one, chink the gaps with mud. For two years he had pushed his body to its limits, promising himself he would correct his mistakes later. When there was time.


The interior of the building showed a certain refinement. It consisted of one large room whose unpeeled log walls were covered by smooth planks. The roof was supported by tree trunks shaped into columns. The clay floor had been pounded until it gleamed, then incised with patterns imitating mosaic tiles. In the center of the room was a raised stone hearth surmounted by andirons decorated with boars’ heads. Above this was a smoke hole, cleverly concealed within the angle of the roof.


One end of the room was given over to storage. Crates and bags and boxes of various sizes were neatly stacked beside an assortment of tools, some of them handmade, all of them well maintained. Cadogan’s clothing was hung on pegs. Hunting spears leaned against the wall with their feet ensnared in fishing nets. A large iron cauldron complete with flesh hooks was stored beneath a row of shelves. The bottom shelf was crammed with tin cooking utensils and everyday plates and cups cast in pewter. The shelf above this boasted a complete set of glazed red tableware, plus a single, exquisite glass bottle the color of emeralds. The top shelf was fitted with cubbyholes designed to hold Cadogan’s cherished collection of manuscripts. Scrolls of Athenian poetry, Alexandrian maps, books of Latin history and theology. The books had been written on thin sheets formed by pounding together crisscross slices of the pith of a sedge called papyrus.


At the opposite end of the room was a wooden bedstead, held high off the floor by oak stumps. The bed was equipped with a horsehair mattress, a rather grimy sleeping pad stuffed with goose down, an equally grimy linen sheet and three woolen blankets. Near the bed a naturally formed stone basin was set atop another broad stump. Cadogan had found the object in the river the preceding autumn, when the water was low enough to allow for easy fording. Over many centuries the river had shaped and polished the stones in its bed as it slowly changed its course. Following the way of least resistance.


The remainder of Cadogan’s furniture consisted of a brass-bound chest inlaid with silver and copper, two brightly painted wooden stools, a battered campaign table with folding legs, and a larger oak table. The lamp on that table had been one of his mother’s treasures. When he was a child she had guided his chubby fingers around the swirling acanthus leaves engraved on the bronze surface. “See how beautiful, Cadogan?” He had loved beauty ever since.


The woman followed the direction of his eyes. Where he saw achievement she saw failure. Crude construction and a dirt floor covered with chicken scratches. Most of the furniture looked as if it had been hacked out with an axe. Sacks of grain and dried meat were hanging from ropes slung over the rafters to protect the food from rats. Although she could not see them in the dim light, she knew there were spiderwebs in the corners. Worst of all, the place had a damp, musty smell, as if moisture were seeping up from the earth below. She had wasted the last of her tiny vial of perfume trying to sweeten the air.


“It’s cold in here,” she complained.


“There’s no fire on the hearth,” he pointed out.


“You’re out of firewood.”


“There’s plenty stacked behind the house, didn’t you look back there?”


She said indignantly, “I’m not accustomed to bringing in firewood. Why are you hiding in this miserable hovel anyway?”


“This isn’t a miserable hovel, it’s my home. And I’m not hiding.” Cadogan wanted to close his eyes but he couldn’t, not with her staring at him. “I live alone out here because a solitary life appeals to me.”


“You want to make this pitiful hut a hermitage?”


“That’s not what I said. I said the life appeals to me, I didn’t say I wanted to be a hermit. There’s a difference.” He was too weary to explain the difference to her, even if he could. His need for isolation had come on him gradually and would, he suspected, fade in time. Of one thing he was certain: he had not wanted it interrupted by a crazy woman. “Put out the lamp,” he said. “It will be dawn soon anyway.”


“I’m not going to sit here in the dark. You might abuse me.”


He almost laughed. “Abuse you? No fear of that … What’s your name? I don’t even know your name.”


“Don’t know my name!” She sounded as if it were the ultimate insult.


He tried to be patient. “You may recall that I left here shortly after you and Dinas appeared at my door. The brief conversation I had with my cousin was not about you, but something much more urgent. He never even mentioned your…”


“His horse is dangerous, you know,” she interrupted. “It’s killed people. I myself am a splendid rider, but Dinas wouldn’t let me ride behind him because he was afraid I might get hurt. He insisted I walk; it proves how much he loves me.”


Cadogan responded with a noncommittal grunt. Felt the pressure of her eyes on him. He must make more effort; hospitality was a virtue. “Dinas didn’t tell me your name,” he explained. “He said only that you needed shelter for a couple of days. Perhaps I should have questioned him further but…”


“My name,” she interrupted again, “is Quartilla.”


“Quartilla?”


“It’s a perfectly good Roman name! My father was a centurion.”


Cadogan was by nature a kindly man, but the woman’s attitude was becoming intolerable. Before he could stop himself he said, “Any number of people make that claim these days. And even if your father was a centurion, I doubt if he stayed around long enough to name you. Tell me what your mother called you.”


She lowered her eyes and gnawed at her thumbnail. “I don’t know,” she said sulkily. “She died when I was born.”


He was instantly remorseful. “I’m sorry.”


“Why? You didn’t know her any more than I did.”


Cadogan’s head felt hollow and his eyes were full of sand. The conversation was going nowhere. With an effort, he propped himself on one elbow and tried to smile at her. “Let me rest for a while, Quartilla, and I promise we’ll sort this out in the…”


“Did you bring anything to eat? I’m hungry.”


“There were adequate supplies here, what about them?”


She shrugged. “I guess I ate them.”


“You what?”


“I ate everything that was fit to eat, but not those dreadful dried things. I would have eaten those wretched chickens but I couldn’t catch any. And then that wretched rooster bit me. On my leg! He took a whole piece out of it!”


“Kikero was only protecting his family.”


“His family?” Quartilla sounded scandalized.


“I don’t eat the hens, I eat their eggs,” Cadogan tried to explain. “If I ate the hens they’d be gone and I wouldn’t have any eggs. Did you at least throw some corn to them?”


“I don’t tend livestock,” she said icily.


“They’re not just … I mean … in the morning, Quartilla.” Cadogan gave a deep sigh. “In the morning.” He fell back on the bed and put one arm across his eyes.


She moved her stool close to the lamp so she could examine her fingernails. They were bitten and broken but still stained with henna. She began picking at the ragged cuticles.


Something skittered in the rafters. Quartilla shrieked.


“You’re not afraid,” Cadogan informed her without opening his eyes. “You must have heard that a dozen times since you’ve been here.”


“Of course I’m not afraid! I’m not afraid of anything. It startled me, that’s all. I’m not used to vermin in the house, even if you are.”


Ignoring the implied insult, he willed himself to lie still. Relax. Yet he could not stop the silent uproar in his whirring mind. Fear and frustration, remorse and regret jostled with one another in a bid for his attention. After a while he gave up trying to sleep and watched Quartilla covertly from under his forearm.


She was certainly no beauty, he decided. As bony as a fish and slightly cross-eyed, as if she were about to sneeze. Her prominent, high-arched nose could pass for Roman, but Cadogan suspected it simply had been broken at some time in the past. Her coppery hair was obviously dyed. The linen gown she wore might have been pleated once; it might even have been white once. Now it was as dirty as her sandals.


Her voice was the worst thing about her; a crime she compounded by sporadically attempting a Roman accent. When she drawled her vowels her speech was almost unintelligible.


Whatever possessed Dinas? Is the creature a discarded camp follower? No, a common harlot would never use that accent. Perhaps she really is a legionnaire’s daughter fallen on hard times.


We’ve all fallen on hard times, one way or another.


A woman in the house. Would that be so bad? Admit it to yourself, Cadogan—you’ve been lonely. This is the first time in your life you haven’t had other people around you, even if they were only servants. While you were building the fort you were too busy to notice, but since then you’ve sometimes longed for the sound of another human voice.


Not that voice, though.


The flame in the lamp guttered again and drowned in the last smear of oil. The room went dark. Quartilla put one arm on the table to cushion her head. Within minutes she was snoring.


Cadogan lay rigid with resentment.


So much to think about; I need a clear mind. Why does she have to be here now? It’s too late to go to sleep and too early to get up. Too late for yesterday and too early for tomorrow. The ride to Viroconium was a waste of effort, it was all over before I got there. If only Dinas had brought the warning earlier … but that’s Dinas, selfish to the core. After he dumped the woman on me I’m sure he never gave her another thought. He does what he wants when he wants and …


Cadogan’s thoughts were interrupted by an unexpected sound from outside. The sudden, anxious neighing of a horse. He jumped to his feet and hurried toward the nearest window. In the dark he stubbed his toe and swore under his breath.


“What’s wrong?” Quartilla asked groggily.


“There’s somebody out there.”


“Who?”


“How do I know?”


“What do they want?”


“They want to know why you ask such stupid questions!” Cadogan snapped. “Keep your voice down and be still.”


“It’s Dinas come back for me, I knew he would! Open the door for him at once.”


“It’s not Dinas. My horse knows his horse, they would have whinnied to each other. What I heard wasn’t a greeting.”


“Horses can’t talk,” said Quartilla. “Do you think I’m a fool?”


Cadogan wanted to throttle the woman.


Ignoring the throbbing pain in his toe, he peered through the narrow window. She crowded close behind him. He could feel her scrawny breasts against his back. Her breath fanned his cheek; an unpleasant smell, as if she had a bad tooth. “If it’s not Dinas, who is it?” she asked. “What’s happening? Tell me!”


In the gray light of dawn he saw a band of men approaching the house on foot.


“We’re about to have company,” Cadogan said grimly.




 


CHAPTER TWO


I love the smell of rain, and the scent of the sea. Moisture on a woman’s inner thighs. Cedar branches laced with wood smoke. Ice on the wind from the mountains. Freshly turned soil in the midlands.


I can recognize the slightest scent, that is my gift.


And my curse.


*   *   *


Dinas rode with the effortless grace of a born horseman. Head high, shoulders back, spine supple as a willow. His strongly boned face was surrounded by a tangle of unkempt curls that stirred in the wind. From his attire it would be difficult to guess either his origins or rank. Beneath a beautifully cut but well-worn leather cape he wore a faded homespun tunic that came to midthigh, leaving his lower legs bare to allow maximum contact with the horse. His boots reached only to the ankle and were made of soft deerskin. Dinas wore no jewelry, not even a copper finger ring. His homemade saddle was little more than a large leather pocket stuffed with wool and strapped around the horse’s belly.


The stallion he rode was the same color as his curls, a glossy brown so dark it looked black. The animal had an elegantly sculpted head, large, liquid brown eyes, and could canter for hours—all legacies from its desert ancestors. Dinas followed every move the horse made with his own body without even thinking about it. A casual observer might have trouble telling where the man left off and the horse began. They might even be mistaken for a centaur from mythology.


From time to time Dinas drew rein to take a closer look at a suspicious mound of disturbed earth or heap of stones. It was a habit of long standing. If he dismounted, the horse stood motionless until he vaulted onto its back again. He always took a careful look around before he rode on. A Noric knife was tucked in his belt and the scabbard at his hip held a shortsword modeled on the Roman gladius. The knife was designed for cutting meat, the sword for skewering men.


Woven woolen saddlebags containing everything else he owned—almost everything—were tied to the rear of the saddle by leather thongs.


Dinas had been born restless, unwilling to let the dust settle on him. Not for him the static existence of town and village. He was most comfortable in wild and secret valleys separated by trackless wastes. Heather and slough, deep lakes and impenetrable forest called to him. As soon as he was old enough to toddle he had wandered away from home at every opportunity. At first his mother ran after him. Then she sent one of the servants. Eventually she gave up and let him roam; any wild thing should be allowed its freedom. His mother was of the Cymric race. She knew about wild things.


That wild streak in Dinas had become an asset.


The loss of the legions had left the inhabitants of Britannia unprotected and increasingly vulnerable. The last Roman administrators had urged the Britons to arm themselves and promised to give them advice about manufacturing weapons and building fortifications. Their promises were worth no more than the air they floated on. In their panic at the end the Romans had departed too hastily, and in too much disarray themselves, to ensure a future for those they left behind.


The educated elite had struggled to maintain order for a while, but their efforts were doomed from the start. Their education had not been total, only what was sufficient for them to do their individual jobs. Each man knew a little; no man had a sufficient grasp of the whole. Civilization as they knew it began disintegrating. The political and mechanical machinery left by their conquerors was breaking down and they did not know how to fix it.


An ostensibly law-abiding society soon became lawless. No one trusted his neighbor anymore. Prosperous families sought to protect their wealth by burying it in Mother Earth. Hordes of coins and other valuables were being stashed throughout Britannia. A wild young man with few scruples and a wide-ranging horse might find treasure almost anywhere.


For several years Dinas had amused himself with this enterprise, but it no longer satisfied him. He needed something more challenging to occupy his mind. To replace the memory that tormented; the anger that burned and scalded and demanded.


The autumn morning found him at the westernmost edge of Britannia, only a few miles from Deva Victrix, once called the City of the Legion. Beyond Deva lay the broad estuary of the River Dee. Beyond that was the Oceanus Hibernicus; beyond that, unconquered Eire.


When he smelled salt on the wind Dinas halted the horse. He dropped the reins on the stallion’s neck and sat immobile. Savoring the warmth of the sun on his bare head and legs. Smelling the pungent odor of the sweat on the stallion’s flanks. A warm, animal smell, as familiar to him as his own.


He gazed across a reed-studded marshland to a faint line of yellow hills and wondered what lay beyond them. Reached for the reins; withheld his hand. Returned his eyes to the rustling reeds. He recalled hearing about a half-brained scheme to drain the marsh and create more arable land, but the plan had come to nothing when the local government collapsed.


“No tracks show in marshland,” Dinas remarked aloud.


The stallion swiveled an ear to listen. Dinas often talked to his horse. He believed that people did not know how to listen, but a clever animal would detect the subtlest changes of tone and pitch and respond accordingly. The dark horse was clever. Interpreting his master’s voice to indicate the possibility of forward motion in a direction he did not like, he took half a step back instead.


Dinas reached forward to scratch the base of the horse’s ears, where the sweat gathered. “I hear you, my friend. You don’t want to wade into that, eh? Don’t trust the footing? Neither do I, but remember this place. This could be our escape route if we’re pursued by fools who want to put my head above the gates. I’ve heard some strange tales about Deva.”


The horse waited.


Dinas gathered up the reins. “I think we’ve scouted the territory long enough. Let’s have a look at the town. Who knows what we might find, eh? Surely the bloody-boweled Romans didn’t take everything with them when they left.”


The dark horse felt the eagerness in his rider’s body; the sense of expectation. Waited for the magic words that would release him to action. “Forward. Now.”


He sprang forward.


For several days Dinas had been circling the City of the Legion at a distance. He had stopped to discuss the weather with farmers in the fields. Paid fulsome compliments to aging women drawing water from a well. Feigned astonishment at tales told by other travelers who loved to hear themselves talk. It was his habit to listen to everyone he met while divulging nothing about himself. A lean, sinewy man in shabby clothing, Dinas might have been any of the dispossessed who now wandered the countryside. Certainly not a person worth robbing. He would have drawn little attention except for the magnificent stallion he rode.


When Dinas was a boy their tutor had told them about the great black warhorse that carried Alexander of Macedon to victory. The relationship between the two was legend. “The horse was called Bucephalus,” Lucius Plautius had told his two eager students. “After Bucephalus died Alexander could never hear his name without weeping.”


Dinas had never named his own dark horse. He would have fought to the death to protect him, but if the stallion died he did not want a name to grieve over. He had no fear the animal would be stolen. If a stranger came too close, the horse pinned his ears flat against his head and gnashed his teeth until foam flecked his jaws. His hooves pawed chunks out of the earth. With eyes rolling and nostrils flaring, he looked ready to fling himself on the nearest victim. The most ardent admirer soon lost interest. “I’d have that brute killed if I were you,” Dinas was sometime advised.


At night he pillowed his head on the warm silky neck of the dark horse.


Having made up his mind to enter Deva, Dinas followed the most direct route. The road to the northern gate was as straight as a spear shaft and broad enough for five men to march abreast. The closely fitted paving stones were set on a low causeway to facilitate drainage, and bordered with stone curbs. Dinas rode to one side, keeping his horse off the hard surfaces. Bare earth was easier on unshod hooves. Occasionally Dinas found part of an iron Roman horseshoe lying half hidden in the mud, and spat on it.


When Deva came into view Dinas halted the horse and sat very still, exploring the atmosphere with senses he could not name. They lay just beneath the surface of his skin. At the backs of his eyes. In the hair on his forearms.


They detected old dangers. And new possibilities? Perhaps. He could not be certain without a closer inspection.


Deva Victrix had been built as a statement of naked power. As such it was not a city in the defined sense; not a municipal center entrusted with civilian governance, but a large military garrison encompassing an array of auxiliary services. It covered over sixty acres and was bounded by an immense wall of rubble stone and flint, set at intervals with watchtowers. The pillars on either side of the gates were made of ruddy brick. The northern gates themselves, made of British oak, stood wide open.


“That old farmer with one eye told us they’ve blocked up the east gate completely,” Dinas said to his horse. “So why is this one open? Could it be a trap?”


Through the man’s buttocks and legs the stallion communicated his answer: The horse was alert but relaxed. Sensing no trap, he pricked his ears in the direction of Deva and waited.


Dinas shifted weight. “Forward. Now,” he murmured. The stallion obeyed. Although horse and rider remained calm, they both knew Dinas could spin the animal on its haunches in the blink of an eye and gallop away.


As they approached the gates Dinas scanned the nearest watchtowers. They appeared to be unmanned. Part of the roof on the right-hand tower had collapsed. The ladder to the left-hand tower was missing altogether.


Through the open gateway Dinas could see two middle-aged men engaged in conversation. A shorter, somewhat younger man stood listening to them with his hands clasped behind his back. Dinas squinted, focusing on details. Knee-length homespun tunics over checkered woolen breeks identified all three as native Britons. The more animated of the talkers also sported a mantle sewn of otter skins. He and the silent listener wore their hair in the elaborate braids favored by men of the Deceangli tribe. The third man had no braids, only a sparse gray fringe that clung to his otherwise bald head like a high-water mark. A wooden cross depended from a cord around his neck.


“Aha,” Dinas said under his breath. Recognizing the badge of a man who believed what he was told. A man who sought to be good and hoped to buy his way into heaven with coins laid on the palm of a priest. An almost imperceptible current ran through Dinas’s body.


The dark horse gathered himself.


As they came through the gateway the trio turned toward them. With a disarming smile, Dinas addressed the wearer of the cross in formal Latin. “I wish you good morning, brother. I am a poor pilgrim on a pilgrimage.”


The three stared up at him. Stared at his unruly mane of hair and his worn clothing. His magnificent horse.


“We don’t get many pilgrims here,” said the balding man. His Latin was colloquial; the accent rustic. His cheeks were chapped and his jowls were sagging but his face was friendly.


The man in the otter-skin mantle had narrow eyes peering from beneath an overhanging brow, like weasels peeping from their hole. “Deva is a bit out of the way these days,” he remarked. “Even the Hibernian slave-catchers aren’t coming this far inland—though of course we bar the gates at night. This is the only one we keep open during the day.” He waved one hand toward the northern gateway.


The stallion flattened his ears.


Dinas raised one eyebrow—dark and sharply peaked—but maintained his friendly smile. “In my experience,” he said in a polite tone, “any place worth visiting is usually out of the way. I understand you’ve converted the old Roman amphitheater into something you call a martyrium?”


The wearer of the otter skins gave him a hard look. “You know about that, do you?”


“I’ve heard of nothing else since I crossed the Severn.”


The balding man fingered his cross. A beautifully carved wooden cross hanging on a leather cord. “Surely you exaggerate. Our small efforts here are not that noteworthy.”


“Speak for yourself,” snapped the other. “You know perfectly well how long and hard I’ve worked and how much I’ve accomplished.” He turned back to Dinas. “You say you crossed the Severn? You came from the south, then? Where are you going?”


Dinas plucked a name out of the air. “Mamucium. I believe that is northeast of Deva? I’ve never been there before. Perhaps you can give me directions when I leave here?”


While he spoke, from his vantage point atop the stallion he was surveying Deva Victrix. Garrison no more, it was reduced to a dilapidated town inhabited by less than two thousand people. Once it had boasted a famous racecourse and a guesthouse with a hypocaust for the warmth and comfort of visiting dignitaries. Now whole areas were totally deserted.


Facing Dinas across a weedy parade ground was the former headquarters of the garrison, an impressive building some two hundred and fifty feet square. Nearby was the armory, of almost equal size and designed to hold prisoners, hostages and booty as well as weaponry. Behind these stood a third structure with a central block of offices surrounded by corridors leading to a number of storerooms and workshops for the carpenters, smiths, masons, wheelwrights and other workers needed to keep the garrison functioning.


All unnecessary now.


Some of the materials used in constructing the headquarters complex and the commander’s private residence had been cannibalized for less pretentious buildings. The wooden hospital and the granary had collapsed into heaps of rotting timber. Some of the long rows of timber barracks had been turned into housing but more were standing empty. Yet amid a welter of disorganization it was still possible to discern the former precise geometry of streets and squares.


Between two sheds a goat stood on its hind legs to chew clothes drying on a line. Nearby a miscellany of scruffy hounds lolled in the sun. Farther on, an old woman shook her fist at a half-naked boy who was chasing a flapping goose.


Not a pretty girl in sight, Dinas noted with disappointment. He dropped his gaze to the men below him.


The silent listener was a small man, but he had a large skull on which his ears stuck out like afterthoughts. His eyes were very blue. He edged closer to Dinas. “I like horses, I’ve always liked horses,” he confided in a voice hardly louder than a whisper. “I am called Meradoc. What do you call your horse?” He reached out to stroke the stallion’s neck.


Dinas deftly reined the horse out of reach. “He doesn’t have a name and he’s not used to strangers. A stallion, you know. Difficult temperament. Stay clear of him for your own sake.”


“Animals like me,” the little man insisted in his soft voice. He approached the horse again.


Dinas did not move the stallion a second time. Let this fool learn the hard way, he thought.


“I am called Brecon, Brecon the woodcarver,” said the balding man. “My friend here is called Ludno. I’m afraid we didn’t hear your name.”


“Dinas.”


“Dinas? Is that all?” Ludno asked suspiciously.


“What more do you want?”


Ludno scowled. The clever retort he sought was eluding him. He settled for, “You ride a fine horse; is he yours?”


Dinas met his calculating eyes with a look of total candor. “This horse belongs to a man in Mamucium; I’m merely delivering him. A poor pilgrim must earn a few coins wherever he can.”


“Oh.” Ludno sounded disappointed.


Brecon said, “I would be pleased to show you around while you’re in the area, Dinas. If you want to see the martyrium I can take you to the Coliseum.”


“I can see it from here,” said Dinas. The huge stadium was easily the most noticeable structure in Deva.


Gathering the otter skins firmly around his shoulders, Ludno stepped in front of Brecon. “I’ll guide you myself,” he announced. “My knowledge and understanding are extensive; my own ancestors were victims of the vicious games the Romans played.”


“So were mine,” countered Brecon. He pushed past Ludno, who pushed back.


While this took place Dinas was being distracted by Meradoc. The little man appeared to be spellbound by the stallion, and kept sidling closer and closer.


“How much do you know about the history of Christianity in Britannia, Dinas?” Ludno inquired.


Dinas pulled his attention away from the impending disaster. “As much as anyone else, I suppose. My parents were Christians.”


Ludno’s eyebrows came together like caterpillars mating. “You speak as if the faith were simply passed to you in your mother’s blood. It is not so easy as that. Faith is a challenge. One must work at it. Our Lord died on the cross for your sins, and good men and women have been slain so you could have the privilege of knowing about His sacrifice. You may not know this, but the teachings of Christ first reached these shores by way of peregrini, wandering missionaries from Eire. Their Celtic version of Christianity was a sophisticated religion that developed ten different computational cycles just for reckoning the date for Easter.” Ludno glanced at Dinas to see if the other man was impressed.


How can a man be sly and pompous at the same time? Dinas was wondering.


Ludno plunged ahead. “At first the authorities tolerated Christianity as just another cult. The Romans had temples and shrines for so many: Serapis, Isis, Mithras and Astarte, to name but a few. Problems soon arose, however. Priests of the longer established religions grew fearful for their own power. They accused the Christians of cannibalism, claiming they ‘ate the flesh and drank the blood of their god’ during the Eucharist. The persecution of Christians became a popular pastime, particularly among the legions. That is why…”


Dinas stopped listening altogether. He had no desire to be lectured by the local fanatic and there appeared to be nothing worth having in Deva. The place was obviously impoverished. It was time to move on and see what lay beyond the horizon. There was always something better beyond the horizon.


He expected his horse to anticipate their departure and gather himself. The stallion remained rooted to the spot. Incredibly, Meradoc was circling around him with perfect confidence in his safety. The little man even patted the glossy haunches as he passed. Dinas braced himself for the mighty kick to follow.


Nothing happened.


As Meradoc came along his other side the horse arched his neck, displaying the impressive crest of a mature stallion. He flared his nostrils and made little whuffling sounds.


“Look out, you fool!” cried Dinas.


To his astonishment, the dark horse lowered his head for the little man’s caress. “See? He likes me,” Meradoc said shyly. He stroked the stallion’s velvety nose. The horse gave a contented sigh that transmitted itself to its rider.


At moments like these, small moments indeed, lives are changed.


Dinas swung his right leg over the horse’s withers with a catlike alacrity and slid to the ground. His scabbard clattered against his leg.


“Weapons of war are not permitted in Deva,” Ludno warned.


“You can’t expect me to leave a good sword lying outside the gates.”


“Very well, bring it with you. Just don’t wave it around.”


“I never wave it around. This is a thrusting sword.” Dinas took off his cape and folded it over his arm. He asked Meradoc, “Are you always so good with horses?”


The little man ducked his chin in embarrassment. “Not many horses come to Deva now. I never touched one until today.”


“Pay no mind to him,” said Ludno. “Meradoc is all right but he’s a bit simple, if you know what I mean.” He tapped his forehead.


I really do not like this man, thought Dinas. “No, Ludno, I don’t know what you mean. My horse likes him, and my horse is an excellent judge of character. What is your occupation, Meradoc?”


By now the little man was rubbing the stallion behind the ears with his knuckles. The horse’s eyes were half closed with pleasure. “I don’t have an occupation. I just do whatever needs to be done.”


“Then yours is the apex of occupations,” Dinas told him. “It requires as much ability as all the others put together.” Glancing toward Ludno, he was pleased to see the man’s discomfiture at hearing a compliment paid to Meradoc.


“What does ‘apex’ mean?” whispered Meradoc.


Dinas whispered back, “The highest.”


Ludno said sharply, “Do you want to see the martyrium or not?”


When Dinas felt Meradoc tug at his sleeve, he looked down. “It’s worth it,” the little man mouthed silently.


“I do.”


“Then follow me.” Ludno gave a peremptory wave of his arm—and the dark horse flattened his ears.


Ludno and Brecon set off together, still arguing about who was best qualified to guide, while Dinas followed, leading his horse. Meradoc walked at the stallion’s shoulder. As the little procession made its way through the town, people in the streets or standing in open doorways watched curiously. Several men spoke to Brecon or Ludno, but no one spoke to Meradoc. He would not have noticed anyway. All his attention was on the dark horse.
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