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Prologue

The two men followed the path as it meandered up from the valley floor towards the lone farmstead. They were big men, one just slightly taller and the other broader at the shoulders. Each wore mail armour and helmet and had a sword on their left hip, and few among the Selgovae of these parts could boast such a fine panoply. The thicker set man also carried a torch held high in his right hand. There was no moon, but the heavens were an endless field of bright stars, and they did not need the torchlight to find their path. Instead it warned anyone who cared to watch that they were coming, two warriors well armed and grim.

‘Are you sure this is a good idea?’ the taller man said. His face was long, the skin drawn taut over the muscles, giving him the air of a leering horse. His companion ignored him and trudged on. Now and again the gentle breeze picked up and made the flame gutter and wave.

There was no sign that anyone in the farm had noticed them. It was much like the others dotted along the valley, indeed throughout much of Britannia, with a main house, its conical roof a little higher and broader than the round huts on either side. Below all was deep shadow, with the odd hint of movement as the livestock in the fenced enclosures shuffled and fed. Higher up the thatch was pale in the starlight. The Selgovae did not care to live too close to their neighbours. Men felt the need for room around them, so families lived apart and got on with the business of keeping their own flocks or herds and tending fields. Eburus, the old man who lived here, disliked company more than most, for the nearest homestead was nearly two miles away, and his own farm was perched on a narrow shelf halfway up the eastern side of the valley. Beyond the shallow ditch surrounding the three houses the slope steepened and then turned into high cliffs that were dark and brooding even on this bright night. No one could approach from that direction – or escape.

‘I mean,’ the taller man said, ‘we could wait. Catch ’em tomorrow or the next day.’ He spoke in Latin, the words clear and carefully chosen, albeit with the gruff accent of his people. Vindex was one of the Carvetii, a northern people who were close kin to the Brigantes, the biggest tribe anywhere in Britannia. For the last seven years he had led the scouts sent by his chieftain to serve alongside the Roman army.

Still his companion did not reply or stop. They were a good halfway up the slope, where the path reached a broad grey boulder and then made a loop around the mound behind it. There were two more big stones beyond the mound.

‘Guess it could be a woman,’ Vindex mused as they reached the pair of stones, round and evenly matched. ‘Just lying there, waiting.’ Someone must have thought the same, for the name of this place was the Vale of the Mother, or sometimes the Vale of the Queen, and perhaps a goddess had set her mark here as a blessing, for the barley in the fields around the farm was high and thick. ‘Harvest soon,’ he added. ‘Although that lazy old sod Eburus will probably wait longer. Serve him right if a storm blows it flat.’ He stopped and caressed one of the stones that might be breasts and smiled. He was fond of women, and had mourned two wives and not long ago taken a third. Before he left she had wondered whether she was with child. The thought was an exciting one, albeit salted by fear for her.

His companion continued to ignore him and trudged up the slope. He wore an iron helmet, with deep and wide neck guard, broad cheek pieces and a high transverse crest of feathers, which made him look taller. It was the way the Romans marked out their centurions, making it easier for friend and foe alike to see them in the chaos of battle. Flavius Ferox belonged to Legio II Augusta, but was on detached service as regionarius, the man tasked with keeping the peace and the rule of law in the area near the fort at Vindolanda. A few months ago the senior regionarius in the north had died an especially nasty death, and since then Ferox had acted in his stead. Even so they were a long way further north than any district formally organised by Rome or under his responsibility. No one but Ferox would have come this far in pursuit, especially with so few men. It was not the first time he had led Vindex off in this way and the scout doubted that it would be the last. In truth, given the odds they faced this night, he had to hope that it would not be the last time.

Vindex gave the stone one last pat and followed. Ferox was already a fair way ahead, climbing a little bank rather than following the path as it wound around it. He stood for a moment at the top, and a gust of wind hissed through the barley, rippling the feathered crest and making the torch flicker wildly. Ferox turned his back to the breeze and lowered the branch so that the flame recovered and did not go out. The wind slackened, and once he was sure that the torch was burning well, the centurion looked past the muttering scout down into the valley floor. The three points of light from torches like the one he carried were where they should be. Ferox grunted in approval.

‘You’re awake then,’ Vindex said, staring up at him. ‘Well, nearly.’

‘Huh,’ Ferox grunted again. The Carvetii talked a lot even compared to the rest of the Brigantes. Both made the Romans seem reserved.

Vindex came up to join him. ‘How are they supposed to hold a torch and blow a horn at the same time?’ he asked. ‘Can you tell me that, centurion?’

The wind gusted again and Ferox turned and leaned over to protect the flame. He ignored the question because it was one of many he could not really answer. They had begun the chase three days ago. One of the scouts dropped out early on when his horse became badly lame. The day before last, their quarry met a lone rider who then rode off to the east while the others continued north and Ferox had sent another scout and one of his Roman troopers after whoever this was. The scout was not a true fighter, and the soldier a big Tungrian who would get lost inside a fort if left on his own, so the two would together make one capable man. The tracks suggested the fugitive was small, perhaps a youth, so hopefully the two should manage if they caught up, although anyone willing to meet the men they were chasing was bold at the very least. That was one more mystery in the bigger mystery, and Ferox was not sure why he wanted that lone rider caught save that he did not like loose ends. This whole business was odd, and something told him that it mattered and that nothing was quite what it seemed, so he had listened to his instincts and told them to bring the rider back, alive or dead, with everything he carried.

‘That’s if the buggers don’t just go out before anyone has seen them.’ Vindex spoke loudly over the wind, interrupting his thoughts, especially when the breeze dropped suddenly so that it sounded as if the scout was shouting. They both glanced up at the farm, but there was still no sign that anyone was paying attention.

‘They’ll hear.’ Flavius Ferox spoke at last.

‘They will, will they?’ Vindex said once it was clear that nothing more was forthcoming. After all these years, he was used to his friend’s ways. Not that that made them any less infuriating. ‘Sure that little Greek can even blow a trumpet?’

‘Philo talks all the time.’ Ferox’s tone implied that this well qualified his slave when it came to making noise. ‘And he gave me the idea. Told me a story once about a hero of his people who crept at night with just three hundred warriors and surrounded the camp of a vast host of enemies. Each of them had a torch and a trumpet and they all blew at the same moment and waved the torches. Scared the enemy so much they panicked, killed each other by mistake and fled. A god clouded their minds.’

Vindex pulled up the wheel of Taranis that he wore around his neck and kissed the bronze. ‘Have we got a god on our side tonight?’ he asked.

‘What do you think?’

‘I’d settle for three hundred warriors.’ Vindex sighed. ‘If we wait, a patrol may catch up. The trail is clear. I could follow it with just one eye, half-open. You could follow it in your sleep.’

‘And the girl?’

‘If she isn’t dead already, then why would they kill her now? They’d have to slaughter Eburus while they’re at it. He may be a mean old sod, but he wouldn’t have killing under his roof unless he’s the one doing it.’

‘Cistumucus would slaughter the world without blinking.’ Ferox spoke bitterly. ‘Rufus would do it with a big grin as long as he thought he could escape afterwards. One old man and his family wouldn’t bother them or slow them down.’ He paused, lifted the torch and gently waved it from left to right and then back again three times. Down in the valley the three points of light dipped in answer.

‘And Rufus is there?’

‘He’s there.’ Rufus was an army deserter who had left a trail of blood ever since he ran from his cohort eighteen months ago. Cistumucus was an outcast from one of the far northern tribes. Both were feared as truly bad men even in these hard lands, and it was clear that the rumours were true and they had banded together. ‘They’re both there along with a couple of warriors and the girl.’ The tracks were plain, even with the ground hard after a month with unusually little rain.

‘Now killing your host might not be something even those bastards will do lightly,’ Ferox went on, ‘but our horses are spent and apart from us we’ve only got the tubicen fit to fight, and I wouldn’t count much on him. So we probably won’t catch them tomorrow and if we do, the odds wouldn’t be good in the open. If we wait for the others then they’ll have too big a lead and they’ll get away or kill the girl once they see us coming on behind.’ He said no more and simply set off along the path.

‘You ever met her?’ Vindex asked once he had caught up.

‘Met who?’

‘This slave girl?’

‘What’s that got to do with it? You saw what they did.’

‘Aye.’ The woman was a slave, married to a slave, and both of them and their little boy were owned by an imperial freedman who had once been a slave, but Vindex had long since given up seeking reason in the ways of the Romans. The man was driving a cart full of goods belonging to his master when it was ambushed, and the solitary soldier who was presumably their escort could do no more than die with them. Pure chance had brought Ferox and Vindex to the spot half a day later. They had seen the corpses, wished they had not, and followed the trail for three days, riding hard. Ferox had sent a trooper back to Vindolanda asking for support, with little hope that it would arrive in time, and that began the depletion of the tiny band.

‘They need killing,’ Ferox said, his normally musical voice flat, which was always a sign that it was no use trying to persuade him otherwise.

‘Aye, they do.’ Vindex glanced at the other man. ‘And there’s plenty more out there like them.’

Ferox turned and smiled. ‘You do not have to come with me.’

Vindex stopped and watched his friend stride on, his crest bobbing as he climbed the path. The iron helmet glinted red in the flames, as did his mail shirt. He did not look back.

Vindex sighed. ‘That is true because it is not.’ The words were no more than a whisper, for he knew that they did not matter. Brigantes were renowned for sticking with friends whatever the cost, and the Carvetii were known as faithful even compared to their kin. Ferox was his friend, whether the Roman liked it or not, and that meant Vindex would go with him now and always, as long as there was breath in his body. He raised the wheel of Taranis to his lips again, pressed it to them, and then slipped it down the top of his own mail cuirass. He patted the bronze dome of his old-fashioned army issue helmet to check that it was tied on securely and then gripped the handle of his long sword and gave a slight tug to make sure that it was loose in the scabbard. Then he shook his head. ‘Bastard.’ He said the word with great fondness, and followed Ferox.

The farm was close now, no more than a hundred paces away, and there was a brief jab of red firelight as someone pulled open the door of the main house and went in or out. Yet there was still no sign that anyone was paying them any attention. They were past the barley fields and into the open patch of ground in front of the farm. In spite of the long dry spell the path grew muddy from the passage of animals day after day. One of them, a pony with a broad white mark on its face, stared over the wattle fence of one of the animal pens alongside the huts. The ditch around the farm was shallow and from the smell filled with the waste of the family who lived inside. The Selgovae did not use their own dung on their fields, but tended to toss it aside and then forget about it. It added an extra layer to the odour of pigs, sheep, goats, ponies and rotting food.

There was a single causeway across the ditch, although that was rather a grand name for the earth they had simply not bothered to dig out. The ditch, like the fences around the animal pens, was there to stop the livestock from straying, and make it just a little harder for thieves to steal them without anyone noticing.

Ferox and Vindex stopped in front of the causeway. The centurion turned, and waved his torch for the second time. Down in the valley the three red lights dipped in answer. A bronze trumpet sounded a rising scale, then sounded it again.

‘The lad’s good,’ Vindex muttered, knowing that this was Banno, the tubicen from Vindolanda. The last note faded and they waited for what seemed an age before there was a brief, high-pitched snort, then nothing, and then a thin, rasping note. ‘Not so good.’ That was Philo, a slave who waged merciless war against dirt in his master’s quarters and with less success on his clothes. ‘The music is not in him,’ Vindex added sadly.

No one stirred in the farm, and even the white-faced pony turned away from them.

‘Eburus!’ Ferox shouted, so loud that Vindex flinched. For a man prone to brooding silence, the centurion had a voice of surprising power. ‘Eburus! We are at your gates, my lord, and ask to speak with you!’ The old man was neither a lord nor did he have any gates, but courtesies were important. Ferox spoke in the language of the tribes, and after more than a decade in the north, there was only a slight trace of the accent of his own people. Although a Roman and a centurion of Legio II Augusta, Ferox was born a prince of the Silures, a tribe who had fought Rome for twenty years and lost in the end. In his early teens he had been sent as hostage to the empire, educated like a good Roman, made a citizen and an officer. Vindex always felt that two different, even hostile, spirits battled for the soul of his friend.

They waited.

‘Maybe they’ve killed each other,’ Vindex said cheerfully.

Light spilled from the low doorway in the main hut. They could see a dark shape lurking there.

‘Go away! You are not welcome.’ It sounded like a boy’s voice.

‘Ah, the fabled warm hospitality of the Selgovae,’ Vindex whispered, the words dripping with irony.

Ferox ignored him. ‘Come forth, Eburus! We must speak.’ He thought he heard some discussion.

‘Who are you?’ the boy called out.

‘Ferox, the centurio regionarius. We must talk.’

‘I have guests already and no room for more.’ This voice was deeper and heavy with petulance. There was movement in the doorway, blocking most of the firelight, and then a spare figure unfolded to its full height. It swayed a little as it walked towards them. ‘Be quick. My fire is warm and the night is cold.’

Eburus was more than fifty and looked a good deal older. He was taller by a head than Vindex, but thinner than seemed reasonable, his bare arms like sticks and his neck immensely long and wrinkled like a lizard’s. The head of the household walked to the inner side of the causeway. ‘Speak! And be quick!’ He fumbled with his trousers and began to urinate into the ditch.

‘You know me, Lord Eburus.’ Ferox spoke over loud splashing that seemed to go on and on. He had met the man several times over the years, and once received the shelter of his roof and the warmth of his fire for the night. The house and its occupants were dirty and sullen, the hospitality sparing even by the thrifty standards of the Selgovae, except for the rich, deep flavoured beer that came in great bowls. Ferox was counting on the potency of that beer.

The old man seemed to consider before he replied, and all the while the flow of urine kept coming. The white-faced pony was back at the fence, watching and no doubt impressed.

‘I know you,’ Eburus conceded at last.

Ferox glimpsed movement in the doorway and raised his voice so that it would carry. ‘I have come for your guests. For Cistumucus and the Roman once called Rufus and their companions. I shall slay them tonight or take them as prisoners to face just punishment. They are murderers.’

Eburus blinked several times, eyes peering from his wrinkled face as if he struggled to understand. At last the flow of liquid stopped. ‘They are guests at my hearth.’

Ferox turned away and waved the torch. In answer the lights in the valley dipped once more. Banno repeated the short fanfare and this time Philo produced a louder, if wavering call.

‘I have nine Batavian horsemen with me,’ Ferox announced, facing back towards the old man. ‘You know their fame as warriors. You also know the fame of Vindex of the Carvetii, who stands beside me. Six of his warriors wait in the valley below.’ In truth there was only Banno, Philo and just one of Vindex’s scouts. Philo barely knew enough to pick up a sword the right way, and the scout had injured his leg earlier in the day and could hardly walk. Some of the Selgovae were bound to have seen them. He had to hope that the ill-tempered old man had not spoken to his neighbours in the last few hours.

‘They are my guests.’ Eburus sounded more puzzled than anything else.

‘And I must take them or kill them.’

‘They are under my roof.’ Eburus’ temper was starting to fray and his words were slurring. ‘Do you not know what that means?’

‘He is a Roman,’ Vindex said. ‘They understand nothing except iron to kill and gold to hoard.’

‘I make this offer to your guests.’ Ferox shouted the words. ‘Come out and fight the two of us. My men will not intervene. If they kill us, then I swear by the gods of Rome and by Sun and Moon that my men will let them go free and wait for two days before they chase. It is a fair offer.’

‘The gods of Rome.’ Eburus spat and then remembered to pull his trousers up properly and tighten his belt. He was unarmed and it was only now that Ferox noticed he was barefoot. ‘What if they will not come out? They are guests and have my protection until the sun rises tomorrow.’ The old man took a step onto the causeway. ‘I shall not command them to leave. What if they will not come?’

Ferox admired the old man’s pride and determination, and wondered whether Eburus knew or sensed that he was bluffing. ‘They must come out!’

‘Why?’ the old man said.

Ferox thought he caught Vindex’s muttered ‘Why indeed?’

‘Because if they do not come out and face us, then I shall put your farm to the torch and kill every man, boy and beast inside, and sell your women as slaves.’

Eburus spluttered with rage. ‘You would not dare! You would not!’

‘He is a Roman,’ Vindex explained for a second time. ‘They have no honour. Worse still, he is a Silure. Everyone knows the wolf people never let honour get in the way of vengeance.’

‘The gods will curse you!’ Eburus took another pace forward. Ferox simply shrugged. The old man was quivering, his hands twitching. ‘My kin will hunt you down and kill you.’

‘Plenty have tried,’ Ferox told him. ‘A few more will make no difference and it will not save you tonight. Ask your guests. Either all of you die in the flames or on our swords or they come out and face us. Then they will die or we will die, but you and your house will live.’

Eburus spat again, and Ferox felt some of it strike his face. He wiped it away with his free hand. ‘Ask them.’

The old man walked off, murmuring a thorough and highly specific curse involving the Roman’s blood, bones and guts. Finally, he crouched and went through the low door of the main house. Light spilled from the smaller hut on the left as someone watched them, but did nothing. Ferox transferred the torch to his left hand and gripped his sword, which as a centurion he wore on the left. It slid easily from the scabbard and he felt the familiar joy at its perfect balance. His grandfather had taken it from a Roman officer and given it to him when he was too small to lift it. The blade was an old one even then, for it was longer than the army issue gladius, of a pattern rarely seen since the days of the Divine Augustus. Holding this sword and knowing that he would soon have to use it brought a rare simplicity to life.

Vindex sighed and drew his own weapon, a longer and slimmer blade, and hefted the small square shield in his left hand. ‘What if they don’t come out?’ he asked.

‘We try to set the thatch on fire and then kill them one at a time as they come out.’

‘Easy as that.’

‘Not so easy. It will take a fair time and we’ll get tired.’

A bulky shape emerged from the main house. As the man stood, light shone off his shaven head and glinted on the blade of the axe he carried. It was a woodsman’s tool, not a warrior’s weapon, but this was Cistumucus, and he liked to fight with the great axe, though he was happy to kill with anything, including his huge hands. He was not tall, but his chest was wide and looked dark, and, even though neither Ferox nor Vindex had ever seen the killer from the north, they knew that he was bare-chested, for his body was covered in thick hair. There were plenty of stories about the northerner and all were dark. Men called him the bear because he was so hairy and because of his appalling rages. They spoke of how he cut the head off anyone he killed, boiling the flesh away until only bone was left. It was told that he liked to take the skulls to the far west and cast them into the sea, and some said that this gave him power or that he had taken a vow and if he did this he could not die. Men said many things and some were true and some were not.

A taller man appeared, and then two more beside him. Each carried a long sword of the style beloved of the tribes, end heavy to give appalling force to a downward cut. One had a small shield like the one Vindex carried. Behind them came a warrior with a spear, and finally one who was bearded unlike the others and wearing a shirt of small bronze scales that took on a red tinge from the firelight. He paused and wrapped a cloak tightly around his left arm. In his right he held an army issue gladius, of the modern pattern with a shorter blade and point than Ferox’s old sword.

‘Didn’t think they’d come,’ Vindex said softly.

There was more movement in the doorway as two more men emerged.

‘Bugger, they must have had friends,’ the scout hissed.

‘Must have met up with them here,’ Ferox said.

‘Still think this is a good idea?’ Another man appeared, swatting away the assistance of a boy. Vindex sighed as he recognised the very tall, terribly lean figure. ‘Silly old sod. Must be one of his boys.’

Ferox nodded. ‘Only kill them if you have to.’

He was interrupted by a scream of rage as one of the warriors pelted towards them, little shield in front and long, blunt-tipped sword held high ready to sweep down. Some of the others came on steadily, but there was no time to watch them closely as the attacker was on the causeway. He was heading for Ferox, his high-crested helmet drawing attention as it always did.

Ferox and Vindex both took a pace back as the man stamped his left foot down and swept his sword at where the Roman had been. He recovered before the blade went too low, and that showed some skill, but then the centurion thrust the torch at him, the motion making the fire blaze dazzlingly bright. The warrior dodged, saw Vindex coming at him from the side and switched his shield in that direction just as Ferox jabbed with his gladius. The long, wickedly sharp point drove easily through tunic, skin and muscle, sliding into the ribcage from below. Gasping for breath, the warrior let his sword fall and staggered as the centurion twisted the blade and yanked it free. He sank to his knees, a trickle of blood coming from his lips, and tried to speak, but no sound came. Ferox kicked the dying man into the ditch.

‘They should have rushed us then, while they had the chance,’ he said, his tone almost disapproving of his enemies’ mistake. He heard Eburus shouting something about a spear and shield, his tone as aggrieved as ever, and then his lad trotted over to the far hut. A deep voice protested, then spat a curse at the old man, and the other five came on, the bald axeman in the centre, two warriors on his left and the other on his right. The deserter hung back a couple of paces, sword held low in one of the standard guards approved by the divine Augustus in his regulations for the army. There was no hurry, or any sign that they had drunk too much of the old man’s beer, which had surely prompted the other warrior’s lone assault.

Ferox tossed the torch onto the causeway. It flickered, but continued to burn. Instead he drew his stubby pugio dagger in his left hand, thumb on the pommel and point downwards. Most legionaries either kept their daggers wrapped up and heavily oiled and polished, producing them only for inspection, or treated them casually for cutting their food. Fighting with one was a skill that took a lot of practice, but since he did not have a shield there was nothing he would rather have alongside his sword.

Cistumucus thrust out his matted chest and roared like a beast, brandishing the long axe above his head. The warrior closest to him held a heavy shafted spear. Ferox could see no sign of a sword, which meant that he was unlikely to risk throwing the spear unless he was sure of his mark. Thankfully none of the enemy had javelins, so perhaps some god was on their side after all.

The spearman was on the bald axeman’s left, facing Ferox. Beside him the warrior jumped down into the ditch to threaten the centurion from the side. Rufus kept back, watching and waiting, ready to pounce. Before the deserter had gone over the rampart he had cut the throat of his decurion while the man was asleep. In battles and brawls he’d shown himself a vicious fighter, but he was not a man to take an unnecessary risk.

Cistumucus bellowed again and as he did stamped forward and swung the axe down so that it hummed through the air. Ferox dodged to the side, and only just had time to parry the thrusting spear point of the warrior in front of him, beating it aside with his gladius. He had to step back to keep his balance, and seeing the man in the ditch coming up the shallow bank he stepped back again. Vindex thrust his blade forward, aiming for Cistumucus’ eyes, but the stocky man flicked the axe back up with staggering speed, blocked the attack, then was poised for another downward blow. The two men were a pace apart, eyeing each other warily, waiting for their chance.

On the axeman’s right, the other warrior went into the ditch, moving warily, small shield up. Vindex’s eyes flicked to watch him, then back to face Cistumucus just as the axe flashed down again. There was no time to raise his shield, so the scout slashed with his sword and swayed so that the blade of the axe glanced against his bronze helmet with a clang weirdly like a bell ringing. Vindex staggered, his helmet twisted round and chin bloodied where the cheek pieces had torn loose. His cut had lacked real force, but had gouged across the hairy belly of his foe. In the light it was hard to see whether he had drawn blood or whether the matted hair really was as thick as a bear’s hide and the man could not be wounded.

Ferox jabbed with his dagger against the spearman, and gave a wild slash at the man coming up this side of the ditch. Both gave way for a moment, but the respite was brief and almost at once they came on again. The warrior in the ditch near Vindex saw the lean man staggering and bounded up the bank, then shrieked as his shoes slipped on piled excrement and he flipped backwards, arms flailing and legs in the air. It was so absurd that even the stunned Vindex snorted with laughter, his helmet falling off with the motion.

Cistumucus gave no sign that he noticed and raised the axe again, but the spearman’s head flicked around to see what had happened. Ferox flung his dagger. The pugio was a heavy, clumsy weapon and he did not have a chance to ready it properly in his hand, but the range was short and all the years of practice made it fly true, the point burying itself into Cistumucus’ great belly, making him grunt like an injured animal. Ferox whipped his empty left hand down and grasped the spear shaft just below the head, yanking it towards him. He swung to the right, putting all his weight behind his gladius so that the long triangular tip drove into the man’s face so hard that it burst out through the back of his head.

The sword was trapped and Ferox let go of the grip just as the man in the ditch cut hard against his side. It was not a perfect blow, and a jab would have been more dangerous save that the warrior’s sword had no point, but still it snapped one or two of the mail rings and felt like the blow of a hammer and he fell to his knees. He still had hold of the spear and he wrenched it free from the dead man’s grip, then let himself fall because the axe was slashing at him. Cistumucus was screaming in high-pitched rage, and Ferox rolled aside an instant before the axe struck the hard ground and bounced up. The warrior in the ditch was crouching as he came up the slope. He dropped his sword and grabbed the centurion’s leg. Ferox lashed out with the other foot, struck the man’s face, and the heavy, hobnailed sole of his boot smashed his nose and drove him away.

‘Bastard!’ Vindex yelled as he went at Cistumucus, and the screaming man did not seem slowed or weakened by the knife sticking in his stomach for the axe was up and then sliced down. The scout blocked the blow with his shield, but such was the power that the blade shattered the board, which fell to pieces, the boss riven and Vindex’s fist numb. Ferox managed to get his other hand around the thick shaft of the spear and he used all the strength he could muster to jab the point backwards, luck as much as aim driving it into the axeman’s thigh. Cistumucus wavered and Vindex sliced down so that his long sword bit into the bald man’s skull. Blood sprayed as he yanked the blade free and cut down again. The wounded northerner sank to his knees, flailing wildly with the axe so that Vindex had to leap back. Ferox pushed himself up, still clutching tightly to the spear, and ripped it free. Vindex came on again, slashing his sword down two-handed, and when the axe was raised to block the attack its haft was sliced in two. Ferox thrust the spear into Cistumucus’ eye, this time rolling the point so that it came free easily. The two warriors in the ditch were both standing, staring up in disbelief at their dead leader.

A horn blew a ragged note from down in the valley, then the bronze trumpet showed how it was done. Rufus was nowhere in sight.

‘The boys are coming,’ Vindex said to the man who had fallen and was now covered with a reeking skin of manure and other filth. ‘You giving up or do you want me to kill you now?’ When there was no response he went down the bank, almost slipping.

The warrior knelt in submission. ‘Spare me.’

On the other side the man with the broken nose made no effort to pick up his dropped sword. Ferox’s side throbbed with pain and he wanted to know where the deserter had gone. He hefted the spear. The warrior stared at him blankly, neither defiant nor showing any sign of giving in. Ferox flung the spear, his chest screaming in agony with the motion. The iron spearhead had never been very sharp, and had blunted further in the fight, but the weight and sheer force of the throw punched through ribs into the man’s heart. Ferox had turned away before the warrior fell. The centurion grasped his sword, placed a boot on the corpse’s face and wrenched the blade free.

There was a shout of triumph from inside the farm as Eburus, wearing a battered old helmet, brandished his shield and spear in the air. The boy stood beside him, armed with a reaping hook. Then a scream came from one of the animal pens. Ferox ran into the yard, for it was the terrified cry of a woman.

Rufus rode through the open gate of the pen, mounted on the white-faced pony and driving the beast on with the flat of his sword, the other hand guiding the reins and holding down the struggling slave draped in front of his saddle.

‘Coward!’ Eburus yelled at his fleeing guest, while the boy sprinted at the rider, hook raised. Rufus turned the animal on a denarius, and the beast almost bounded at the young lad, who swung his blade wildly and missed. The deserter cut down once, the well-honed blade striking at an angle into the boy’s neck so that the blood jetted high as he fell.

Ferox tried to get on Rufus’ left as the horse reared, hoofs flailing. The woman shrieked and tried to wriggle free.

‘Bitch!’ Rufus hissed and punched down with his left fist. Eburus was on the other side, and the deserter managed to block a thrust from his spear. He kicked hard against the horse’s sides. Ferox’s sword was too low and he dropped it, instead grabbing with both hands for the woman’s arms. The horse surged forward, stumbled, recovered and cantered for the causeway. As it stumbled, Ferox felt the woman’s weight shift and she was falling onto him, and then there was red-hot pain in his thigh. His leg gave way, his hands slipped, he grabbed, felt something tear, then he hit the ground and the weight of the woman smashed into him.

Rufus galloped across the causeway. The kneeling warrior sprang at Vindex, knocking him against the bank. They wrestled, slipping in the filth of the ditch, and the scout pounded the man’s head with the twin-pronged bronze pommel of his sword.

‘Mongrel!’ Eburus screamed. The woman rolled off Ferox, panting, her eyes wild with fear. He tried to push up, his leg screaming in protest. His trousers were slick with blood from the wound made by Eburus’ spear. ‘Why did you get in the way?’ the old man yelled angrily.

Vindex had beaten the warrior to the ground. He kneeled, and drove the sword into the man with such force that it stuck in the earth. Trying to stand, he slipped twice before he managed to get up. One hand wiped dung from his face and he spat several times.

‘Are you still sure this was a good idea?’ he said.




I

Ferox crawled through long grass. He could hear a woman singing a lilting song that was as old as the hills and told of a hero meeting a princess. ‘I see a sweet country, I’ll rest my weapon there.’

The grass was thick, almost like heather, so that he had to push down each blade, beating it into submission. He kept going, panting with the effort. The trees at the top of the slope seemed further away than ever. He wanted to get up and run, but knew that then they would see him and he would die. The grass had prickles and his fingers hurt as he pushed his way through.

The singing was getting fainter. He grabbed frantically at the grass and thistles in his way, flinging himself forward. The trees were there at last and he jumped up and ran into them. Branches like snakes writhed all around him, grasping his legs and arms. He could no longer hear the woman.

Ferox fought the trees, pushing on and on, and suddenly he burst through into the moonlight and saw the pool.

A scream rent the night air. She was standing by the far side of the water, hair bound up on top of her head with a ribbon, her slippers and robe on the ground. Her skin was white like ivory, her hair the purest gold and her shape the dazzling perfection of the divine.

Was this Artemis of the hunt, so that he would suffer the fate of Actaeon and be torn to pieces by her hounds? Part of him said that such a glimpse was worth the awful price. Another part recalled how much he disliked dogs.

‘Oh!’ The cry was one of annoyance without a trace of fear. The goddess leaned forward. One hand over her chest and the other between her legs, the posture covering little and somehow making her seem more naked, more desirable. This was not Artemis, or Diana or Luna of the Moon.

‘Oh!’ It was almost a gasp. She went down on one knee, both arms over her breasts, her bottom thrust out. This was Venus and not the untouchable Huntress. This Goddess offered love, even sometimes to mortals, her virginity renewed after each affair human or divine. He knew her face and dreamed of it so often.

She smiled and Ferox rushed forward into the water. It was black and thick like honey. After one step it was up to his waist. At the second it was around his neck. The goddess changed. She was clothed now in a long dress of many dazzling colours and seemed younger. As the black water reached his mouth she transformed into the Mother, spear in one hand and sheaf of wheat in the other. Then she changed again and was the hag, one eye pale and sightless, hair wild and skin showing the wrinkles of the centuries. Her laugh was a cackle of contempt.

The pool pulled him down into the blackness of the Otherworld.

Ferox felt someone shaking him and he woke with a start, blinking at the morning sunlight streaming through the window and gulping for breath. His body felt slick with sweat.

‘Good, you are back with us.’

Vindex leaned over him. It was not much of an improvement over the hag, especially when he grinned.

‘You are still alive then?’ The scout was not the one speaking. This was a polished voice, whose simplest statement was beautifully pitched and composed from years of training.

Ferox sighed deeply. Vindex had moved away so that now all he saw was the beamed ceiling. Dimly he remembered arriving at Vindolanda, drenched and cold after three days of riding through near constant downpours.

‘The medicus said that it should not do too much harm if we roused you,’ the voice went on. ‘That is if it did not kill you.’

Ferox stared at the ceiling. He did not want to talk, for he knew that voice all too well and usually it was the harbinger of some fresh ordeal. Why did the Romans have to jabber so much? Among the Silures every man was a warrior at heart, and a warrior knew the strength and the sheer joy that came from silence and stillness.

‘Do you not wish to ask where you are or what day it is?’ the voice went on. ‘I do believe it is customary on these occasions.’

‘I am in the valetudinarium at Vindolanda,’ Ferox said, still staring at the ceiling and making no effort to rise. He was stiff and his leg ached. One of the rooms in the fort’s hospital seemed the most likely place for him to be. ‘And I presume that my Lord Crispinus has a task for me.’

Someone snorted with laughter, and Ferox gave in and sat up. Atilius Crispinus, the senior tribune of Legio II Augusta, was the son of a senator and would in due course join that council of elder statesmen. He was a small man, whose hair had already turned almost wholly white even though he was in his early twenties. Beside him sat a tall, very handsome man with reddish hair and a warm smile. Flavius Cerialis was the prefect commanding cohors VIIII Batavorum, the main garrison of Vindolanda.

Crispinus stared at Ferox, who stared back. At last the young aristocrat smiled. ‘Surly and awkward as ever,’ he said. ‘Splendid. If you ever mellowed, I fear that you might turn into a far less capable officer, and that would never do. At least this way we can easily have you dismissed the service in disgrace if you go too far.’

‘Easily,’ Cerialis agreed. ‘Even exiled. There must still be plenty of tiny rocks in the Mediterranean that do not yet have a prisoner lodged on them.’

‘Dozens at least.’

Ferox waited. He noticed Philo hovering behind the two seated officers, standing beside Vindex and a man who was presumably the doctor or one of his staff.

‘Well, since you lack the manners either to laugh at our wit or the decency to ask questions, then I suppose that I must shoulder the burden of this conversation,’ Crispinus said with mock weariness. ‘Such is the lot of the nobleman.

‘Yes, you are indeed at Vindolanda among the injured and sick. You have been here for six nights. When you arrived you were in a bad way, shivering from fever and your wound stinking and full of muck. I shall spare you the gruesome medical details, but there was talk of taking off the leg. This fellow...’ he jerked his head towards Vindex ‘...threatened to fillet anyone who tried and had to be arrested. It was fortunate that the noble Cerialis and I returned from a hunting expedition at just the right time. We felt that it was better for you to take your chance and either die or live whole.’

‘Thank you, my lord.’ The gratitude was genuine for the thought of losing a limb terrified him. If he was not regionarius then there was little left for him in life.

The tribune spread his hands. ‘You would be of little use as a cripple. So the good medicus was persuaded to try other means. He cleaned the wound and kept cleaning it and applied his potions and sacrifices. Mostly he doped you up with the juice of the poppy to stop you from thrashing about so much. At times they strapped you to the bed. You babbled for days.’

That was worrying, and not simply because it showed weakness.

‘Like Marius in his illness you shouted out commands and war cries, striking at foes no one else could see.’ Flavius Cerialis sounded amused, and as always pleased to parade his knowledge of Rome’s history. The prefect was an equestrian, thus second only to a senator in matters of prestige. Yet he was always conscious that his father was the first in his line to become a Roman citizen, and although the family were part of the Batavian royal house that meant little outside the tribe.

‘At times I am told that you were less fierce,’ the tribune said, ‘calling out softly for your mother.’

Ferox tried to read their faces. He liked Cerialis, admiring the man for his courage. The prefect was married to Sulpicia Lepidina, daughter of a distinguished if impoverished senator, by far her husband’s social superior, and the union was a sign of the Batavian’s immense ambition. Apart from her nobility and connections, she was witty, intelligent and beautiful. Venus or not, the face and form of the naked goddess in his dream were those of Sulpicia Lepidina, clarissima femina. She and Ferox had been lovers, and he was the father of her only child, young Marcus. It was a foolish, impossible love, and he could still not understand why she had taken such a risk. Deep down he knew that it made no sense, any more than a goddess choosing to lie with a mortal. Again his dream came into his mind and he knew that no mortal could resist, whatever the cost.

‘I never knew my mother,’ Ferox said after what felt like a very long pause. Crispinus always looked half-amused, as if he had seen the joke. Was there anything more behind the sparkle in his eyes? It was hard to be sure.

‘Well, that is one of life’s many sorrows,’ the aristocrat said solemnly. The prefect was shifting restlessly on the folding stool. ‘Yes, my dear Cerialis, I realise that time is pressing and you should go. We will join you very soon.’

The prefect stood, and smiled warmly down at Ferox. ‘It is good to see you restored. My wife will be delighted when I send her the news.’ There seemed no hint of irony or bitterness. A few years ago Ferox had saved Sulpicia Lepidina from an ambush, and only this summer had rescued her when she was abducted by a band of deserters and carried off to a distant island. ‘She always says that whenever you are around her life turns into something out of a Greek novel!’ He threw back his head and roared with laughter, for the moment looking far more the Batavian king than Roman officer. ‘We both owe you so much.

‘Well, I shall go, and make sure that everything is ready.’

‘We will join you very soon,’ Crispinus assured him. He snapped his fingers in the direction of Philo. ‘Boy, bring boots and a cloak for the centurion.’

‘Shall I shave him, my lord?’

‘No time now.’ The tribune grinned. ‘He’ll want a thorough clean afterwards, so no point wasting time now.’

Philo frowned. ‘My lord?’ The boy had firm opinions on matters of dress and cleanliness. ‘It will not take long. And perhaps a clean tunic.’

Crispinus glanced at the slave for only a moment. Philo went pale and bowed. ‘At once, my lord.’

‘And fetch my hat!’ Ferox called as the slave bustled out of the room. Philo hesitated for just a moment at the unwelcome request. ‘Bet he won’t be able to find it,’ Ferox muttered, knowing just how much the boy disapproved of his battered old broad-brimmed hat

A nod from the tribune to Vindex and the medicus was enough sign for them to follow.

‘You should have that boy beaten more often. Either that or free him, although perhaps the world is not ready for such passion for order.’

‘My lord,’ Ferox said flatly. In truth he had often considered both options.

‘Still refusing to ask questions? We rouse you from deep slumber, prepare to drag you from your sick bed and you express not even the slightest curiosity as to why.’

Ferox pulled back the blanket and swung his legs out of bed, wincing when his thigh complained. He felt weak and filthy. Someone must have put him in a spare army tunic of the sort usually reserved for fatigues, and so off-white that it was nearly brown.

‘At your command, my lord.’

Crispinus shook his head. ‘You look terrible, but at least you remember your sacred oath to the emperor.’ The tribune emphasised the last word, no doubt as a reminder that Ferox had also once taken an oath to the aristocrat’s family. ‘However, since you refuse to display the slightest curiosity, then I shall ask a few questions. You just happened to stumble across these corpses?’

Ferox nodded.

‘I presume the dead soldier made it clear that they were more than just slaves?’

Ferox said nothing. He would have hunted the killers whoever the victims were.

‘And, with hardly any men and little in the way of provisions, you gave chase?’ Another nod. ‘That seems bold. Why?’

‘It is my job.’

‘Did you know whose slaves they were?’

‘Yes, Vegetus. And there was something not right. The warriors who had done this did not bother to search the cart thoroughly. I found a bag each of gold and silver coin, barely hidden under a pile of furs. The furs themselves were worth a year’s pay.’

‘Perhaps they were disturbed?’

Ferox shook his head. ‘They knew what they wanted and took it, along with the girl. She should be able to tell us more once she has recovered. She barely said a word on the journey back.’

‘Swathed in the cloak you so generously gave her.’ The tribune must have spoken to Vindex or one of the others. ‘Leaving you drenched to the skin and shivering from fever. A generous deed, although such kindness was insufficient to persuade her to talk.’

‘They murdered her child and her husband before her eyes. Then took turns with her. She will need some time.’

‘No doubt.’ The tribune’s expression did not change. ‘A ghastly business. So you chased them and killed them. All save this Rufus, who tried to take the girl rather than any other prize, and when you searched the corpses they had nothing of great value. Which suggests that the rider who split away took whatever it was they wanted with him. Did your men catch him?’

‘In a way. The trooper was killed and the scout so badly wounded that he died an hour after he caught up with us.’

‘It seems an ill-omened expedition.’

Ferox hesitated for a moment, and then decided that there was no harm in telling the tribune since he may already have heard from Vindex or one of the others. ‘The rider they chased was a woman.’

Crispinus raised an eyebrow to register his surprise. Aristocrats loved to perform.

‘The scout said that she came from nowhere, her blade moving faster than the eye could see. She killed the trooper almost at once, and he was a hard man. The scout said that she was alone.’

‘When did this happen?’

‘Six or seven nights ago.’

‘So it was dark, and perhaps he did not see too clearly.’

If the tribune was unconvinced then that was up to him. Ferox knew the man had told the truth, for it made sense of the tracks he had seen.

‘Well, whatever it was they wanted, we must assume that either this woman or whoever sent her has it now. In time we may learn from Vegetus what his slaves were transporting and understand why they went to such trouble.’

‘The girl may know.’

Crispinus sighed theatrically. ‘She hanged herself two nights ago. It seems that both your pursuit and your kindness was wasted.’ He realised that Philo was at the door. ‘Good, we can go. Put your boots on and come with me.’ The boy shot in, a cloak draped over one arm and the boots held in the other.

‘Go where, my lord?’ Ferox asked as he lifted his feet in turn.

Crispinus smiled. ‘You need to come with me to the latrine.’




II

The sun was warm on his face as they walked through the fort. Even so, Ferox was glad of the cloak, for it helped to hide the military tunic, which, ungirded by a belt, hung down almost to his ankles. He had to squint as they turned into the sun. Philo had failed to produce his hat. ‘Being cleaned, my lord,’ the boy had explained with unconvincing sincerity.

Summer was over and Vindolanda felt crowded now that so many detachments had returned to their base for the winter. A lot of faces turned to watch the elegant young tribune and the scruffy, bearded centurion limping along beside him. Crispinus ignored them all, and said little as they went down past the main buildings along the via praetoria. As they passed the prefect’s house, Ferox glanced at the high, two-storey building with its rendered walls and tiled roof. He half hoped and half feared to glimpse Sulpicia Lepidina, until he remembered her husband saying that he would send word to her. Presumably she was away.

They turned at the end of the road and followed the track behind the rampart into the far corner, where the ground sloped down towards the steep valley behind the fort. Half a dozen Batavians stood guard outside the timber building standing beside the corner tower. The sentries on the tower were supposed to be watching the land outside against the improbable chance of any threat, but it was clear that they were keeping more of an eye on what was happening inside. A few fatigue parties had found an excuse to watch, and there was more than one face at the windows of the nearest barrack block.

The latrine block was set partly into the earth bank at the rear of the rampart. Ferox could see the tanks on its low roof and guessed that they must be nearly full of water after last week’s deluge. A couple of times a day, someone would open a sluice, and the water would gather speed as it rushed down the channel before flushing out the latrine. Even so the place stank, just as every army latrine stank.

Cerialis was waiting for them by the door and wrinkled his nose in distaste. ‘Sorry to lure you to this salubrious spot. Hard to think of a more awful place to die, isn’t it?’ He must have sensed Ferox’s surprise. ‘Oh, didn’t you know?’

‘Take a look,’ Crispinus ordered. ‘Take your time, and tell us what you think. The only witness is inside. Once you are done come to the praetorium. Then we can talk properly after you have had a chance to refresh yourself.’

Ferox opened the door, blinked as his eyes adjusted to the dim light of a pair of oil lamps and his nose was assaulted by the reek. Waiting inside was the medicus, and a soldier sitting glumly on one of the wooden seats in the row to his right. It was never very comfortable sitting there unless you were using it. Presumably this was the witness. His shield and spear were propped beside him, and he was wearing a dark cloak, so he must have been on guard. Someone had brought in two coils of rope.

‘He’s in there.’ The medicus pointed to the row of seats along the opposite side of the block.

The row of seats was made up in sections, with three holes cut into a single frame of sanded and varnished wood, except at the corners where the board was angled to shape and each had only a single place. Each was hinged, so that it could be lifted and leaned back against the wall. There was space for fifteen men on either side of the long room, and in the centre two barrels of clean water, another overturned and empty, as well as a pile of fresh sponges, and a dirty trough where used sponges could be dipped before they were put into the buckets to be collected.

Ferox walked over to the middle of the left-hand row of seats. In the dim light it was hard to see much through the neat round holes in the wood. He leaned forward and almost gagged as the stench rose up to meet him. The darkness reminded him of the pool in his dream.

‘This was how you found him?’ He stood up and asked the question, as much to calm his stomach as anything else. He could not see anything definite through the seats, or smell anything apart from the overwhelming reek of filth, but it was clear there was a corpse down there.

‘So he says,’ the medicus answered when the soldier said nothing.

‘Well, boy?’ Ferox asked. The lad looked barely old enough to enlist. A lot of Batavians were like that, covered in freckles and so fair haired that they rarely needed to shave. ‘What happened?’

The young soldier sprang to his feet and stiffened to rigid attention, staring at a point a foot or so above Ferox’s head.

‘Sir!’ His voice cracked and the word came out as a squeak.

‘No need to be formal. Sit down and take off your helmet.’

‘Sir.’ The straps on the cheek pieces were already untied, so the soldier slipped off his bronze helmet and put it down beside him. One hand brushed the moss that was glued to the top to look like fur, a peculiarity of the Batavians.

‘What’s your name, son?’

‘Cocceius, sir.’

Ferox smiled. ‘So, named after an emperor, just like me. Your father was in the cohort?’

‘Yes, sir. In the century of Exomnius. He was discharged three years ago.’ After twenty-five years of service auxiliaries like the boy’s father were granted Roman citizenship for themselves, one wife and any children from the marriage.

‘And when you were old enough you joined up?’ A nod. ‘Didn’t fancy a legion?’

‘Legionaries.’ The lad brimmed over with all the contempt of his seventeen years. ‘I’ve shit ’em!’ He stopped, embarrassed and must have remembered that Ferox belonged to a legion. ‘Sorry, sir, didn’t mean no disrespect. Only ever wanted the Ninth, sir. It’s the best cohort in the army.’

‘I know, I’ve fought alongside you.’ Flattery rarely did any harm. He patted the lad on the shoulder. ‘Your folks still here?’ Some soldiers could never quite let go and settled in the vicus, the civil settlement outside their old base.

‘Nah, Mam and Dad took us home as soon as he was free. Got a nice patch of land and some prime cows.’

‘But you grew up with the cohort?’ Another nod. ‘Good, then you’re a veteran and I can talk to you man to man. When did you come down to the latrine?’

Even in the dim light Ferox saw the youth’s eyes flick from side to side just once. ‘Hard to say, sir,’ he began.

‘I do not care if you were on guard and nipped in here for a quick crap while no one was looking,’ Ferox said. Sentries were not supposed to leave their post for any reason. ‘It will be our secret, and I’ll make sure there is no charge. Tell me the truth. You were on the fourth watch?’

‘Yes, sir.’ Cocceius licked his lips. ‘Had to go, sir, had to, so I came down. Wouldn’t have been gone long, I swear.’

‘So what happened?’

‘As I opened the door there was this scream from inside. Then this girl appeared. Must have been her screaming. She ran towards me. She was filthy, but her dress was all torn open, and they were out, her…’ The young soldier struggled for the right word.

‘“Tits” is the medical term,’ the doctor said from the far side of the room.

Cocceius laughed nervously. ‘They were out, bouncing everywhere. “They’ve killed him! They’ve killed him!’ she yelled at me, and tried to push past. I dropped my shield and spear and tried to grab her.’

‘I’ll bet.’ The medicus was obviously enjoying the story.

Ferox tried to ignore him. ‘Go on. She got away?’

‘Yes, sir. She was slippery. I tore her dress a bit more.’ Cocceius frowned, and when the medicus guffawed the furrows on his brow grew even deeper, worried that he should not have done that. ‘Didn’t mean to, sir.’

‘Then you’re a fool,’ the doctor muttered.

‘Accidents happen,’ Ferox said. ‘So you grapple, but she slips past and runs?’ Cocceius nodded fervently. ‘You didn’t follow.’

A shake of the head. ‘I really needed to go,’ the boy pleaded.

‘Must have slipped over the wall,’ the medicus cut in, serious at last. ‘When the sun came up they found an old dress torn to shreds hanging from the parapet. It stank, so must have been our girl’s.’

‘And?’ Ferox asked.

The doctor shrugged. ‘A patrol took a look around. No problem finding volunteers to search for a naked woman, of course, but no sign.’

‘Was she pretty?’ Ferox turned back to the young soldier.

‘Yes, sir.’ Cocceius tried to grin like a man of experience and only managed to look more boyish.

‘What did she look like?’

‘She was big, sir, really big.’ The boy winked.

‘Was she tall?’

‘I think so.’

‘What colour hair?’

‘Not sure, sir. Dark, maybe.’

‘How did she smell?’

‘Sir?’

‘Never mind, only a thought. How old was she? Bit older than you?’ A slight nod. ‘Fine, so you let her run and then got to work yourself. Did you think about what she had said?’

‘Only when I was done. Then I took a look around and thought I saw something down in the drain over there. Then I ran and gave the alarm.’

‘As you should.’ Ferox patted the lad again. ‘Well done. Wait here in case I need to ask you some more questions.’ He crossed to the other side to join the doctor. ‘Give me a hand, will you?’ They reached down and together lifted a section of the wooden seats. It was stiff at first, then gave suddenly and banged against the wall. The one next to it moved easily. ‘You’ve already had a peek?’

‘Yes.’ They stared down, the medicus holding a lamp over the gaping hole. ‘Not pretty, is it?’ the doctor said. ‘Nasty way to go, swallowing shit.’

The dead man lay face down, his head almost buried in the dark piles of excrement. His tunic was hitched up around his hips so that his bare buttocks looked very pale and plump. He was short, but fat with heavy arms and legs.

‘Do we know who he is?’

The doctor sniffed. ‘Reckon it’s Narcissus from the procurator’s staff. Or was.’

Another imperial freedman, just like Vegetus, and the coincidences continued to pile up suspiciously. Ferox took off his cloak and boots because there did not seem much choice. ‘Get the ropes ready.’ He prised up another of the stiff seats and clambered in, jumping down into the clinging and stinking contents, which came up to his calves. The stench became even worse. His first step took him deeper into the mire and he wondered whether his dream had been prophetic. Probably had a lot of business late in evening after men had eaten their classicum, the meal that came at the end of the day. This was one of four latrine blocks to serve the seven or eight hundred men and their families who were in the fort at the moment. Senior ranks had their own private facilities, but everyone else used these blocks, and the army diet of rough brown bread, vegetables and plenty of meat meant that they got a lot of use. Yet Narcissus was a guest of the prefect, so had no need to use this latrine unless he had a good reason, so why was he here?

Ferox went towards the body, steadying himself on the wall, when his foot slipped. Before noon a fatigue party – the men marked down as ad stercus on the duty roster – would come and make sure the drains were sluiced out thoroughly and give the place a clean. He would have expected the material to be harder by now, but it was like wet clay. That meant he was not the first down here. His foot brushed against something big and solid, and feeling about he discovered a belt with an open and empty pouch. The dead freedman’s dishevelled tunic suggested that his body had been searched thoroughly. His best guess at the moment was that the woman had come down here. Most likely she had taken off her dress, then afterwards used the water from the overturned barrel to clean up a bit. Ferox examined the side of the drain pit. He could reach the top easily, and guessed a moderately sized woman could grab them, even if she needed to jump. With a hold on the lip of the wall, it should not be too hard to clamber up unaided. If you could get your elbows over it – and he could do that readily – then anyone fit could get out in a moment.

The medicus peered down, ropes in hand. ‘Having fun?’

Might as well smile. ‘Omnes ad stercus,’ he called up, using one of the army’s oldest jokes. ‘Let me have the first one.’ He reached up for the rope. There was nothing more to learn, so they may as well get the corpse out and have a proper look. Ferox tied the end of the rope around the corpse’s legs, and then took another and lifted him so that he could run it under his armpits. By the time he was done, his tunic, arms and legs were smeared thickly with filth. It was hard to imagine being clean again. He jumped for the lip of the wall, could not grip properly, so wiped his hands as best he could on his tunic. The second time he got a firm grip, hooked his elbow over the top and scrambled up. The medicus had not offered a hand and Ferox could not blame the man.

With the help of Cocceius, they hauled the dead body up and laid him on his back on the earth floor. Ferox went to one of the barrels, and gestured to the others to help because it was almost full and very heavy. They tipped water onto the freedman, pouring some, stopping, then letting another wave clean him.

‘That will do,’ the medicus said, and began to examine him.

‘Well, the poor bugger did not choke to death,’ he announced after only a cursory glance. ‘That’s a mercy.’ He held up the front of the man’s tunic, poking his fingers through a tear in the stained wool. ‘Let’s have some more water. No, better yet, soak a sponge.’ Ferox did as instructed and then watched as the doctor half pulled, half dragged the tunic over the corpse’s head. Taking the sponge he washed the chest clean around a small but deep wound just underneath the ribcage. ‘Neat job.’

Ferox nodded, and was not surprised when after a thorough search the doctor declared that there were no other injuries. ‘Would have killed him instantly.’

‘A pugio?’

‘Maybe. Any sharp knife really. Whoever it was stood very close and knew what they were doing.’

‘A woman?’

The medicus snorted. ‘You didn’t know him, did you?’ He took the sponge and cleaned lower down on the body. ‘No women for this one. Not ever, I’d guess. They usually castrate them when they are young.’ He seemed genuinely moved. ‘Poor bastard. Hasn’t had much luck in life, has he?’

‘Have you ever met anyone on the procurator’s staff who was poor?’

‘Not much good if you can’t enjoy yourself.’ He sighed. ‘Anything else to do now?’

‘No, that is it for the moment. Have you got somewhere in the hospital where you can have him cleaned up and take another look?’

‘Aye. I’ll see to it. Doubt there’s anything more to see, but will do my best.’

‘I know,’ Ferox said. ‘Still, you know how it is when one of the emperor’s servants is involved. Everything by the book. There was a work party waiting when I got here, so you will have plenty of help.’ He went to the remaining barrel and washed his arms and as much as the rest of himself as he could. It was not much of an improvement and disturbing the filth only seemed to stir up the smell. ‘Cocceius.’

‘Sir.’

‘Am I right in thinking that you didn’t kill this man?’

‘Sir?’ The boy was genuinely puzzled. Like most auxiliaries these days, he did not carry a pugio. ‘Thought not. In that case you are dismissed. Get cleaned up and report to wherever you should be now.’

‘Sir!’ He hesitated for a moment. ‘Am I in trouble, sir?’

Ferox grinned. ‘Shouldn’t think so. You might want to practise catching slippery ladies though!’

‘Yes, sir!’

After the soldier had gone Ferox had a thought. ‘Tell the fatigue party to search for any knives or daggers in here,’ he told the medicus. ‘Doubt they will find anything, but no harm in trying.’

‘Any theories?’

‘Typical Greek!’ Ferox chuckled.

‘I’m from Leptis Magna.’

‘Even worse, you Africans can actually think in a straight line! What do you reckon happened?’

‘Someone murdered him.’

Ferox slapped his forehead. ‘Eureka! Now I need a bath more than he ever did. I just hope the noble tribune has given the necessary orders.’
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