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Listen to me. I am Luain mac Calma, Heron-Dreamer, Elder of Mona, guardian of those who wait in exile in Hibernia, and protector of the Boudica, who is our hope for the future. You who gather here will inherit that future, whatever it may be.

We stand now at a crossroads in our history. Once, we were a proud people; we honoured our heroes for their courage in battle, and our dreamers for the wisdom they brought from the gods.

Our tribes were diverse in their customs and histories, we were famed throughout the known world for our work in gold and silver and iron; our horses and hunting hounds are sought from the far northern snows to the heat of Alexandria; our land was so fecund that Julius Caesar believed he had come to a place of the gods when he first sailed across from Gaul with intent to conquer over a hundred years ago.

In our diversity was our pride, but we held our gods in common and this was our strength. Each tribe sent the best of its warriors and dreamers annually to train here on the island of Mona, beloved of the gods and all people.

This heritage, and the island itself, is at last under threat. It is nearly twenty years since Rome sent her legions to conquer the tribes of the land they call Britannia, to take our gold and silver, our hounds and our horses, to tax our peoples for the right to farm our own soil and to take our youth into slavery.

Throughout those two decades, while the eastern part of our land has suffered under occupation, the west has resisted savagely and effectively. The high mountains and the fierce courage of the western tribes have kept safe the land they treasure and, most especially, have protected this gods’ island of Mona.

For much of those two decades, I believed that whatever other crimes Rome might commit, Mona and all that it means to us was safe. This is no longer true. The new governor of Britannia, Suetonius Paullinus, is gathering two of his four legions off our coast, tasked first to invade, then to slaughter all those who live within the gods’ domain and to erase for ever the dreaming from the earth. Such is Rome’s fear of what we are and what we may be.

* * *

Our hope of survival lies now in the woman we know as the Boudica – she who brings victory – in those who care for her and keep her safe, and in the war host that gathers even now in her name. She is Breaca of the Eceni, once Warrior of Mona.

Breaca carries within her the strengths and reality of all that we have been. She is a warrior without match and has fought unceasingly these past eighteen years to clear Rome from the land.

While she remained here in the west, with Mona as her home, she was successful. But the east lacked a leader with the strength to raise the warriors from their slavery, and without an eastern uprising the war in the west was one of attrition, not of victory.

Three years ago, the Boudica took the decision to leave Mona and to travel east, to the lands of her birth, to the heart of the enemy’s occupied territory. She arrived in Eceni lands with her daughters Cygfa and Graine, and with Cunomar, her only son. There, they found a once-proud tribe living in fear and humility with none willing or able to rise against the legions who surrounded them. Still, they set their minds on raising a rebellion and worked towards it.

Over three slow years, they settled into their birthright as the royal line of the Eceni, and with the death of Prasutagos, who had claimed ruler-ship, began at last to raise the war host that might rid the land of Rome.

That might have been the end of it, or, at least, an auspicious beginning. But the emperor Nero, who covets gold above all else, and who had heard of the wealth of the Eceni ‘king’, sent his procurator, one Decianus Catus, to claim all that belonged to the Eceni in the emperor’s name.

Catus was a tax collector, a man of mean mind and meaner spirit, who made himself safe with a cohort of paid veterans: men retired from the legions, who retained with their fighting abilities the legions’ abhorrence of the native tribes.

They arrived in the Eceni steading to find the beginnings of resistance and insurrection. After a mockery of a trial, they found Breaca and her family guilty of treason and began the steps to execution. To this end, they flogged the Boudica and her son and then raped the two unmarried girls that they might not be slain while still maidens, this being against Roman law. Thus is justice prosecuted in the emperor’s name.

One man prevented the inevitable progress to execution by crucifixion: the Boudica’s brother, who had fought for fifteen years on the side of the legions.

Born Bán, and later called Valerius, this man’s story is known to you all: his betrayal into slavery, his return to Britannia with the auxiliary cavalry, and his eventual betrayal by those close to the dying emperor Claudius, such that he was named traitor by Nero and became exiled, then, from both sides of this conflict.

Valerius has lived with the essence of despair, but he has also come to understand his birthright both as a warrior and as a dreamer. In his time with Rome, he was given to Mithras, the bull-slayer, hidden god of the legions’ elite. Later, on Hibernia, he came to understand that he was given also to Nemain, god of the moon and water, she who walks most closely with the tribes, who sends the hare and the frog to be her messengers on earth. In the living history of our tribes, no-one has ever walked in the presence of two gods more disparate. It is a testament to his strength that Valerius can do so and live. That he can do so and retain his sanity and humour is exceptional.

Valerius was travelling east, bearing a message from Mona to the Boudica, when he learned of the procurator’s actions and the imminent execution of his sister and her family. His enduring love of the prefect Corvus enabled him to ask that man’s help in preventing the catastrophe; only an officer of highest rank in the legions could have commanded the procurator to desist and his men to leave. This Corvus did, and then departed, to lead his men west to join in the preparations for the attack on Mona. Even now, he travels towards us.

Half a month has passed since then. With the legions marching west, the Boudica’s war host is in the best possible position to attack Camulodunum, the once-sacred settlement named by Rome as its capital city. To do so will not be easy: Camulodunum has been colonized by veterans of the XXth legion who were given land and holding as their pensions from the legions and will fight hard to keep them. Then, too, they must deal with the IXth legion, which has been stationed to the north of Eceni lands since the time of the invasion, to prevent just such an assault. At the first signs of insurrection, the IXth will march south to attack the war host from behind.

We are also uncertain of the strength of those who must bear the brunt of this war. In the month since the procurator’s assaults, Airmid, dreamer, healer and the Boudica’s first love, has worked day and night to restore those who were damaged.

She has succeeded in some measure. The Boudica’s son, Cunomar, who lost an ear in battle and was later flogged, can fight again and, with the warrior Ardacos, is training his she-bear warriors. His sister Cygfa, who was raped by half a century of men, has taken up her sword and thrown herself into the war against Rome. Of all those close to the Boudica, she has taken most closely to Valerius, trusting him to train her in ways that will best defeat the legions.

We are left, then, with the Boudica and with Graine, her nine-year-old daughter, who is broken in body, but worse, is broken in soul such that she has lost her dreaming. Once, Graine would have matched the Elder of Mona. Now, she is a child who looks at the world with ordinary eyes. Breaca knows this and holds herself responsible.

It is this, I believe, as much as a premature effort to walk and to ride, that has set her into the fever that consumes her. She is beset by despair and there is no healing we can offer which will lift it. In the healing of her daughter is her own healing, and she knows it, but time is short: the legions already gather to invade Mona and in the east a war host gathers in her name, awaiting her leadership.

She is our hope; in her healing is the hope for the land. I leave you with the words of the long-dead ancestor dreamer who spoke to the Boudica in a cave on her first journey from Mona. They are as real now as they were then, and our future lies within them:


You are Eceni. It is your blood and your right and your duty. It is not too late to keep the children from weeping. Only find a way to give back to the people the heart and courage they have lost. Find a way to call forth the warriors and to arm them, find the warrior with the eyes and heart of a dreamer to lead them and you may prevail. At the last, find the mark that is ours and seek its place in your soul. Come to know it, and you will prevail.





PROLOGUE
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A hammer, an anvil, hot iron beaten between. The noise invaded her dying.

Nemain was close, a vague god-presence hazed in moonlight, felt but not seen. She said, ‘Your brother makes you a serpent-spear. He believes it will hold you more strongly to life.’

Valerius; the lost brother of her childhood, returned to her changed beyond all measure. The sound carried his presence: a wild mix of despair and compassion together. There was more, but she was not able to read it. Even so, she did not want any gift that would hold her to life.

Breaca said, ‘Am I not yet dead?’ She spoke in her head, where only gods and the ghosts of the dead could hear her. The voice that might have reached the living had long since burned away in the fires of her fever.

The god was her mother, and then Airmid and then Graine. Their care encompassed her. It did not ease the pain of her body or her soul. As all three, the god said, ‘You could be if you wished. Have you no reason to live?’

She wanted to say ‘No’, and could not. A single name sealed her lips, over and over.

Graine. Graine, Graine.

The anvil spoke it in the triple rhythm of making: a reason, the first and the best; the mark by which all else was measured. It came as a gift from her brother. She drifted on the sound, and on memory, and the understanding of failure.

Nemain said, ‘Your daughter’s wounding is not your fault or your failure.’

‘But can she be healed?’

‘Perhaps. Nothing is certain. Would that be worth living for?’

‘If you could promise it.’

She felt the light touch of a smile, and a kiss and the vagueness of presence, departing. The god’s voice remained, hidden in the tap of the anvil.

‘Nothing is certain except death, and the peace that it offers. War is coming, with the hope of victory. Is that alone not reason for life?’

Airmid came later, lover and dreamer, not god. She stood in a stippling of too-bright sunlight, bringing scents of rosemary and seaweed and lanolin and the touch of cool water and cooler hands that made the fever seem less.

She spoke to someone else, as if Breaca were asleep. Her voice carried over a quiet, where the ring of the anvil had ceased. ‘If the flesh can’t be made to cover the bone, then she will never wield a weapon again.’ She was tired, and had been weeping, and was hiding both.

‘Just now, I think we have more to worry about than weapons and their wielding.’ Valerius spoke from the other side of the bed and it could have been another country and another language and another kind of grief. ‘The legions flog men to punish, not to maim. This was done more savagely. It will take her longer to heal.’

‘But she will heal?’

‘I think so,’ Valerius said. ‘If she wants to badly enough.’

They left her soon after, these two who held her to life. The rhythm of the anvil began again. A hound remained, to lie by the bedside, and became two hounds that lay one on each side of the line between living and dying, so that she would have company whichever path she chose to follow.
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Rain clouds bruised the last pale of the sky, lit to copper by the dying sun, and the ring of fires beneath.

Cunomar of the Eceni, only son to the Boudica, thrust a lit brand into the bundle of gorse and thorn and straw that lay close to the base of the legionary watchtower.

He waited, watching the clouds and the fire equally. A lifetime passed; time to be seen, for the alarm to be raised in the watchtower above, for a legionary standing on the ramparts to hurl a javelin into his unarmoured flesh, for a dozen of the enemy to burst from the gates with their blades unsheathed, seeking the life of the warrior who sought to burn them.

None of these things happened. He watched the nuggets of mutton fat wound in the centre of the thorn take light and flare, brightly. Three part-naked warriors ran in from his right and threw more bundles of fatted furze along the foot of the wall. Cunomar ran after them, lighting each one. He hurled the burning end of his brand into the heart of the last.

Straw and dry thorn blazed, belching greased smoke. He backed away, choking. Heat washed over him then, as if the need to succeed had kept him safe from the ravening power of the fire. Freed from that, he felt the skin of his forearms blister where burning tallow had sprayed onto them. The king-band on his arm grew dull in the heat and burned him.

‘Cunomar! Here!’

He ran back into unseen shadows, blinded by the flames. Friendly hands caught his elbow and dragged him to shelter behind a short barrier of woven wicker palisades. Someone – Ulla, perhaps; she cared for him most closely – reached across to cover his head and shoulders with a cape of soaked rawhide, making sure not to touch the healing wound on the right side of his head where his ear had once been. Someone else passed him a scrap of wet wool and he pressed it over his mouth and nose. He tried to make his breathing shallow and could not; the run and the heat and the fire had taken that from him.

He breathed smoke and coughed again and was not the only one. His lungs ached. The bear grease about his torso and limbs became fluid in the heat. Battle marks in woad and white lime that spelled out his oath to the she-bear, to honour her in victory or die, smeared into meaningless swirls. His hair stood up like a cock’s comb, a hand’s length of stiff, white lime. He flexed his shoulders, and felt the heat equally on the old bear scars, cut with love by the elder dreamers of the Caledonii, and the new ones scourged by Rome. None of them matched the savage, perpetual ache at the side of his head where a hawk-scout of the Coritani in Roman pay had hacked off his ear.

Far faster than he had imagined, the flames engulfed the wood of the fort, except at the gates, where the timber was steaming, but had not yet lit. Following standing orders, the men of the XXth legion on watch inside had doused the gates with water before dusk. Even here, in the occupied east of Britannia, where there was supposed to be peace, the legions still protected their watchtowers nightly against fire.

Valerius had said they would do that, and that the men inside would be drunk because, orders not withstanding, the legionaries did not believe there was any risk of attack. He had said, too, that, drunk or not, they would still charge from the gates in a wedge as soon as the alarm was sounded.

Valerius knew too much and was too free with his opinions. On principle, Cunomar did not want him to be right.

He was thinking exactly that when the gates slammed open and the legionaries charged out. They were formed in a wedge, with their shields to the outside and wet leather draped about their heads as protection against fire and iron.

Cunomar’s spear had already left his hand when the words he needed came to him. ‘Go for their legs! Aim below the shields. Go!’

The night splintered apart. Two dozen greased, limed, howling bear-warriors threw down their wicker barriers and hurled their spears. Most aimed as they had been told and if they did not all hit flesh and bone, they caught amongst the ankles of men who stumbled into the night dazzled and deafened and drunk but still viciously able to fight.

‘Break the wedge! Don’t let them form a line!’

The battle rage had not yet come. Cunomar was intoxicated by heat and smoke and the heady release of action, but still able to think. He saw his second spear glance off the knee of the leading legionary. The man wore the helmet plumes of a junior officer but no leg greaves. Shocked, he looked up, drunk and sober at once. His eyes were black pits in a fire-red face. He was too young to be leading men alone.

His eyes barely changed as another spear struck him. He collapsed onto one knee, using his shield to push himself upright, and opened his mouth and shouted ‘Hold the wedge!’ and it was then, spurred by the angular grate of the Latin, that the bear took hold of Cunomar, filling his heart and his gut and his head with a vast, unstoppable fury, so that he no longer knew what he did, only that he needed to kill and to keep on killing until every thing of Rome had been broken apart and driven into the sea for ever.

He was of the she-bear; he ran to battle unshielded and unarmoured, fighting only with spear and knife. Bear grease was his armour, his rigid, white-limed hair his helmet. The king-band that encircled his arm marked him as the son of the Boudica, child of the royal line of the Eceni. His knife was a gift from his mother, made before the men of Rome had flogged her. He had made his first battle kills with it, in her company. As he had done then, he sought the song of the blade that he might bear a small part of the Boudica into battle.

Screaming her name, he smashed the cheek of the Roman officer with the knife’s hilt, then stabbed at his eyes. The man’s one good knee buckled. He crumpled to the bloody earth, too suddenly dead to cry out.

Exultant, Cunomar threw back his head and howled victory for the Boudica and the bear. If one of the enemy had struck him in that moment, he would have died. He knew it and did not care. He lived because the bear watched over him and was invincible. He shared a second kill with Ulla while there were still men alive to hunt and was sorry there were not more.

Afterwards, it was quiet, but for the spit and tumble of the fire.

Eight Roman legionaries and their officer had manned the watchtower, and all were dead. Of the two dozen she-bears who had attacked it, only Scerros, a red-haired youth of the northern Eceni, had taken any wound and that a shallow sword thrust to the thigh which would heal by the month’s turn.

The enemy dead were stripped of their weapons and armour and their bodies fed to the fire. The flames reached up for the sky, bright as sun in the encroaching night. The heat was unbearable.

Cunomar walked back to the wicker palisades and began to stack them. From that distance, the fire was pleasantly warm, easing the transition to calm.

‘It’ll be seen.’ Ulla spoke from the shadows to his right. Her kill had been first and cleanest, and she had visited the bodies of the slain afterwards, running her blade along each throat that the men might be assuredly dead before they were given to the fire.

Such an act was a mark of her care, or her hate; probably both. She, too, had been flogged by Rome, with Scerros and three others. These five made the tight, unyielding kernel of Cunomar’s honour guard, and if Rome had had the choosing of them, still, he was glad of the choices. Nearly a month had passed since and they were recovered enough to move and to fight, but the scars would never go, nor the patina of otherness that set them apart even within the she-bear, which was already set apart from the greater mass of the Boudica’s gathering war host.

Ulla was dark-haired and bright-eyed and she killed as a hawk does, with a fluid, savage beauty. She joined Cunomar in stacking the wicker barriers in a heap.

‘The fire will be seen,’ she said again. ‘If a single sentry of the Twentieth is awake and even half sober in any of the other watchtowers, they’ll light the signal chain and the whole of Camulodunum will know by morning there has been death in the Eceni lands.’

Cunomar hefted the topmost palisade, testing its weight. ‘I would think so,’ he agreed. ‘Valerius said as much.’

Ulla met him face on, her lips set straight. ‘He said it as a warning, not an invitation,’ she said. ‘He thinks we are not yet ready to take on the legions.’

‘I know. I think he’s wrong. Soon, we will learn which of us is right.’ Cunomar hurled the wicker onto the flames. The fire coughed and stuttered and flared higher and brighter. He stepped back, smiling.

‘Perhaps if we throw enough of these on,’ he said, ‘it may be that we can make the flames reach the clouds. However drunk they are, Rome’s watchmen will find it hard not to notice that.’

Ulla was the closest of his honour guard, his sworn shield in battle; she had never yet argued against him. With the four others who had bound themselves closest to the Boudica’s son, she helped him to throw the wicker onto the fire.

Before the last of the wood was alight, a pinpoint of flame blossomed to the south and west. For a moment it looked fragile, a dandelion puff fluttering in the wind. Cunomar turned to face it fully and spoke aloud the first eight names of the she-bear as he had been taught them in the caves of the Caledonii.

The night vibrated, richly. At the sound, the distant flame strengthened and held, and was joined, presently, by seven others, strung out over half a night’s ride in a line that led directly south to the veterans’ colony of Camulodunum, Rome’s first city in its occupied province of Britannia.
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The fever broke at dusk on its twelfth day.

Breaca woke to the smell of smoke and the quiet of an empty hut. The fire lay dead in its hearth and the sweat was cold on the horsehides beneath her.

Her face was creased in a pattern of ridges. She moved and then did not move, but simply breathed, because nothing else was possible while the pain consumed her: great, mountainous, pounding, waves that crushed everything else to nothing.

The fever had been a gift, she had known that even at its height. She tried to fall back into its oblivion and could not; the day was too sharp and too present and her body would not let her go.

Other things made themselves felt.

Her feet were cold, that was the first thing, and the palms of her hands too hot. Woven wool covered her, and paste had been smeared over the worst parts of her back so that she felt the tickle of the blanket through crusted remnants of dock leaf and powdered clay. Her hair was not plastered to her face as it had been when she last paid it any attention; someone had combed it with care, and braided it back from her face, so that there was a tightness at her temples and across her head. Airmid had done that; the touch of her care was still there in the patterns of weaving.

Breaca had no memory of the paste, or the blankets, or the combing of her hair. Her memories began and ended with Graine, and the sounds of her screaming, and the brutal finality of the moment when it had stopped.

Your daughter’s wounding is not your fault or your failure.

So the god had said. Breaca did not have to believe it.

On the third remembering, or perhaps the fourth, when the shock of the sudden silence was less, she realized that she could no longer hear the anvil, and that she had moved twice now, and no-one had leaned over to offer her a beaker of water and ask if she needed help to drink.

Confused, she stretched her mind beyond the confines of her body for the first time in days. Sage smoke drifted light on the air but the scent was old, with its sharpness long gone. The fire was dull and white ash lay cold on its surface. No-one sat with their back to the wall, ready to lay the small heaps of apple wood and pine chips onto the embers, to cleanse and clear the staleness of the room.

No-one was waiting, either, to change the wads of uncombed wool that had been propped under her armpits to keep her still in the turbulence of the fever, or to lift her head with quiet hands to offer her water and help her void urine into the clay pot that lay empty by the bed, or to kiss her, and smooth paste on her back and speak to her of the growing spring and the new foals in the paddocks and the whelps fathered by Stone newly born in the great-house and how the war host was in training, ready for her return.

She waited a while, and then turned her head and so found that she was, indeed, alone, without either the god or Airmid watching over her for the first time since the fever began.

The shock of that left her numb for a moment, like a plunge into cold water in summer. After, coming to herself again, she began to weep, slowly and silently at first, then later in great, heaving sobs, and the release of it, and the knowing that her grief was no burden to anyone, was as overwhelming as the pain had been, and made it less.

After that, she needed water, and so sat up, and drank on her own account from the beaker that was left by the bed. The water was cool and tasted of nothing more than the river, which was as telling in its own way as the silence.

It was a long time since she had drunk anything that was not laced with something bitter from Airmid’s stocks, leavened with a little honey to disguise the taste. Those who cared for her, therefore, had known the fever was ending and had left her alone to find for herself the limits of what she could do. For that care, she wept again, briefly.

She lay back, and stared up into the reeds of the roof thatch and began systematically to take the measure of her life.

Am I not yet dead?

She was not. The gods wished her to live; she must, therefore, strive to do so, and to fight, if that were required of her, and to care for those whom she had loved, and did still, and all of this must be done amidst the despair of Graine’s wounding, with no promise from the god that it would end.

But she will heal? Airmid had asked, and Valerius, in his wisdom, had answered, If she wants to badly enough.

To want to heal, one must first have a passion for life, and her passion was Graine, who was broken.

She faced the bleak prospect of a life without the fire that had always sustained her. Weakness said it was better to be dead than that, or at least lost again in the fever, but she was the Boudica and a war host gathered in her name. Five thousand warriors waited daily for news that she had risen and had taken up the serpent-spear her brother had made for her, and was ready to lead them to victory after victory against Rome.

She wept again, quietly, for the burden of that, and then drank and set herself to finding how she might manage this new life with all its limitations.

She was not without courage and with courage came a pragmatism that said she was surrounded by those who were fit and able and had not lost their passion for life and so it was not necessary fully to heal, only to be well enough to rise, and fight and lead the warriors, at least in name. That was as much as could be expected of her, and was enough.

Before all of that, there was a blade she must find which had been hidden, and before that, before anything else, she needed to find Graine, wounded child of her soul, and speak to her and hold her and find out if there was anything about her that could be mended.

Breaca put her fingers to her face. With care, she rubbed the crusted matter from the corners of her eyes. An early moon cast long angled spears of light through the part-open door of the hut. Silver splashed on her, and on the chestnut horsehide that pillowed her cheek, with its dribbles of old saliva and the crusting of white hairs.

She took a breath, and hissed it out, slowly. The pain was not unmanageable; nor, if she were careful, was the fractured gap in her soul.

On the second breath, for the first time in very much too long, Breaca of the Eceni, once of Mona, known to her world as the Boudica, bringer of victory, levered herself out of bed, put on her tunic, and went in search of the child whom Rome had broken.

* * *

‘You can walk.’

The hut to which Graine had been moved was so new that the reed thatching the roof had not yet seen rain and shone dully green, like the hide of a frog. A low fire outside hazed the last of the evening light and cast dusty shadows on the clayed wicker of the walls.

Inside, Graine lay on a pile of sheepskins near the side wall, one hand flung loose over the blanket, sweatily hot. Dark, ox-blood hair lying in straggled knots about her head told its own tale of restless sleep. The bruises on her face and neck were not as marked as they had been when last Breaca had seen her. That had been in daylight, and the bruises had been muddy green puddles against the strained white of her face. They were less now in the kind, grey light of evening.

Carefully, Breaca eased herself down to sit on the edge of the hides. Stone, the crippled war hound who had been waiting outside the door to her sickhut, lay down with the same breath-held care near the bed, in a place where both mother and daughter might reach him.

Breaca said, ‘I can walk, yes. It doesn’t mean I can fight, but it’s a start.’ Here, in Graine’s company, it was possible to acknowledge openly the mountain yet to be climbed. ‘Can you?’

‘I don’t know.’ Graine looked down at Stone. She combed her fingers through his ruff, teasing the hair straight and scrunching it up again. She said, ‘Hawk won’t let me go farther than the stream. He listens to Airmid and she says I shouldn’t. She thinks that if I sleep, I might dream, and that if I get up and walk about, it will stop me from sleeping. I think she’s wrong.’

‘Do you? She isn’t often.’ Breaca reached over and swept her daughter’s hair out of her eyes. ‘Is Hawk the Coritani scout who is sitting outside your door with his blade naked on his knees? The one who cut off Cunomar’s ear?’

She had seen him and not thought much of it except that he still had both of his ears, which was surprising. She had thought the she-bear had cut them off in vengeance for Cunomar. Sometime in the fever, she was sure she had heard that was about to happen.

The youth had watched her walk into the hut and said nothing, only nodded to acknowledge her presence, and all that it meant. The shadow of a blood blister showed on his lower lip where Valerius had marked him with a knife, but he still had the easy, almost arrogant beauty that had been so evident when he served the Roman procurator. That had not changed, nor the blue lizard marks that crawled up the sculpted muscles of both arms as evidence of his clan ties and vows of vengeance to the ghost of his father.

Breaca had killed his father. Hawk had cut off Cunomar’s ear and, later, had a part in delivering Graine to the hands of the procurator. She had no idea if those things balanced each other in his eyes or not.

Graine said, ‘Yes. He and Dubornos both think they are to blame for … what happened.’ The words came doggedly, one after another. ‘They take turns to keep watch on me.’

Two men keeping watch over a child who had been raped by half a century of men. Whoever they were, however guilt-ridden or oath-sworn, Airmid should have stopped that. Breaca took her daughter’s hand and turned it over, studying the bitten nails and the bony fingers and the marble-white skin with the veins running thinly beneath.

There was nothing to be read there. She folded the fingers closed and studied the lines of Graine’s face instead. Grey eyes, the colour of clouds after rain, stared back at her, unblinking.

‘Do you trust Hawk?’ she asked.

‘Yes. He has sworn to protect me, my life for his, as if I were his sister. He did it kneeling with his blade across his hands, before Valerius and Airmid and Gunovar of the Dumnonii who was tortured by Rome. They’re all still dreamers and they all believed him. Why should I not?’

They’re all still dreamers.

Such a barren phrase, so calmly spoken, so final. The small hands lay calm on the hound, held by an effort of will. Lifting one, Breaca kissed the blue-veined wrist, feeling the pulse run taut under her lips.

She was lost, searching for a way to mend the unmendable, when Graine said, ‘Do you still wish the gods would take you from life?’ It came as a whisper, so faint it could barely be heard.

‘I didn’t—’

‘You did. I heard you say it to Airmid. That was before they knew you had a fever and moved me out of your hut.’ The grey eyes were very wide. The self-control by which Graine had kept her hands still was abandoned now. Small fingers gripped Breaca’s wrists, careless of the places where Roman cords had cut flesh. Their pressure grew with each word. ‘It wasn’t your fault.’

So Nemain had said. It came no easier from the living than from a god.

They waited, mother and daughter, in a place neither of them had thought to reach so soon or with so little warning.

Words would not come. Breaca eased her hands free and opened her arms, and Graine came to her with a small, wordless cry. They clung together as mariners drowning in a storm neither has foreseen.

Breaca pressed her lips to the crown of her daughter’s head and blew gently down, sending her breath to ease away the hurt as she had always done when the child was sick, or had lost something precious. It was not enough, but it gave comfort to them both.

When she could speak, Breaca said, ‘Will you let me believe that I could have protected you better? Or sent you away sooner? Or simply that, as a mother, I should have the power to change the world and my heart breaks for knowing that I don’t?’

‘You can still change the world. The war host is waiting for you to do exactly that.’ The words came muffled and were sent straight into her chest.

‘I know. And perhaps when the warriors are ready, I will be ready also. In the meantime, there’s something else that must be done first. Valerius found my sword, the one my father made for me with the serpent-spear on the hilt. If I’m ever going to be able to fight again, it will be with that blade. He hid it in the woods the day he came to stop the procurator. I want to go out now and find it. If Airmid is wrong and sleeping will not heal your dreaming, would you come with me instead?’

The look on her daughter’s face was enough. Breaca reached for the tunic that lay at the bedside. A thought gave her pause. ‘Will Hawk let you get up if I ask him?’

For the first time, Graine’s smile held some warmth in it, and the knowing of a child who sees things her mother does not. With exaggerated patience, she said, ‘Hawk’s only alive because you told Ardacos not to let anyone kill him. The she-bears would have slain him otherwise, or at least taken both of his ears. He owes you his life and his beauty and knows it. For the rest of his life, he’ll do whatever you ask of him.’

‘Then I’ll tell him where we’re going so he can tell Airmid and Valerius. We’ll have to leave Stone; he isn’t well enough to run beside a horse yet. Can you ask him to stay, do you think, so we don’t have to tie him to the doorpost?’



III
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The horse paddocks lay to the west, a shifting of purpled silhouettes, soft-edged in the dusk. Gorse hedges in early flower circled the margins, showing flashes of acid yellow amidst the greys. A wicker gate opened in one corner and a rope halter hung on a hook beside it. A trio of long-legged fillies waited there, huffing white breath into the dusk.

Breaca moved them back and slid the halter instead onto a solid dun cob that had been her gift to Graine in the autumn before ’Tagos’ death. It was the steadiest horse she had ever seen under saddle, entirely safe for a horse-shy child who was lost riding the battle mounts of her family. It remained steady at the mounting stone while she lifted Graine up, then caught a fistful of coarse black mane and hauled herself on behind.

They rode due west at a steady walk, into the setting sun. Breaca held one arm round her daughter’s waist, mourning the skeletal thinness of a child who had never been warrior-fit, but had always been healthy. The small head rested on her breastbone and she felt her own heart rebound against the weight of her daughter’s skull.

They had passed beyond the margins of the paddocks when Graine said, ‘We need to turn a little north of here, and go faster, or we’ll be lost in the dark.’

‘Do we? I’m not sure I can ride any faster than this.’

A fragment of conversation, overheard, sounded again in her ears. Riding a horse after a flogging is not as hard as walking, and both are better than lying in bed.

She had overheard Valerius say that to Cunomar, or Ardacos perhaps. He knew these things. He had been flogged more than once and had ordered it done to other men, and helped them heal afterwards.

On the strength of that, she nudged the cob into a canter. Three paces later, she stopped. Her brother was right in part; it was easier to ride than to walk. It was not easier to ride fast.

Tactfully, Graine said, ‘It might be all right to go slowly.’

‘I think so. Perhaps later, we can try going faster again.’ Breaca quickened the walk, and turned a little north. Presently, she said, ‘How do you know where we’re going?’

‘I was in your hut still when Valerius told you how the god came to him in the shape of the bull with the moon between its horns to guide him to where your blade was hidden, and how he had hidden it again himself afterwards, before he came here. You got out of bed before he’d finished speaking, and asked him to lend you his horse. You fell off and they brought you back and that was when the fever began and they thought you were going to die.’

‘Is it? I’d forgotten that. I thought it was a fever-dream.’

‘But you remember now?’

‘I do, yes. Thank you.’

Already, the sun was a red nail paring on the horizon. Streaks of bloody light leaked into the uncolour of the night. Graine’s hair was liquidly black, framing her face. The path along which they rode grew harder to see with each passing footfall, but never quite impossible.

They came eventually to an oval clearing surrounded by a clutch of hawthorn and hazel that had been coppiced at the edges and left to grow wild in its heart, for the gods of the ancestors, and all who followed after them. Deer tracks led through to the centre, narrowly, so that thorns tugged Breaca’s tunic away from the ruined flesh on her back. Riding was still better than walking, but less so.

The dun cob stopped alongside a fallen oak. Breaca dismounted onto it. Her feet sank into rotting wood and the smell rose up around her, pleasantly mellow. She lifted Graine down and let her lead on, following the fine line of a path. From a little ahead, where clustering hawthorns snagged the light, Graine said, ‘There’s a stream here, about half a spear’s length wide. Can we jump it?’

So small a thing to give them pause. A month before, either one would have crossed without stopping to think. Breaca stood at the stream’s edge listening to the curdling water and wondered if Valerius had sent her this way deliberately as a test. In his own way, he was as hard as the ancestor dreamer.

From her side, Graine said, ‘Airmid has always said that the gods answer certainty, not fear.’

Breaca made herself smile. ‘Did I seem fearful? I’m sorry. I was wondering whether you wanted to jump with me or for me to carry you over. It might be easier to wade through.’ That much was easy to imagine; the stream was not deep.

‘No. I want to jump it, to know that I can.’ Graine was already shifting her weight from one foot to the other, as if the distance from one bank to the other were three times as wide. ‘I’ll go on my own,’ she said, and did so, unprettily, landing in a sprawl on the far side.

Breaca followed, having no choice. Breathing carefully, she crouched by her daughter. Graine was pale and her fists clenched tight. Breaca said, ‘Are you hurting?’

‘No.’ The lie was not to be challenged. Frowning, Graine looked up through the trees to where the full moon made sharp silhouettes of the branches. She said, ‘We should go quickly. The clouds will cover the moon by midnight.’

‘You should lead, then. You can remember what Valerius said better than I can.’

The woods were quiet, as if their presence were unusual, and something to be watched. They walked a while along the water’s edge and then cut inward, following a track through the thickening jumble of undergrowth to another, far older, clearing where ancient trees hung with scabs of lichen formed the margins. Here, the stream spread to become a small pool and a hazel grew up from the bank, dipping branches downwards to trail long-twigged fingers across the water.

Breaca caught hold of Graine’s hand and skirted the pool to stand in the moon shadow of the hazel. The stream ran in slowly, filtered through sphagnum moss. The surface of the water was a languid mirror reflecting the tree and the night sky. The moon made an unbroken circle with the hare on its surface so complete as to be alive: creature of Nemain, made real on the water that was her domain.

Coming new to such a place, Breaca dared to hope; a dreamer could see the breath of the gods in a pool such as this, or a violated child, perhaps, who had lost her dreaming.

Because she knew her daughter very well, she felt the moment when exactly that thought occurred also to Graine. She felt the same hope, sharper and less curtailed, course through the small frame, and then the desperate, damaging disappointment at the recoil just after. She opened her mouth to speak and found no words and looked down at the child’s blank mask of a face and was glad she had kept silent.

Graine found her own way out. The small, sweaty hand tightened in Breaca’s, drawing her away from the water’s edge. She said, ‘The flat stone Valerius spoke of is nine paces west of the gods’ tree. You’ll have to make the strides. Mine are not long enough.’

‘Come with me. You can count as we go.’

Counting aloud, they paced away from the pool towards the trees at the far edge of the clearing. Halfway between water and wood, they stopped. Dead leaves lay in flurries at their feet. Breaca knelt and swept them aside with the edge of her hand. Underneath, a flat plate of green-grey moss, longer than a man’s arm and half as wide, showed where a stone lay flush with turf.

A winter’s leaving of silt bound the edges to the earth on all sides. Valerius had said that he used his sword blade to lift it. Lacking a sword, Breaca slid her belt knife all the way round. Iron grated on stone but the gap was still not enough to hook in her fingers. She looked around for something else to act as a lever.

Graine, squatting beside her, picked at a corner of the moss. ‘There’s a carving on the stone’s face,’ she said.

‘Is there?’ A hawthorn branch lay nearby, split from the parent tree by winter storms and still green enough to be strong. Breaca hefted it and set her blade to sharpen the wider end. ‘Can you clear the moss and see what it looks like?’

She whittled at the end of the stake until the density of her daughter’s silence drew her back. Lifting her head, she said, ‘Beloved, what have you found?’

‘It’s an altar, an old one, from the time of the ancestors.’

She should have known. Around them, a wood lay silent when it should have been most filled with life. A river whispered into the gods’ pool and out again, leaving the surface undisturbed. Black as a hare’s eye, as flawless and pure, the water caught the moon and held it fast in a ring of trees so ancient, so clearly god-filled, they had resisted even the Roman axes in a land starved of wood.

Slowly, carefully, Breaca laid her part-carved hawthorn branch on the grass. The hairs on her arms stood erect, pulling gooseflesh in their wake.

‘Should we leave?’ she asked. ‘I think I can find a quicker way back to where we left your pony, one that doesn’t take us past the pool.’

Her daughter shook her head. ‘I don’t think we need to do that. Come and look at the carving.’

Graine’s fingernails were black. Moss lay in broken handfuls on the turf. The stone that had held it was gritty with mud and earth, smeared into arcs where a small hand had tried to scrub it clear and had instead forced the loam into the depths of the markings so that the shape carved on it stood out as if newly painted.

There, facing Breaca in the middle of the gods’ wood, was the symbol that had followed her from childhood through all the disparate parts of her adulthood, as Warrior of Mona, as the Boudica, co-leader of the western tribes with Caradoc, as Breaca of Mona and, later, of the Eceni, as Breaca, mother to her children, as the Boudica, un-leader of a gathering war host. Through all of these the serpent-spear had been her mark. It came to her again now, on a moss-covered stone, in a form that was entirely new.

Kneeling, she traced a finger along its lines. A two-headed serpent looped back on itself, staring to past and future. A crooked spear lay angled across, joining the gods to the earth. Beyond it, the twin-headed serpent and the spear that crossed it were encircled by the most ancient of the gods’ marks: a zigzag line with moon dots above and below that staked a claim to this one sign and made it far more than simply the mark of a god-gifted warrior, or even the dream of an ancestor, however ancient and wise.

Hoarsely, Breaca said, ‘This is Briga’s. The mark and the altar, both.’

She sat back on her heels. Pain and the crossing of rivers was forgotten. Her hawthorn stake lay untouched by her side. For years, she had believed the mark her own, a gift of the elder grandmother, and had painted it on her shield and on her horses in battle so that it had become one with the Boudica’s name. Only later, in the year of Graine’s birth, had she found that it had belonged to the ancestor-dreamer long before that.

It should have come as no surprise that, before all the others, it had belonged to Briga, mother to all the gods, holder of life and death, god of battles, of childbirth, of the smith’s craft, of poetry; the god who lived as the serpent did, on the cusp of life and death, bringing one into the other, as the spear did in battle, as the serpent did, easing from one skin to the next, and one life to the next, leaving the ghost-shape of the old behind.

As a warrior, as a mother, as a smith, Breaca had lived her life in Briga’s care. Even so, she had not expected to be so closely bound; a dreamer might be so, but she was not that.

She hissed air through her teeth. ‘We should leave.’

‘No.’ Graine came round to sit beside her, taking her hand. ‘Valerius has trained on Mona with Luain mac Calma and spent his long-nights in the dreaming chambers of Hibernia; he will have known what this was and he didn’t think it was unsafe when he needed a place to hide your blade. I think you should lift the stone.’

The carved end of the hawthorn stake lay greenly white in the moonlight. Breaca jammed it under the long edge of the stone and used the hilt of her knife laid on the earth as a lever. Resisting at first and then easier, Briga’s altar stone rose from the earth.

Mother and daughter worked together to free it. Graine stood on the end of the stake and Breaca moved to the far side to pull up on the long edge, straining lacerated muscles against the dead weight until it rose past the point where the earth drew it downwards and she could set it on end, balanced against the heel of her hand.

Underneath, a black cavity gaped. The air that leaked out was damp and earthen and sharp with the tang of forged iron. Graine lay prone on the earth and reached in as far as she dared, and came out with her hands full, and again, and again. One after the other, she drew out five long, slim bundles, each bound about with oiled linen and rolled birch bark and thongs made of red bull’s hide. She laid them out in a line across the turf. A smear of mud marked her temple, the kiss of the god.

The closeness of the iron was dizzying, the smell of rust and raw metal and the songs of making and battle that were in it. Breaca leaned the altar stone against her knee and reached down to untie the bull’s hide thongs that bound the bundle that was hers. The oiled linen was not yet stiff or mildewed by its time in the earth. It curled away in her fingers, laying a hand’s breadth of bright iron open to the moon.

She needed two hands free. She lowered the altar stone to the earth. With the same quality of care she would have shown Graine in infancy, she peeled the rest of the linen from the blade that her father had made; his gift for the child-become-woman who was his daughter.

Eburovic had forged the iron and beaten it out over days, matching the length and weight to the woman she would be. Later, he had cast the serpent-spear in bronze for the pommel, knowing nothing more of it than that Breaca had seen the mark in the dreaming of her long-nights, and that it should be on her blade.

The sword that Briga’s mark adorned was older than any of the Boudica’s children, or any of her loves except Airmid, who had always been first. Breaca had borne it in battle for almost twenty years until it became a part of her, as necessary as the muscle and sinew and bone of her body.

It came to her hand like a live thing, keening. The scar on her palm itched and then burned and she welcomed the pain as she would have welcomed the soft bite of a lover; something sharp and familiar that promised more if she could meet and match it.

She was not at all sure that she could. The passion that was missing from her healing was exactly the part of her that had once most yearned to fight. Even now, she feared knowing the full measure of what was lost.

From her place by the altar stone, Graine said, ‘The gods answer certainty, not fear.’

Breaca stood, letting her hand hang by her side with the weight of the blade drawing her arm down and out. She rolled her shoulders, loosening them. Then, under Nemain’s moon, beside an altar to Briga, who ruled battle and death, with only her daughter as witness, Breaca of the Eceni, bringer of victory to her people, set out to test the true limits of what she could do.

* * *

Afterwards, she could not have said exactly when she became aware that more eyes than Graine’s were watching her, only that there had been a sense of emptiness that was the gods’ watching, which became less empty, so that she did what she could to stretch further, and sweep more cleanly, and pushed her breathing and her broken body beyond what she had already done.

Even so, there came a time when it was necessary to stop. She made the last block and strike and counter-strike and let the blade’s tip fall slowly to touch the loamy earth.

Facing the place where the less-emptiness waited, she said, ‘If I am not fit to lead the war host, will you do it in my place?’

It had been a guess and a risk in the asking and there was a long, sweating wait before she was proved right.

‘It hasn’t come to that,’ said her brother. ‘We have no need to discuss it.’

Her brother, Valerius, officer of the Roman cavalry, who had once been Bán of the Eceni. Her last clear memory of him was from the ground, as he sat the horse he called Crow and spoke in coruscating Latin to the Roman procurator who lay between its feet. Moments later, he had slain the man with the horse. Half of her fevered dreams had been of the implacable rage of that killing.

He stood now in the quiet light of the clearing and she looked at him properly for the first time. He was taller than she remembered, and leaner, but not as gaunt as he had been on the boat from Gaul, when she had wanted to kill him. His hair was long for a Roman, but short for Eceni, and he had not woven in the warrior’s braid at the side as he might have done. He wore an Eceni cloak over a Roman tunic and the blade at his belt was of his own making, shorter and slimmer than the great-blade of the Eceni warrior but longer than the auxiliary cavalry swords of his legionary past.

His eyes were black, as they had always been, but far less troubled. He was a man caught on the dividing line between two worlds and he did not look badly for it. She remembered that he was given to Mithras, hidden god of the legions, as well as to Nemain.

The pain in her back was less now. She lifted her blade. ‘Will you match against me? So that I can find how I might live, or die, in battle?’

It was a fanciful offer, only half serious. Valerius threw her a grin that was layered with too many meanings to be read. His blade came fast after it, before she was ready.

She swung her own blade up to block and braced herself for the pain of impact, but he was already gone, the iron flashing blue in the moonlight, a twisting fish that tapped her own sluggard sword and danced away, and tapped and away and again and again, fast and fast and too fast to follow, until she forgot herself and her pain and raised her own blade in both fists and brought it cleaving down towards his head, screaming his name as if they were in battle.

‘Valerius!’

He did block that one, hard, slamming his blade crosswise against hers so that the jar ran from her wrists to her arms to her shoulders and on to the ruined flesh of her back. She stopped abruptly and was still, grinding her teeth and swearing aloud. Sweat poured from her as much as it had done in the fever. The sound of her breathing rasped between the trees.

‘And so?’

Breaca lifted her head. Her brother was breathing a little faster than he had been, but had not broken sweat. He studied her and said nothing, only cocked one brow, dryly.

‘If you can remember never to lift your blade like that without a shield-warrior on either side to protect your flanks, you will be perfectly able to lead. If you forget, then the first raw recruit with a javelin will run you through and our war of liberation will be over before it starts. Can you remember, do you think?’

‘Maybe. If there’s nothing else happening that might distract me. Which doesn’t change the fact that I’m not yet fit enough to lead any army into battle. You’re more than fit. You know Rome as no-one else does and you have led more men to victory than anyone else. You’re the obvious choice.’

‘Am I?’ Valerius sat down suddenly, folding his legs beneath him. Turning towards the gods’ pool, he said, ‘Graine? We have nearly five thousand untested warriors who have gathered in the Boudica’s name. Do you think I should lead them if your mother is not fit? What would your brother Cunomar say if I did?’

Breaca watched her daughter step over and sit beside him with an air of confidence and ease, as if she saw in him only the dreamer of Nemain, trained on Mona, and not the other, equal half, which was Roman.

Graine said, ‘Cunomar remembers the prophecy the ancestor-dreamer made to mother. Find the warrior with the eyes and heart of a dreamer to lead them and you may prevail. The vision showed a warrior leading the final charge against Rome. My brother wants to be that warrior. He always has. Then you came and were not only the man who abandoned his father in Gaul, but now a warrior and a dreamer and brother to the Boudica – and you saved his life. He owes you everything and you are all he has ever wanted to be. How can he not hate you? Hating you, how could he follow you as leader?’

Valerius looked up. The irony and the humour were gone. ‘Breaca?’

She took time to slide her blade back to its sheath and wrap the belt loops round it. ‘I had forgotten that. I’m sorry. It seems I have forgotten a great many things that matter.’ Her hands and the sword’s hilt were greasy with sweat. She wiped the serpent-spear with the sleeve of her tunic, so that the metal returned to the dull matt her father had made.

After a while, when no-one had spoken to fill the silence, Valerius rose and went to kneel by the altar stone, and the hole that was under it. He leaned in as Graine had done, so that the upper half of his body was hidden, but delved deeper, digging his fingers through the earth in the floor of the pit that Graine had found.

He emerged some time later and sat still with his head bowed over the slim wrapping of birch and bull’s hide that he had brought out. His hound was visible by his side then, and remained so afterwards through all that followed; the dream-hound that had been Hail and was still Hail, but no longer living.

‘Could you come with me closer to the pool?’ he said. ‘I would have Nemain also bear witness to this.’

Breaca was still lost in the memories of Cunomar and his ambition. Even as she sat down and Valerius began to unwrap the thongs of the bull, sacred to Mithras and the birch, sacred to Nemain, she still had no idea what it was that he held.

Then he smoothed the linen flat and sat back and a new, quite different blade lay in the moonlight: her father’s. Not the fast, light cavalry blade that he had made for her, but Eburovic’s own sword, the great war blade of their ancestors, which had come to him down the lineage of warriors, passed from father to daughter and mother to son since the Eceni first came into being.

It was longer than her own sword by a hand’s length, and broader at the hilt, and the balance was different: not an easy blade to use, but lethal in the right hands. The shape on the pommel was the feeding she-bear that had been Eburovic’s dream long before Ardacos of the Caledonii brought the cult of the bear from the cold north to the eastern lands of the Eceni.

Breaca stared at it, empty. She wanted to feel something and could not, only thought that she had heard nothing to warn her, neither the song of the blade nor her father’s voice, and both should have been there.

She said, ‘Valerius? How did you come by this? It was hidden beyond any man’s reach.’

‘Eburovic led me to it. That is, his ghost did, and I had not time to ask … when did he die, Breaca? In the invasion wars, with Macha?’

‘He was killed in the battle in which you were taken from us.’

She had forgotten that he would not know, that so much of his own history was missing from his life. She watched him take this fact, and fit it into the pattern of his loss.

More gently, she said, ‘Has he given the war blade of the ancestors to you? That would be fitting. He raised you as his son, and felt for you as if you were. With that blade, you could lead the war host and be honoured for it.’

‘Thank you, but no. The blade and the leadership that goes with it are, I think, for another.’

He stared out a moment at the moon’s disc on the pond, and pressed the knuckle of his thumb to his breast bone. Quite close, an owlet screeched for its parents, and was answered.

Valerius said, ‘The spirit of your father – of our father – gave the blade into my keeping only until such time as he should ask me to relinquish it. He has given no sign yet of whose it should be, but we’re moving towards war which will take us away from Eceni lands. If we leave it buried here, we may never come back. I think it’s time it had a new owner, who knows how to use it, and has the right. I don’t want to lead your war host. With this blade as his gift, Cunomar may yet grow into the leadership of—’

‘No.’

Graine and Breaca said it together, with one voice.

The owl chick screeched again, in underscore.

In the quiet afterwards, Valerius asked, ‘Why not?’

‘If my grandchild ever wields my blade, know that the death of the Eceni will follow. I trust you to see it does not happen.’

Breaca had not meant to say it with the voice of her father, but it came out so, echoing across the gods’ pool.

In her own voice, she said, ‘Eburovic’s spirit spoke when we hid the blades. Cunomar was there; he heard it as clearly as any of us. One source of his grief is that he will never wield his grandfather’s blade. If you tried to give it to him, he would refuse it.’

‘And likely think I was trying to bring ruin on the entire Eceni nation, which would hardly improve his trust of me. I see.’ Valerius pressed long, lean fingers to his eyes. Some time later, hollowly, he said, ‘I have no sense, then, of what your father would have wanted. I can hear no word from him or the gods, except that we need to wait until his wish is made more clear. In the meantime …’

His hands had dropped from his face. His eyes were oddly amber. In quite a different voice he said, ‘In the meantime, there may be more pressing things to consider and we may no longer be alive to consider them. There are fires lit in the east.’

Breaca turned as he had turned and looked at the place where the moon had been and where should now be black night and was instead pale, flickering light reflected off a boiling sky.

Dawn had come early, many dawns; she could count four smaller fires beyond the first and the greatest, four columns of smoke, which became white and black in steady rhythm.

She said, ‘Cunomar,’ because no-one else would, and then, ‘He’s attacked one of the watchtowers and set off a signal chain.’

Valerius said, ‘He was forbidden to attack either the Ninth in the north or the city of Camulodunum to the south. We had not thought he would bring both on us at once.’

Very briefly, her brother was quite easily read: raw anger was followed by frustration and both gave way to the wry, dry humour that was his response to most things, except that, this time, a hint of astonished admiration coloured it.

Valerius whistled slowly, and ran his tongue across his teeth. To Breaca, thoughtfully, he said, ‘We can’t afford to be caught between the hammer of the Ninth and the anvil of Camulodunum. But the centurion in charge in the city has just lost three cohorts of fighting men to the western wars; he won’t try to march his veterans out against us until he knows what it is he faces. What he will do, as soon as there’s daylight, is send messengers north with all speed to the Ninth legion asking that they march down to assault us from the rear. If we can intercept them, there’s a way we could yet make a victory of this.’ His gaze took in all of her. ‘Could you do that?’

‘No.’ The sweat was still wet on her face from their fight. ‘We’ve spoken of this already. I can’t ride a horse faster than a walk or wield a blade for the time it would take to fight a full battle. I’m not fit to lead the war host into conflict.’

‘I know. But I have an idea, and if it can be made to work, there won’t be a full battle. All you have to do is kill a messenger in front of the war host so that they can believe they’ve seen you fight. I’ll be there, I’ll call him in and, if necessary, I’ll hold him for you. Will you trust me to do that much and keep you safe?’

He asked it lightly, this brother she had once tried to kill. He had not done so before, only offered her his service until the end of his days. There was doubt in his eyes that she had not seen before.

Breaca took his hands between her own. Close by, the owls hunted and a shrew died, shrilly. With no irony intended at all, she said, ‘Valerius of the Eceni, I trust you with my life.’
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