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It is the first century, and the Romans seek total control of Britain.
Jodocca, British tribal warrior and champion, meets a high-ranking Roman officer Marcus Gaius on a trading trip. She is attracted to him even though he is the invading enemy. He falls heavily for her but learns nothing about her because she is suspicious of all Romans. This is a relationship with no future…
They part after a few days, each knowing nothing of the other. Jodocca returns to her tribal land and is deeply shocked to discover advancing Romans led by him. He is equally astounded when they manage a brief meeting.
Jodocca leaves on a trip north and is horrified, then enraged, to come across a murderous scene that can only have been perpetrated by a Roman. Now she hates and forces a meeting with Marcus Gaius at which she brands him with her geasa. No tribe will touch him now: he is her ‘prey’ to kill when ready and the two of them are doomed to fight to the death.
Wallis Peel is the writer of numerous published books, short stories and newspaper features. She is a long-established member of the Society of Authors.
She had the normal working-class education of her era but she hated school and left at fourteen. She spent one miserable year in offices then followed her heart’s desire to work with horses. She started at the bottom of the pile and worked her way up as she gained experience and knowledge. She started writing in her late twenties then had gaps because of one thing or another but always, at the back of her mind, was the desire to write.
Recent books include Sea Gem, set in Guernsey, Republic set in Bristol and Yate, Bold Spirit, and Glorious Gloucestershire. Sea Gem is also available as an unabridged audiotape published by Isis.
Veteran author Wallis Peel has come up with another sizzling historical tale.
Wallis Peel’s knowledge of history is second to none and the carefully researched and accurate backgrounds to all her novels have brought a growing band of faithful readers who enjoy her gentle history lessons wrapped up in cracking good yarns.
‘Spirit of Defiance will not disappoint. It will be warmly welcomed by Wallis Peel fans and hailed as a “find” by those who have not happened upon her books before.
Spirit of Defiance is a very palatable way of learning about the Roman occupation of Britain – school history lessons were never this much fun!
Carole Taylor, journalist
For Bill and Hazel Shepherd.
All the main historical events in this story took place but I have used a writer’s licence to alter dates and times slightly for the benefit of the story.
The historians do not appear to agree as to exactly where P Ostorius Scapula died nor from where he conducted the campaign. It is fact though that he was, for a time, the commanding officer at the Roman Fort above today’s Chipping Sodbury, South Gloucestershire, as well as being Governor of Britain.
It is also uncertain exactly when men first entered Britain with the Christ story but come they certainly did. Until then it was the Druidic faith that held sway and respect among the tribes.
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During the first half of the first century Britain was held by many tribes whose territory roughly corresponds with the places below:–
Dumnoni | Cornwall
Durotriges | Dorset
Belgae | Parts of Somerset and Wiltshire
Regni | Southern England
Cantii | South-east Kent
Atrebates | Wiltshire
Dubonnii | Gloucestershire, the Severn Valley
Catuvellauni | Thames Valley northwards
Iceni | Norfolk
Silures | South Wales
Ordovices | North Wales
Cornavii | North Midlands to Lincoln
Brigantes | Lancashire and Yorkshire
Demeytae | Dyfed
Trinovantes | Essex
Deceangli | Old Flintshire
Caledones | North Scotland
Sewlgovae | South Scotland
Dorini | North Ireland
Vulunti | North Ireland
Menapii | South-east Ireland
Everywhere had Roman and British names but to avoid confusion I have, where possible, used modern ones.
Jodocca knew she had started to flush, and broke eye contact, apparently to study the nearest tree’s leaves. There had been a light shower in the night and tiny droplets twinkled in the early morning sun. Concentrating hard, she tried to control rising guilt.
Macha gave one of her favourite sniffs. “That was an excellent trading report, daughter,” she began, “but I still find it hard to understand why you spent so long away and allowed the pack train to return without you and, more to the point, rode back without a bodyguard?”
“I told you!” Jodocca protested just a little too quickly. “A horse kicked him and broke his leg. So we had to stay behind. Anyhow, you know perfectly well I am a trained and skilled fighter. I don’t need a bodyguard!”
Macha’s probing gaze became cynical. There was more to this than met the eye. Jodocca stood like a little girl caught in the middle of doing something forbidden. Macha opened her mouth to berate her, then suddenly changed tack. Jodocca would only get stubborn if bullied. It was high time she married again and started breeding. It was a crying shame that her husband had been killed in a boar hunt and there had been no child.
“It’s time you married again,” she began smoothly. “Now why don’t you—?”
Jodocca faced her. “No!” she snapped, realising she was being rude. After all, her mother was in her mid-thirties, and old. So she softened her voice a little. “You and my dead father arranged the last marriage and what did he turn out to be? Useless!” She ended scornfully, “Anyhow at twenty, I’ve been adult for years, and I’ll do my own matchmaking now, thank you, Mother!”
They squared up to each other, their resemblance obvious with the same very fair hair, fine features, and widely spaced blue eyes under high foreheads. They had square jaws, straight noses and generous faces, though Macha’s now held crease lines.
Jodocca was not beautiful and knew it. Her attraction came from a fierce spirit and strong character, inherited from her long-dead father, a chief, who had been able to command instant attention without moving a muscle. Jodocca knew she had the same ability, which she used ruthlessly.
Macha could smell a secret. “But what were you doing,” she persisted, “for a whole week?”
Jodocca shrugged. “Just looking around,” she said, and realised how thin this sounded. “Colchester is a marvellous little town,” she added, brightening, with cheeks glowing pink. “Do you know, Mother, it has a large defensive earthworks, a large ditched enclosure and a wonderful system of tracks. And the trade! There was a temple there too and—”
“Roman!” Macha snorted.
Jodocca’s face held out a gentle smile now. “There is also a wonderful way to get clean. The Romans are far ahead of us that way.”
Macha was unimpressed. “Dirt never harmed anyone. It keeps the skin warm in winter,” she snapped with rising irritation.
Jodocca eyed her patiently. “Maybe,” she replied slowly, “but I’ve seen many small battle wounds on dirty arms and legs, which turned nasty and fatal. I have often wondered if dirt had something to do with this. Anyhow, I was able to explore everywhere; because there are so many tribes’ people there, I was able to be just another Briton with them,” she ended as memories tangled together. “I tried a bath with some women,” she said, then wished she could have withdrawn the words.
“How could you? A Briton? Since when have Romans let Britons in their precious baths?”
Now Jodocca floundered. “I met someone who arranged it,” she said hastily.
“Who?” Macha demanded to know. Surely her suspicions could not be correct? Not her daughter?
Jodocca eyed her squarely. “Someone with whom I think I may have fallen in love. We had a whole week together and—” She flinched at the ice in her own mother’s eyes.
“A Roman!” Macha accused. “That is it, isn’t it? How could you? How dare you? Your father must be turning in his grave!”
“You married for love. You told me so. Why can’t I too?” Jodocca shot back hotly.
“A Roman is the enemy, that’s why, girl! Use your head a little!” Macha was appalled, and she attacked again. “What do you think the tribe will think of you? Going over to the enemy! They are stealing our land. Look at the fool tribes who have agreed to become clients of Rome. Effete Britons aping the Romans. My own daughter, and I—” and words left her temporarily.
Jodocca struggled to defend herself. “Some of the tribes are not at all sorry to see the Catuvellaunian hegemony merged under the Romans.”
“Not us Dubonnii!” Macha shot back, then she took a deep breath. A row would get her nowhere. “You had better tell me all about it,” she ended with a sigh. Though, what good could come of this was beyond her.
“He trod on my foot,” Jodocca said softly, and a rare warmth filled her eyes.
“Eh?”
She nodded at her mother. “I was studying a piece of pottery and he accidentally trod on my foot, apologised, then looked into my eyes,” she paused, remembering what she had felt. Brown eyes, the colour of an autumn nut, had held her gaze while his huge height and breadth were overpowering. From him came something magnetic and Jodocca knew she had stood there, flat-footed, lost for words, as she had felt something eerie flow between them.
“Who are you?” she had whispered, rooted to the spot while people milled about them, trading, talking and eyeing the wonders of Roman building.
“Marcus Gaius and you are—?”
“Jodocca!” she returned.
He knew the British never had last names. “Which tribe?”
A stab of caution had touched her mind and she prevaricated. “From around,” she told him, moving one arm in a half circle, which could have meant anywhere. “And you?” she wanted to know. “Where are you stationed?”
A grin touched his lips, and he too waved one arm nonchalantly. “Here and there. At the moment, let’s say I have a roving commission.”
She was at a loss at what to do next, which he sensed. He took her arm and guided her away from the thick of the people so they could walk quietly, flashing probing looks at each other.
As they reached the outskirts of Colchester’s fortification, he took her aside but kept hold of one arm. Tipping his head slightly, he studied her face, examining each feature, then, his eyes warm and friendly, he looked deep into hers.
“Well,” was all he finally managed to get out and she had a flash of insight. He was affected as much as her. It was uncannily weird, because between them something pulled. She remembered one of the rare, confiding talks with her mother years before. Macha had admitted that once she had clapped eyes on Oslan, no other warrior had a chance for her hand and she had never, for one day, regretted her choice.
“What is it?” she whispered to him.
He had a deep voice, and now it was throaty. “We call it a thunderbolt,” he replied. “It’s something rare but when it does happen between two people they are fortunate, smiled upon by all the gods.” He had paused and looked around, but they were discreetly alone. “I was married but she died in childbirth. I am alone, but a serving officer and a true Roman.”
Jodocca shrugged. “I am a widow also.” She eyed him with concerned eyes. “I am a fighting warrior, and you Romans are the enemy of my people.”
“Rubbish! You wouldn’t think that walking around here. I’ve seen Britons going out of their way to copy us and we welcome their cooperation.”
“Some!” she parried, sharply aware of an enormous cultural gulf as well as a political chasm.
“You are beautiful, quite magnificent,” he had told her in a low voice, then wondered at the wry look on her face. “I mean it!”
Jodocca had shaken her head, touched but unimpressed, though a little flattery was sweet. She thought him the most remarkable male she had ever met. Beneath his clothing she suspected there were huge, hard muscles, with no trace of fat. He was fine-featured, almost flashily good-looking, and conceited about his physical charms. If he was a widower what were the Roman matrons doing, leaving him uncaught? Was something wrong with him?
“I don’t believe in beating women. Young boys and sodomy don’t interest me. The reason I’m still footloose and fancy-free is from choice. Roman women come from one mould only, and one experience was more than enough,” he told her with a warm grin, reading her mind accurately. “And you?”
Jodocca knew she had blushed. “My first marriage was arranged, and what a wimp he turned out to be. Never again!” she explained firmly.
“You didn’t love him?”
She shook her head. “The next time I’ll do the picking. Not my mother, and my father is now dead.”
“How long will you be here?” he wanted to know, suddenly anxious she might vanish overnight. He knew that this short and precious leave had only been granted pending a recall to active service. Where that would take him, he had no idea. They could not just part. He would not allow her to vanish into thin air. He had a shrewd idea as to where he would be stationed but his ingrained prudence stilled his tongue. He sensed it was the same with her.
Then it had been her turn to pause and reflect. She was loyal to her tribe, and he was, after all, the enemy. The fact they were on neutral ground meant nothing really but what if she never saw him again? She just could not let him vanish from her life. He was the most gorgeous specimen of manhood she had ever met, and her heart gave a sudden lurch at her predicament.
“A few days only,” she prevaricated slowly, “then I have to return to my people.”
“Me too,” he told her soberly, then brightened. “So that leaves us some time to get to know each other,” he offered hopefully. It occurred to him that though she did not name her tribe, there were ways and means of obtaining information. He knew there were always turncoat Britons more than willing to sell information for the appropriate number of silver denarii.
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“So you spent just about a week with him?” Macha prodded uneasily.
Her daughter nodded, cheeks flushed, eyes perhaps just a little too bright.
Macha’s heart sank. A thought entered her head, and she went stiff. “Did you—?” she demanded.
Jodocca stiffened. “No, I did not!” she started, knowing full well it was only because privacy had been hard to find without riding into the wild parts. “And if I had, that wouldn’t have been any of your business, Mother!”
“It would if you had been carrying a Roman bastard!” Macha snapped. “So what happened in the end?” She was sharply curious to know, because around her daughter there was a strange new mantle. She had altered completely and her heart sank again. He would have to be a Roman! There were some magnificent British warriors so what curse had fallen on Jodocca to have a Roman mesmerise her? She quailed, foreseeing terrible future problems.
Jodocca shrugged unhappily. “I arranged to meet him the next dawn to go riding, but he had left very abruptly. So then I left too!”
“By yourself, without any bodyguard! That was crazy!” Macha rebuked hotly. “This nonsense stops right now; I’ll see a new personal guard is appointed forthwith.”
Jodocca could not argue against this, but her lips went tight and thin. As a valuable British courier, as well as a fighting female of high tribal rank, she had to be protected. There were no logical objections she could offer, and she felt her shoulders slump miserably. He had gone so suddenly, without even a message, and it was highly unlikely she would ever meet him again. All she could do was to carry his memory in her heart, and perhaps, one day in the future, she might hear news of Marcus Gaius.
Macha thought it prudent to change the subject. It almost broke her heart to see the sudden misery in her daughter’s eyes but, on the bright side, it might mean she was slowly coming to her senses. Out of sight, out of mind?
She decided this was the appropriate time to change the subject. “Lud is around,” she told Jodocca.
At once her daughter brightened. “He is? That’s wonderful! I will make a point of seeing him,” she said with fresh hope. Lud, a senior and very ancient Druid, who answered to no one, was like a favourite uncle to her and she loved him almost with ferocity. She could talk to Lud. He was so wise and understanding. Immediately she brightened, feeling her heart lighten with fresh hope.
“Where is he?”
Macha shrugged. “Who knows?” she replied. Druids were the law, they answered to no one. They appeared and vanished, melting into the landscape and trees from paths and tracks few knew. There were three branches of this old, religious and legal organisation comprising bards, filidh and full Druids. Lud, the famous, was a full Druid.
Jodocca considered. There were many things she knew, which were unknown to her mother. She had a shrewd idea where Lud would hole out and await her, because the bond between them was extraordinarily close.
Macha’s mind had moved on to more practical matters. Jodocca’s news was something which she must consider closely later on. She was still horrified, but common sense had returned. Unless her daughter left the tuath and their tribal lands, it would be impossible for her to meet and develop a relationship with this upstart Roman. With luck, he might even be killed, especially if he was fool enough to venture in this direction.
“The Romans are still at the Fort with their odious Scapula as the commanding officer. Though the numbers aren’t great yet, I have a suspicion more might be coming,” Macha said with disgust.
Jodocca pricked up her ears. “That’s interesting. I wonder exactly why Scapula is here?” she mused aloud. “Prince Caratacus certainly opposes him, but he is much farther north. I expect we will end up with a glorious battle. When we win it, we can be left in peace,” she said hopefully, even though her common sense told her this had not yet been a Roman option.
“You’ll be leaving, I suppose?” Macha asked wistfully. Jodocca was her sole, surviving offspring.
“Of course! I must report to Caratacus on the Roman strength at Colchester, and the general political situation. I expect I’ll be gone all summer,” she warned her mother.
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Macha surveyed her with a lump in her throat. Her daughter wore a bright red tunic of fine wool on which was pinned a brooch of gold shaped like a small stag. When she had travelled to Colchester she had been clad in a dull brown tunic and trousers but now she displayed her finery and rank. The latter was indicated by a torque of gold around her neck. Her trousers, called bracae, were of the same vivid scarlet, and her boots were a soft brown, made from fine, very supple leather.
They matched her waist belt from which hung the scabbard, which held her father’s sword, whose blade she kept from rusting by wiping it regularly with mutton fat. On her hip was a viciously sharp dagger, which doubled as an eating tool. Her shield was round, constructed from hides and wood. It was decorated with red and green dyes, which had been splashed on almost haphazardly to make a gay pattern of stripes and blobs.
Macha nodded. “Here are your bodyguards,” she said, and Jodocca turned and flashed a smile. One held her horse, and she vaulted on its back, picked up the reins smoothly, and hefted her shield with the other hand. She threw a grin at Riothamus, the senior guard. He was twenty-seven, and a widower with no living child. He was highly intelligent, sharply suspicious and quiet. He never lost his temper, yet it was hard to make a friend of him. He was too serious for his own good at times, Jodocca told herself. Also, she knew he was a little too fond of her, which flattery only caused her quiet amusement.
To his rear was Ambiorix who, at thirty years old, was almost too old for the job, except he was a muscleman of incredible power. The trouble was that he had few brains but when his strength and bulk were required, Ambiorix was her man.
Bran rode to one side and beamed at her with pleasurable anticipation at whatever the day would bring. Bran was only a little older than his mistress, and he was filled with enthusiasm for life, but lacked general experience. Bran was a bit of a gamble as a bodyguard. He was happily married with one newly born son. His two previous children had died young, from the many diseases that abounded, especially those associated with birthing and which killed so many mothers too.
The last member was Bellovesus, who was a shade older than Bran. No matter how long the gods allowed him to live, he would never lead. He had to be told exactly what to do, when and why. Working something out was beyond his capabilities, but he was loyal and brave to the death.
Jodocca threw a tiny nod to Riothamus who turned to Bran. “Ride ahead and scout out that fort, but watch out for Roman patrols and those out foraging,” he warned.
“I shall eventually be heading for Prince Caratacus,” Jodocca told Riothamus, as they left the huts of her native tuath with Macha standing flat-footed and suddenly weary and miserable. “But there is no great hurry, and I want to visit Lud first,” she explained.
Riothamus had already worked that out, and he eyed his mistress with some puzzlement. He had known her all his life, he respected and admired her, but now was baffled. Since her return from Colchester, she had altered. It was as if she had some enormous secret, and he wondered what it was. As her personal guard, sworn unto his death, he thought he knew everything about her and it niggled at him that she had some secret. He set his mind to work with remorseless logic.
As the track widened, the little group spread out. Jodocca rode alone as befitted her status, with Riothamus, directly at her horse’s rear. With Bran gone, the others dropped to the rear on both sides.
The sun had climbed, and it was warm for a spring day; Jodocca sniffed the air with pleasure as she allowed herself to dream the impossible, yet also felt pain in her heart. If they could have been left alone she knew she would have let Marcus have sex with her, which she knew he wanted. So did she. At times, when riding or walking with him, there had been that delicious wetness between her legs, accompanied by a pounding heart and she suspected he too had found himself in a difficult position more than once. She let her fancies twirl about—a life with such a man would be incredible. He had such strength and personality, yet her dreams never went farther. Always at this point, she remembered he was a member of the hated invading race, who had already taken so much of Britain. As if she could ever be a sedate Roman matron! It was ridiculous and stupid, yet how could she expect him to become a Briton? That was equally farcical, so with a deep sigh she succumbed to heartache and wished now that she had never gone to Colchester with a pack train of trade goods.
Jodocca’s eyes roamed around. There was quite a large wolf pack in this immediate area, and in the cold months they were always on the lookout for whatever domestic stock they could steal. She kept a wary eye open for bear tracks. They were now out of their hibernation with cubs and at their most dangerous. It was always more prudent to ride around than confront the she-bear at this time of year.
As the track climbed upwards, so the landscape altered from forest to more sparse country with hard packed earth under the horses’ hooves. At the peak Jodocca halted and looked around. On her extreme left was the antagonising Roman fort with its dreadful commanding officer, who at present, was also a governor of Britain. From this fort, the Romans had constructed a fine road, which ran direct to Gloucester where they had a very large garrison stationed. For a distance around this fort, there were always Roman patrols, and it was a dangerous area for the Britons.
“There’s a horse coming, and fast too!” Jodocca said suddenly, and Riothamus stiffened and muttered a curse. The ears of his mistress had always been sharper than his, which niggled him. He tilted the head and now he too could hear hoof beats.
“That’s Bran’s mount,” he grunted, and hefted his spear. Jodocca moved her mount to the rear, and her men closed around her in a well-rehearsed drill from which she was totally protected against anything.
Bran thundered up, reining back so sharply his mount half-reared. “My Lady!” he gasped. “Romans coming!”
Jodocca was shocked. “More Romans? How many?”
“On their road and hundreds of them. Listen!”
“Keep that damned horse still then!” Riothamus snapped, his temper shortening with worry. What was going on? Jodocca exchanged a look with him, the same question in her mind.
They could all hear the sound now even though it was still at a distance. It was a measured booming throb like that of distant drums. Jodocca felt a shiver chase down her spine, as she frowned at Riothamus. He knew what it meant and scowled. He loathed Romans.
“We must watch!” Jodocca said urgently.
Riothamus thought rapidly. “One of those Roman miles ahead has a place where the land climbs a bit higher, and there are some trees in a little dip. We can leave the horses there and if we are lying flat away from the skyline, we won’t be seen.”
“Let’s go then!” Jodocca snapped, and dug her heels into her horse’s flanks. They all broke into a gallop with Riothamus in the lead protectively. Jodocca’s face was grim. She was perplexed by this information, and for a little while all thoughts of Marcus Gaius vanished. More Romans here had to mean something very serious.
They reached the dip, vaulted from their horses and tied them to some scrubby bushes then ran after Riothamus. Near the top he held one hand out warningly, and they flopped to their bellies to inch forward.
Jodocca stared down with amazement and growing fear. The Roman marched on their road, in-line six abreast. Their accoutrements jingled. Their javelin gleamed, but it was their iron-shod boots that mesmerised. They marched in step, each boot hitting the ground at the same instant, and the drumming noise was explained.
The soldiers’ necks and forearms were bare and weather-beaten. Each man wore a helmet, and all had an enormous shield, which hung over their back haversacks. Jodocca knew these were called scutums, and, when held in front, protected a Roman from chin to knee. She eyed the soldiers with a professional interest and guessed the scutums were made from thin sheets of wood, glued together with cross grain, then covered with red leather. Each was highly decorated, and they flashed in a pattern under the sun.
Every soldier had his personal pilum which was longer than a tall man, and all had vicious iron-hardened tips. Her attention turned to their dress. The upper part of the torso was covered with a leather jerkin, which comprised three iron plates. There were three more protecting the back, laced to the frontal ones. Still more plates were hooked from the waist and they swung as the men marched. Their pants were of leather, and she crinkled her nostrils.
A breeze arose from the Romans, carrying their odour, which was a combination of animal greases to prevent rust, oil which had been soaked into leather to keep it supple, and basic masculine sweat.
The boots continued to thud rhythmically, and it flashed through her mind that these hard boots were the power of Rome on the march. Her lips compressed.
Riothamus hissed a warning at her. “They’ll have scouts out, Lady.”
Jodocca knew this perfectly well but she was still too mesmerised to tear her eyes away. There was a sudden movement. A rider came thundering back from one side and rode up to the leader. This man was very different. His dress appeared the same but she noted bronze greaves on his legs. Some words were exchanged, then the first man pulled a whistle from his pocket. He trilled a peculiar note, but the soldiers continued to thunder past, though Jodocca could sense something was about to happen. The whistle chirruped a second time, and every boot slammed to an instant halt. A vast concourse of men acting as one. A third whistle sent them into action.
It appeared to be total confusion, but then Jodocca noted it was anything but. Instead, with their highly skilled and disciplined organisation—tried and tested over the years—the Romans prepared to night camp. Men faced outwards towards where danger might appear, while others hurriedly, but purposefully moved around on specific tasks.
The man with the greaves, obviously, the commanding officer, stood apart and aloof, his broad shoulders towards them, and his helmet hiding his face until he half-turned. Jodocca caught her breath. It could not be! It was impossible, yet surely no two Romans had that particular stance. She frowned as her heart raced.
Riothamus fidgeted. “My Lady!” he hissed urgently. “We must leave.”
Jodocca slithered back and stood slowly, heart thundering. She flashed a look at Riothamus who fidgeted now to get his precious charge away from such a dangerous place. Foragers would appear at any time.
Jodocca untied her horse, mounted, then made up her mind. “Just follow me and trust me, but do not be too close behind,” she ordered Riothamus firmly.
His nostrils pinched. Now what crazy idea had entered her head? There was no telling with this lady; and this situation he did not like one bit when they were only five fighters against hundreds below the skyline.
“We are all going to show ourselves,” Jodocca stated flatly, “and I want to speak to that officer.”
Riothamus was appalled. “Never!”
Jodocca forged into a canter, anxious to be alone for a moment with thoughts, which swirled in shocked delight and wary suspicion. She slowed to a walk, moving into the front as Bran took the point again. It was incredible to see Marcus once more, and not just as an ordinary soldier either. It had never entered her head that he might hold such high rank, and at this point, something else occurred to her. What exactly was he doing in their beloved Dubonnii territory?
Jodocca knew she had been far too careful to let slip the exact region of her tribe. So he could hardly be here to see her. So what was going on? She wondered if he had merely brought fresh troops to man the fort and would be taking others away with him. Yet surely such a high-ranking officer would not do so lowly a job, which could have been handled perfectly well by an ordinary centurion.
Riothamus studied her discreetly. Now what was eating her? It certainly concerned the Romans, yet their appearance could hardly be a surprise when Scapula had so few men at the fort. He turned this over in his mind because, deep down, he carried a torch for the lady. He had never tried to court her because his awe was so great, and until a few months ago she had been married. Although he now lacked her rank he considered himself more than eligible to press a suit but he was unsure how to go about this. The lady was so self-assured and confident, part of him was inclined to hesitation, while the remainder of his self prodded him to act. The trouble was, she was so deep. Even her mother never really knew what she thought. He asked himself a little sourly where did that leave him? He was also highly conscious that he was savagely jealous of any male that went near her.
He flashed her another look. She was in a brown study, frowning slightly as if trying to solve a complicated mathematical equation, totally oblivious to the fact he rode half a length to her rear. Was it something to do with that Roman officer?
Jodocca was not as oblivious to her personal guard as he thought. She had long ago sensed, with sharp female instinct, that Riothamus’s attentions towards her had changed in a subtle, positively irritating manner. Now that he had been promoted to be her personal guard she had a gut feeling it was going to irritate her. He was not her type of man at all. Her instinct also told her that, although he was loyal and incredibly brave, he had a sullen dangerous streak in his make-up. She muttered a curse, scowled and halted. She swung her horse around.
“I am going back,” she stated flatly. “I want that officer to see me and talk to me!”
Riothamus was staggered, and temporarily lost for words. He started to set his jaw in an obstinate line, but Jodocca forestalled him
“Don’t even think of arguing with me, if you want to retain your position!” she snapped. “I have my reasons so back we go and I will speak that officer alone as well.”
“No!” Riothamus managed to get out at last.
“Yes! And if it comes down to it you will find I’m a better fighter than you, because I have more speed!” she said, knowing full well this clinched her position and argument, because no one doubted her word.
Senior Centurion Marcus Gaius, Primus Pilus, First Javelin of the XXth Legion was frustrated enough to make his temper sour and unpredictable. What made him even more furious was that he only had himself to blame, because he had not been as clever as he had thought.
His recall had been so abrupt there had been no time even to send a message. How could he hope to find one nondescript British female among the tribes of this wet island because find her he simply must. He would have no peace of mind until he did.
It was too stupid to the point of being ridiculous that a man in his position, of military seniority and with the mature age of twenty-five years should lose his heart to one wild, untamed, savage female—then he corrected himself. She might be wild—she probably was virtually untameable—but savage she was not. During that remarkable, glorious week, although she said little, what she did come out with were sentences of intelligence, indicating a sound education. He managed a wry grin of personal reproof. If she had been educated by those clever, but hated Druids, then she could well be higher up the intellectual scale than himself.
Dear Zeus! What had come over him? How could accidentally putting his well-shod foot upon hers have produced this internal madness? If anyone knew he would become the butt of the XXth, and, more to the practical point, not do himself much good either.
It was not that Rome objected to liaisons between her troops and native females; indeed, it was discreetly encouraged because the resultant sex kept soldiers even more amenable to Rome’s harsh discipline. For officers though, especially of his status, it could prove another matter. He was privy to much that was top secret and, though he held no love for P Ostorius Scapula, the man did appear to have his wits about him. Certainly, the Senate approved.
He watched the troops while his mind revolved in wild jerks. Every Roman soldier in the vast empire acted in the same way to a specific order. These booted footsloggers, the famous Caligates, were Rome’s backbone. Every Roman fort and camp was laid out in the same, precise pattern, which was common sense. It decreed that a strange soldier in an unknown camp could find his way around in the pitch dark.
The sentries were in position and a foraging party ambled outside the camp’s perimeter for fuel. Other men were busily erecting the usual ditch and bank on top of which would go a stout palisade. Each side would have a gate protected in turn by a detached length of pitch and bank which would run parallel to the main defence.
The latrines would stand just so, the fire would be there. Men would sleep on that spot, weapons would be neatly stacked in this position. Only wonderful Rome could invent such a system.
He moved a step and felt sweat trickle down through his greaves. He had set the men a cracking pace to burn up his anger, and could imagine the curses hurled behind his back. Tough! Do the men good! He sauntered into his tent, prepared for a strip-wash when he heard the century bellow a warning.
Instantly, he heard feet running and knew the camp was putting itself into an alert, defensive position. Now what, he asked himself, as he strode outside? There was still about an hour’s daylight left. He felt the eyes of Centurion Lucius Crassus on him, which he ignored. The man was only just keeping his resentment bottled. He had hoped to command this relief detachment. Yet Marcus knew, quite a good man as he was, he lacked battle experience. It was a situation to watch though. A jealous brother officer could do untold harm if any snide remarks were allowed to drift in specific directions.
“Sir!” And Optio Crispus stood before him, at rigid attention. Marcus felt the first happy warmth entering his heart for a while. Now Crispus was his man without a doubt. He was a tough widower, hard as this island’s climate, a ruthless NCO and highly intelligent. If anyone was officer material it was Crispus and Marcus had vowed to try and elevate him some day. He had been away from Rome for so many long campaigns that he moved and acted with the flavour of many countries and nationalities.
“What is it?”
“Natives have appeared. Just a small group of five. They are on the ridge of that hill, with one of their accursed female warriors in the lead.”
Marcus pushed Jodocca completely from his mind to concentrate upon this new, interesting situation. Was it a trap? He flashed a look around and saw his men were on full alert so this little group, even if they were a bait, would gain nothing.
He eyed their obvious leader. How crazy were these natives to allow such equal status to their women that they fought alongside their men, and they were, it was rumoured, twice as savage. He allowed himself to imagine a picture of a well-fleshed, beautifully dressed and perfumed Roman matron, then shot another look at the mounted female.
She was heavily armed, and, from the way she held her weapons, obviously knew how to use them. She sat her mount with familiar ease yet he could guess how she would stink. What barbarians these people were not to bathe. A vision of Jodocca shot through his mind, and his forehead crinkled a second. It was true, he had arranged for her to experience the baths in the women’s session, yet, even beforehand, she had not reeked like some of the Britons in the market town.
He caught a flash of yellow, and his eyes widened a little. “She wears a golden torque,” he muttered, to his optio. “Someone of rank, but what the devil does she think she’s doing? Five of them against others.”
“I don’t see how it can be a trap, sir,” Crispus said slowly, because the same thought had been his. “Perhaps they are just testing us to see how alert we are—or just baiting us?”
Marcus took a deep breath. “Possibly, but it seems to me she wants something. Oh very well. Never let it be said Rome did not respond to a female’s gesture.”
“You are not riding after her, sir?” Crispus asked, shocked at the very idea.
Marcus turned to him. “I can hardly indulge in a shouting match from here, can I?” he replied mildly. “Get me a horse.”
“You are not going alone, sir. Myself and three others will come with you as escort. That makes the numbers even!”
Marcus did not deign to argue. Crispus was an excellent bodyguard, but, at times, inclined to overdo his mother-hen act. He looked up the slope again, then caught his breath. Surely not? He studied the female’s saddle posture, then she moved a little, tilting her head slightly to one side in a mannerism that had become familiar over those seven days. It was her! He gasped, then struggled to keep an impassive look on his face as Crispus returned with selected men all suitably mounted and leading his best horse.
Marcos was staggered, delighted, but also perplexed. The girl to whom he considered he had lost his heart had appeared in the last place he expected and she was no mere native woman of little consequence. She appeared to hold higher rank and position than himself! He swallowed as he mounted, then trotted forward, mind reeling, heart thundering.
Four horse lengths’ away, he turned and threw a hard look at Crispus who understood but who showed his annoyance with tight lips, though he obeyed. However, a quick glance to right and left told the escort what to do. Weapons were loosened and held ready.
Jodocca missed nothing and she turned to Riothamus. “You will all stay here. I will talk privately,” she ordered coolly. Damn all bodyguards, she thought, then, with a lump in her throat, she walked her horse forward. Shoulder to shoulder, the two mounts stood alone.
“You!” Marcus said in a low voice. “ I can hardly believe my eyes.”
Jodocca struggled to control her emotions. He must see how she felt, which would never do, here and now. “My sentiment also,” she replied, huskily.
“By Jupiter!” and Marcus was just about at a loss for words, as his eyes swept over her. She sat there with such a regal bearing, an amazing contrast to the plainly dressed woman who had walked and ridden with him. Yet it was her! Those attractive features, that power of character, which swept from her like a tidal wave. Those discerning, vividly blue eyes—and he felt choked with what he wanted to say but dare not.
Jodocca drank in his magnificent stance in the saddle. Now fully dressed for fighting, he was even more splendid, and she caught her breath. The dual magnetism flowed between them again; each felt it, yet neither dared to speak with so many ears tuned to catch every word and nuance.
“We must meet!” he hissed urgently. “Can you get away from those bodyguards of yours?”
Jodocca bit her lip. It would be difficult, but not impossible, if she used guile. “What about you and yours?” she prevaricated.
Now, it was his turn to consider the virtually impossible. “Perhaps,” he told her in a low voice.
“Dawn then,” Jodocca whispered. “One of your Roman miles due east of here, through the trees. Follow the track at the top of the hill. There’s an old oak, which was split by lightning, and I will be there tomorrow at dawn.”
“Done!” he snapped as he made up his mind. This was a god-given chance to try and arrange something, although how he would be able to slip away without Crispus breathing down his neck, he had no idea. Then another thought entered his head. Damn it all. He was the officer commanding these relief troops. What the hell was the good of such a position if he could not do what he liked now and again? He would fox Crispus by leaving early, and no century would dare to challenge him.
He leaned towards her again. His mind was working rapidly, while conscious of all eyes upon the pair of them. “ I’ll say you have offered a temporary truce to explain this meeting,” he offered, tongue in cheek.
Jodocca saw through this instantly and smothered a smile, compounded of admiration for his genius and annoyance at such impertinence.
“This time—yes!” she agreed firmly.
He grinned wolfishly at her, his fingers itching to reach out and touch her, and he sensed that only something iron held her back. With feigned indifference, he lifted one arm in a Roman salute, wheeled his horse and turned back towards the camp. Crispus fell in alongside him, eyes narrowed with bewilderment, but too wise to question. One did not do that with any officer, let alone this one.
“A temporary truce, which will make our lives a little easier,” Marcus explained blandly. “It will make a change for the men to go foraging without fighting at the same time.”
Crispus stifled a snort of exasperation. “Pull the other one!” he told himself. Since when had guerrilla tactics bothered foraging Romans? What in Hades was his officer up to? He gave a tiny shake off his head, feeling deep unease in the pit of his stomach.
Lucius Crassus was also bewildered but his stolid features gave nothing away. It was true, temporary truces could often be arranged but here and now? And for what purpose? They were nearly at the fort so what was Gaius up to? Had he been given secret information in London or elsewhere and, if so, from whom? The Senate? Caesar? Had that last short leave been nothing but a put-up a job from start to finish? He writhed internally with jealousy. He hated the fact that secrets were kept from him, an officer and of a wealthy Roman family. In his opinion, he had been hard done by where promotion was concerned.
Riothamus squirmed. His lady had approached that Roman just a little too easily with an assurance that was uncalled for. It was as if she knew him, which was impossible for a loyal, true Dubonnii member. Or was it? He thought back. Why had the lady been so delayed in returning after a simple trading expedition? And riding back without an escort was foolhardy in these times. With pinched nostrils, almost squirming with jealousy, he took a deep breath, wondering whom he could consult, then decided to give more thought to the subject, because there was something here which stank.
Jodocca road back to her village, thinking rapidly as she worked out excuses for such a rapid return. Macha would be delighted, but their Tuath leader was a fat old fool, of no consequence in Jodocca’s mind. The elders were rather trusting, where she was concerned, yet her reason had to be plausible, and she brightened as the solution hit her.
She was now going to see her distant cousin Caratacus and she had not seen Lud for a while. That was perfectly acceptable to everyone, though she could feel the hard glare from her chief bodyguard, his eyes boring into her shoulders. Was he going to become a nuisance, she asked herself soberly? If so, it would be better to get rid of him now but who else was there with his vast experience? It flashed through her mind that if Riothamus had started to feel jealousy whenever she eyed any male, he could even be dangerous. Then she shrugged; this was a problem she must shelve for the time being.
It was all easier than she had envisaged. She stayed the night in the guest hut, making a thin excuse to her mother who, though delighted to see her back, also gave her a penetrating stare, but mercifully refrained from questions.
Jodocca left a docile mare on the fringe of her village and, hardly sleeping from pent-up excitement, moved silently through the night after just a brief explanatory word with a somewhat sleepy sentry. The roaming hounds sniffed her curiously, surprised at her early appearance but, apart from a few questioning whines, they did not bark. She slipped away like a wraith, riding at a sober walk until clear of her people. With expert knowledge of the area, she then increased the pace, heart thundering with delicious expectation.
She slowed to a walk as the damaged tree appeared, outlined starkly against a sky that already showed a few pink tinges in the east. She studied the area, weapons at the ready, then spotted his horse. He stepped forward, from where he had been leaning against a tree trunk and held her horse as she slid down. Carefully he fastened both animals together, then turned, warmth filling his eyes.
“We did it!” he gloated and opened his arms wide.
Without thought or hesitation Jodocca flung herself against him. She felt powerful muscles encase her in a bear hug and marvelled at his power, then her head was tipped back, and his lips fastened on hers with hunger. She felt almost overpowered by his virility and, even through his defensive leather, she felt a huge rock-hard penis, and instantly she flooded between her legs.
Finally, gasping for breath, she eased herself away, and stood with her head on his chest listening to the drumming of his heart while he stroked her hair. She closed her eyes, savouring his scent, wondering at the trembles in her thighs, then he gave a sigh, pushed her back and, leaning against a tree, studied her.
“Do you realise you have turned my life upside down?” he asked her, but paused for another kiss before he continued: “I’m head over heels in love with you, you fighting Briton!”
Jodocca felt ridiculous tears fill her eyes. When had she last wept? She felt her shoulders sag, marvelling at this rawness of being enfolded and protected. It was strange, unknown, but not at all unpleasant.
He let his hands explore her figure. The Britons never wore body armour, so his hands had free play over full, ripe breasts, a slender waist and lovely round buttocks.
“I could take you here and now,” he hissed in her ear, his voice hopeful.
Jodocca chuckled. She knew she would respond if he did. This man’s mesmeric power left her defenceless.
“And I wish I could stay long enough,” she told him sadly. “It’s difficult being guarded all the time,” she ended ruefully.
He nodded. “I have the same problem. When I do ride back, my senior NCO will no doubt play hell with me as far as rank allows. What are we going to do?” he asked wistfully. “I want you as my wife. Will you marry me?”
Jodocca hesitated now as her heart and head battled. “There is nothing I’d like more,” she admitted, “but we are on opposite sides,” she reminded him. “What chance is there for us?”
“Other Britons have married or cohabited with Romans,” he said quickly, anxious to breach her defences further.
Jodocca had to be honest. “I could never be a Roman matron,” she told him flatly. “I’m used to being free, doing as I like, and this is my land, my people.”
“Oh Jodocca!” he groaned. “Why don’t you tribes realise Rome is here to stay, and what harm do we do? We have brought nothing but good with us for those tribes who co-operate. We have brought roads, sanitation, paths, central heating, education—”
“Oh no!” she interrupted. “Not the last. Our Druids are the wisest, cleverest men in the world. Their knowledge goes back to before Rome existed. Those educated by the Druids consider themselves very fortunate. And I was one,” she said, finishing in fluent Latin.
He was startled, and suddenly uneasy. “There is an edict against all the Druids,” he told her. “I myself have no time for them because they agitate the tribes—”
“Why not?” she challenged, a bite in her voice. “This is our land. It is our country. We were all quite happy until you invaded. You’ll never conquer all of us, and I predict there will be uprisings and one day the Romans will be driven from our shores!”
They drew apart, though still held hands. “Don’t we have a chance then? Me and you? Is that what you are saying?” he asked sadly.
Jodocca sighed heavily. “Would you turn traitor to Rome?” she asked him gently. “You asked me to do that to my people!”
“No I don’t!” He hastened to explain. “We could go somewhere else. An officer like me finds it easier to leave military service than do rankers. Anyhow, I’ve done my share for Rome. I could become a civilian here in Britain. I’m not exactly poor. We could go—” and his mind hunted frantically, “—south—anywhere, you pick. I’ll build as a superb villa, lay in the best hyper cast for hot water that you have ever seen. We could get to explore each other’s culture, then we could engage in the arts. And I would pick somewhere with a theatre or an arena. If you wanted we could travel but our home will be here. Surely you too can resign your position?”
Jodocca knew she could. Perhaps even more easily than him, but how could she then live with a conscience? Had he thought of that? Sadly, she shook her head, her womanly instincts more practical than his.
“It would not work,” she told him sorrowfully. “I think we’d both end up looking over our shoulders, remembering, and both regretting. Perhaps one day life will change,” she ended hopefully, like a child wanting a gift.
He knew that this was more than possible. It was downright likely and not as she envisaged. “Come with me!” he urged. “Leave your people. Make your own life with me!”
Jodocca hesitated again, torn painfully. She could leave, she knew that but she felt he was stampeding her and she had promised, on her precious oath, to report direct to Caratacus. “Ask me again before winter sets in,” she prevaricated. “Come to my village by which time I will have had ample time to think things through. You should do the same as well,” she ended wisely.
He saw that it was almost full daylight. He must leave soon, or there would be hell to pay because of his absence, which could easily play into the itching hands of Lucius Crassus. He wondered if he was going to be sent back to Gloucester with the relief troops; then let Crassus find out what real command was like under bad-tempered Scapula!
“All right,” he agreed reluctantly. “At your home,” he confirmed, not adding that, by then, most of Britain, and certainly her own tribal land, would be under Roman rule. He felt sick at this—how would she react? Would love turn to hatred?
Jodocca felt a little uplift to her heart. If all went well—and why shouldn’t it?—Caratacus would have planned properly, and the Romans would be beaten, and it would simply be a case of driving them back over the sea. When she had done her duty to her cousin she would be morally free to plan and live her own life. Her heart filled with sudden warmth, as she smiled up at him.
“Now we had better go and put our respective bodyguards out of their misery,” he grinned, almost like a little boy, “though I expect we are both going to be verbally disciplined for it. Rank may have privileges, but it also creates problems.”
“I agree with that!” she said and, standing on tiptoes, kissed him with lips filled with hopeful promise.
Platon lowered his head and muttered to himself in anger. He knew he was very near the pitch of revolt, yet something stilled his hand. Certainly, he had had more than enough of being in a legion, any legion at any time. During the past few weeks he had found himself in constant trouble through what Optio Crispus described as dumb insubordination. Of course, that arrogant showman swine Optio Marius would have to concur. Thank Jupiter that, at least, he was a full legionnaire and not an auxiliary like Marius who, as German-born, did not qualify. Platon was Rome-born but a soldier’s life had palled.
It was true, no one awaited Platon’s return to Rome, and life in the legion was secure but as a low ranker, with no foreseeable promotion, his money was limited to 150 denarii a year.
Like many other men of his grade he came from a poor family and the secure profession of a soldier had appeared to offer a fine life. Upon retirement, there was the good bait of an award of land or cash. Marius would also be able to claim Roman citizenship, even though an auxiliary, provided he stayed the course.
In exchange, though, a man had to sign away twenty-five years of his life, because only officers qualified for short-term engagements.
Quite suddenly, Platon’s heart squeezed with misery as he looked down endless years with optios like Crispus and Marius forever breathing down his neck. Yet, what could he do? It was a problem that had commenced as a tiny niggle, but during the past week had grown to a mighty tree of resentment.
Now the latest gossip was that they might be relieved temporarily, which would mean another forced march back to Gloucester and, if they were lucky, a few days to sample the fleshpots and then be posted where?
The trouble was that Marius had taken a dislike to him, and Crispus did nothing to intervene. The German was a big man, coarse, crude, and with a vicious streak of natural cruelty in his makeup. Platon had no redress because to turn on someone of higher rank would be fatal. It was simply because Marius was jealous of a man below him in rank but who had natural Roman citizenship because of his birthplace.
Platon polished the metal parts of his shield and threw a look around at the companions of his maniple. They were content, almost happy, and certainly spoiling for a fight with the British. Rudis, Eldon and Platon had been together from the start of their training but Platon was aware he had grown apart from them. Rudis was a joker with shallow thinking while Eldon was more than happy to have every hour organised for him by the optios, with no wit to look into the future.
This morning he was supposed to be paid but Platon had calculated there would be little due to him. It was not worth joining the queue, with all the fines the Optio had exacted, to say nothing of constant latrine duties. Those men who valued their money would deposit it, while the feckless ones would get involved in gambling games.
What also stuck in his throat was the fact all soldiers had to buy their own food from the commissary supplied by Rome. He had worked out that this took a third of a man’s pay and though this still left a good sum it was not enough when fines had to be paid and equipment replenished if lost or damaged.
Those without enough money for food would be forced to take out loans and pay interest. It was all right for the cavalry who received 200 denarii a year while the really crack troops earned 300.
He forced his mind back to practicalities and knew he had to make a final decision, because he was sick of Rome, and this life. If he failed in an attempt to run away and was caught he would have to suffer a very unpleasant death, but suddenly he did not care. Platon gave a grunt and slipped a pair of lightweight, smooth-soled British shoes under his tunic. Roman boots were solid and substantial, but very easy to track and he blessed the foresight that had prodded him to buy these shoes at Gloucester from a hard-up Briton. Wearing them, he would be difficult if not impossible to track and he knew he was ready. To bolt, to run and desert was Rome’s most heinous crime, but he was desperate to try and make a fresh life or die in the process. Rome could go to hell.
Crispus appeared from nowhere and Platon started. “You, you and you!” he barked and pointed. “Get out there, forage for wood for the fires. Well, come on then! Jump to it!”
Platon realised he would never have a better opportunity, and he sprang into action. With the others he raced around and grabbed his weapons, and a small phalanx of them trotted away from the camp, with two others on their flanks as guards.
Platon’s heart hammered as Eldon waved with his hand for them to spread out to gather dead timber but they would still have to keep within close distance of their flank guards. He saw Rudi was nearest, and when he saw a likely clump of bushes he nodded towards it. “Have to crap!” he said bluntly, and Rudi threw him a nod of understanding.
Platon trotted forward, and behind the bushes he acted fast. He hastily pulled off the heavy marching boots and slipped the lightweight British shoes on his feet. Then he took a deep breath and with his shorter pilum, in his hand, dagger on one side of his belt and javelin attached to the other, he looked around swiftly.
Right away, he spotted an animal track, stepped silently onto it, threw one more quick glance to his rear and bolted in a steady lope. It was a mile-consuming gait which he knew he could keep up for hours. As he ran he calculated. He headed east by north, which would do for the time being to get him away from the fort’s jurisdiction.
Soon he was sweating, but he breathed easily and as one trail ended he stepped onto another, which headed in his selected direction. He had no food with him, which was a bad debit point but he could hunt for small game and eat the meat raw. Lighting a fire would be very foolish. If the Romans did not find him the British would and meeting them just yet was not desirable. He had to pick the time and place and just hope that his prowess as a trained soldier would appeal to them. His gamble was that once he had proved himself they would adopt him as a Briton. If they did not, they might just as well kill him.
By dusk, he guessed he was many Roman miles away and slowed to a walk. His hardened legs were not tired, but his belly was empty. There was no game around, it had vanished for the night and he wondered where he might hole up. Sleep was vital. A cave would be handy, but one seemed unlikely in this terrain. He strolled into a small clearing and, overhead, he could just make out a new moon, where the leaves did not quite meet. Somewhere to one side, a stream tinkled and on the left he saw the ground was more elevated.
Abruptly, he braked. His senses screamed a warning and instantly he went on to battle alert as the skin at the nape of his neck crinkled. His sharp eyes spotted the other first, and he lifted a weapon in readiness but slowly lowered it.
The ancient was taken by total surprise, and he stood stiffly, knees bent with age. He had a spear, a tiny flimsy thing, which a child would have used and bravely he hefted it in warning.
Platon was amused and lowered his weapon completely. He had only a few words of one British tribal tongue, so he used the universal gesture of placing his weapons aside and opening both hands, palms forward in peace.
The ancient gave a low call, and to Platon’s surprise another equally old man appeared and this time he caught his breath. The newcomer was incredibly old with a wizened face, bowed shoulders and stringy thin hair above a face criss-crossed with many age lines. He wore a dirty robe and Platon knew instantly he was a Druid. The other would be his guard and servant. Some guard, Platon mused to himself. A child of five could do better.
He gave a shake of his head and regarded the Druid thoughtfully. A pair of deep grey eyes returned the compliment when suddenly, almost without knowing what he was doing, Platon, ducked his head in a polite bow of respect to age, wisdom and seniority.
The Druid smiled gently, warmth flooding his eyes as he studied the dishevelled Roman and instantly knew his story. He gave the tiniest shake of his head. This man was either brave, a fool or desperate. He knew only too well the harshness and the incredible cruelty of Roman discipline. However, he was not wanted here, which was a holy spot. The Druid lifted his right hand and pointed ahead at an angle.
Platon understood. He threw a small smile of thanks and broke into a trot once more, running easily in the very last traces of evening light. Within seconds he had vanished, and shortly afterwards, the sound of his passage had gone too.
“Well!” Osa said. “He gave me a shock, appearing like that!”
Lud grinned. “You are nearly as old as me. So what do you expect?”
Osa growled something under his breath, and Lud chuckled. Osa was having one of his irritable days, which meant he was suffering from the joint ills in his knees. He always became tetchy on such days, but what could they expect at their ages?
“I’m going back inside,” Lud said, knowing perfectly well that Osa in a bad temper would ignore this. “I am expecting another visitor, and”—he paused, tipped his head to one side, with one hand behind an ear—“there’s a noise coming towards us, and that will be…” His voice died away with pleasurable expectation.
When Jodocca and Riothamus rode into the tiny clearing only Osa was visible, rubbing one of his knees, his toy spear lying carelessly on the earth.
Riothamus shook his head. These two were not fit to be let loose anywhere and, to be wandering among the tribes alone, they were mad. They should have at least a guard of two fine young men, but he knew better than to suggest anything. Besides, he could not be bothered. His mind was fully occupied with his own thoughts and problems, which he knew would require considerable cogitation before action.
Jodocca grasped Osa’s hands and beamed at him, noting the pain lines in his face, and understanding. She bent forward and pecked a kiss on one gnarled cheek. Thence she was both amazed and amused to see the old man flush, grunt and jerk his head aside.
She grinned to herself. Who would have thought it possible to embarrass Osa? She walked up the path to where a tiny hut was partially concealed and halted outside.
“Lud?” she called in a low voice. It was better not to go in unannounced because Lud was still perfectly capable of driving a knife between an intruder’s ribs.
“Come!”
She stepped past a crude hanging curtain, which deflected the glow of a little fire. The Druid sat on a stool, toasting his toes by the fire; he smiled as she approached, sank down gracefully and bowed her head with respect.
“It took you long enough to come!” Lud grumbled at her. “What have you been up to?”
Jodocca took a deep breath, then related the events of the past few weeks, though she suspected very little might be new, because Lud’s system of acquiring information was one developed through all the tribes—it would have staggered and horrified the Romans if they had known. News at the far end of the land could swiftly reach a northern tribe, passing from mouth to mouth, vouched as coming from a very respected Druid.
He listened to her in silence and studied her carefully, then, when she had finished, he eyed her thoughtfully. Under his sharp scrutiny Jodocca knew she had turned scarlet, and she broke eye contact first.
“Why haven’t you told me all?” Lud asked gently. “Am I no longer worthy of your confidence?” he chided.
Jodocca met his gaze, then shook her head. “I’m in awful trouble, Lud.”
“I know,” he said simply. “It shows in your mannerisms. I think you are in love with a man your mother and the others would consider totally unsuitable!”
Jodocca no longer hesitated. “I am. He is and he’s a Roman—an officer and he wants me to leave my people!”
“Can you?” he asked seriously. She was his great favourite for reasons that she did not know. It crossed his mind that this might be an appropriate time to do his share of the talking. He suspected he did not have much longer to go.
Jodocca, thought, then answered honestly. “Not yet,” she admitted. “First I have my sworn duty to report to Caratacus, and to fight by his side. After that, if I live—who knows?”
Lud considered. “What does he offer you in exchange for giving up your tribe?”
She told him all, omitting neither word nor gesture. He thought it an excellent offer, bearing in mind the knowledge he held and the future which he sensed.
“What shall I do, Lud?”
He shook his head. He could have told her, but refused. There were times when a person had to follow his own destiny alone. No matter what the decisions were they could not be shared. Advice was not always wise. “You decide that alone,” he told her flatly, “but, whatever you do decide, think wisely. Do not do something you will regret in later life when you are old, alone and crippled with aches and pains. When age comes, it is nice to share it with another,” he replied meaningfully.
Jodocca pricked up her ears. Now what was that supposed to mean? The trouble with Lud, like all true Druids, was his inclination to answer in riddles. A meaning had to be hunted for and often there were two possible interpretations, each in an opposing direction.
“I will tell you that life is changing,” Lud told her heavily. “Whether it is for better or worse is questionable. I will tell you something, though,” and he pointed. His right foot moved in some dust and outlined a crude fish. “If anyone crosses your path, setting great store upon this sign, pay attention.”
“A fish?” she murmured, completely mystified.
“It is a new religion,” Lud explained, “ because Druidism is dying out.”
“No!”
Lud shrugged. “Nothing lasts forever. Life moves on, it’s progress. This is but the natural order of things. I doubt you’ll ever see me again.”
She was deeply shocked, and tears instantly prickled in her eyes. She opened her mouth to speak, but no words came.
“You think about what I’ve said,” Lud insisted. “Many years ago, when I was young and lusty, I fancied a girl. Oh! She was a rare beauty but I was already committed to the Druids. And I chose them instead of her, though I had some lovely and lively times with her before I vanished for training.” He paused, thinking back down a long line of years, while she sat opposite, mesmerised by this new story.
“What happened?” she whispered, enchanted at seeing a new side to this ancient whom she loved dearly.
“She had a baby. My baby. She had married another, but I knew the child was mine, and, ever since, I have kept a discreet eye on the females of that family.”
“You should have married her instead,” Jodocca rebuked softly.
Lud chuckled to himself. “Any idea who that baby girl was?”
Jodocca frowned. “How on earth could I?”
Lud laughed at her then, finally amused. “They called her Macha!”
Jodocca stared at him, totally speechless with shock as she understood at last. “My mother!” she gasped. “So you are my grandfather!” she cried with delight. “That explains why I’ve always felt such empathy and love for you!”
She jumped up and flung herself against him, revelling as his thin arms clasped her, and she leant back and gently stroked his withered cheek. Her heart was swollen with joy as tears flowed freely. “I wish I had known before!”
“It was never easy to tell you. Nor the other way, for you to learn from your mother. Anyhow, I swore her to silence years ago!”
“Oh, Grandfather, all those wasted years!” she groaned, then a thought struck her. “Are you telling me to go with the Roman?”
He shook his head, sadness showing in his bleary eyes where cataracts could be seen. “Before you can make any decision about this Roman, I have to tell you that you will experience sadness, grief and terrible danger. If you survive all these in one piece then will come the time to make the decision concerning the rest of your life. Remember, child, you are well bred. Your father was a mighty warrior. You have it in you to rise above that which would decimate others. And only you, in the end, can make the choice—no one else, and that includes me!”
“I don’t understand you,” she told him miserably. It would be very dark outside now, and high time to return to the vill and then it would be her duty to ride off north. She took a deep breath and flashed a wan smile. She would think about it all later. Much later. “And you?”
“We leave with the dawn, we will head to the next holy grove. There are other tribes to visit. I must spread news of the Romans while I am able.”
“You should have an escort!” she protested. “There are so many more Romans at the fort.”
Lud snorted. “Don’t teach me to suck eggs, Granddaughter. I was dodging enemies before you were born,” he snapped with some asperity. “Only us tribal people know all the holy groves. The Romans have no idea! Now get yourself off, get back to your vill; your mother will be deeply concerned—and try to stop arguing with her so much. When all is said and done, my daughter means well!” and he grinned mischievously at her.
Jodocca knew a dismissal when she heard one and she stood reluctantly. Riothamus would be like a bear with a sore head, riding through the dark. Again it flashed through her mind she should replace him, then she pushed that thought to one side. There was not really time to chop and change personal bodyguards now. She hugged the old man once more and was thoughtful as she rode back to her vill.
The next morning she told her mother everything, her voice low and sad while Macha listened thoughtfully. “I wish I had known before,” she said slowly.
Her mother understood and nodded sagely as well as sadly. “I too wished you had known, but there was nothing I could do. I was sworn to secrecy by Lud. So when do you leave for the north?”
“In another twenty-four hours. We shall pass the holy glade so I shall make a short detour just to make sure Grandfather got on his way safely,” she explained to her mother who nodded with approval.
“I think you had better take Verica with you. She’s been lost since her man Heg died from the belly illness, and Kei is all she has left now of that marriage. She has to get another husband, and it will be better if the tribe has some fresh blood. Kei is thirteen and adult. Take them both with you,” she suggested.
Jodocca was not sure of this and hesitated. Macha did not. “You have a duty there. When your father was alive and the chief he always looked after the widows and Verica is an excellent chariot driver though a rotten horsewoman. Kei would make a first-class scout too. That boy has nothing to learn about the wild.”
Jodocca groaned. “I don’t care for Verica. She’s such a wishy-washy person,” she grumbled.
Macha had no mercy. “All the more reason for you to develop her then,” she snapped. “Don’t tell me two more pairs of eyes won’t be useful when moving through strange territory. Remember, you have to get through Gloucester and the Romans are very strong there. If you make a slightly larger group, you can easily pass yourself off as a horse traders,” she suggested cunningly.
Jodocca eyed her mother with narrowed eyes. “What is behind all this?” She paused. “Come on, Mother. You do nothing without a reason,” she challenged.
Macha tossed her head. “Well, if you must know that potbellied old fool, Vercingetorix, has become too idle to run the tuath and the elders have kicked him out. He went yesterday. All in a huff, and hurt pride, the waddling all fool!”
“Where has he gone?”
Macha let out a snort. “To join the vicus at Gloucester, so be very careful when you go through there. I don’t trust him at all. He will do anything for Roman denarii, but they are not fools either. They will soon see through him and treat him accordingly. Be sure, though, he will tittle-tattle to try and curry favour with the Romans so from now on treat Gloucester as a very dangerous place. And this is why you need extra eyes.”
Jodocca nodded thoughtfully. Macha was quite correct. Extra eyes, and especially young ones, would be invaluable, and, after all, she did not really have to associate with Verica. She could always hold herself aloof, by virtue of rank and general position. “Very well,” she agreed. “We will all leave in the morning, ride gently, check that Grandfather got away all right, circumnavigate Gloucester, if necessary, and then up to Caratacus.”
Marcus was torn. His report to Scapula had been satisfactory, though what exactly had been in the sealed document he had passed over had not been immediately apparent. What had shocked him, though, was Scapula’s condition and temper. The man seemed ill, almost on the point of a physical breakdown, which boded bad for Rome. Who else was there on this island to take the governor’s place if Scapula died suddenly? Then he had dismissed this thought. It was not his problem.
He had been given his orders: a rather surprising second, roving commission to take relief men back to Gloucester, and then to head north with an escort. Obviously, the war was going to be taken into the homeland of Caratacus. Naturally, he would take Crispus with him. When quite alone they had a good degree of camaraderie, which was strictly forbidden for the sake of discipline when others were around. He did pause to wonder, though, just how much it would be prudent to confide in Crispus. What would be his reaction if he knew his senior officer was wildly in love with a Briton?
His thoughts returned to Jodocca. He wanted to see her again quite desperately, especially now he was going to be away from this area for what could be a long period. Where was she now? What was she doing? Was she thinking of him? He gritted his teeth with frustration, then made his mind switch to practicalities.
He would march the relief men back to Gloucester, but the pace would have to be slow. There were some men in this contingent who would have to be retired through injury so instead of doing a very rapid forced march they would need to camp en route.
Yesterday, he had ridden out with the forage party for exercise, though mostly in the wild hope he might see her again. In that he had been disappointed, so he had made another practical decision. Before he left he would visit her vill and explore. It would be a legitimate exercise to weigh up the fighting men available in this region, the condition of their horses, the state of any weapons that they may have, and generally poke and prod into their affairs. He would be hated, of course, and that worried him not one iota just as long as he could see her again.
Crispus marched up, eyebrows elevated in a silent question. He felt uncomfortable because there was something going on with his officer, which he could not understand.
“I intend to visit that nearby British settlement and have a general snoop around,” Marcus told him. “An edict went out a little while ago that Britons can only have weapons for hunting. War weapons are banned though I expect they’ve been hidden somewhere handy.”
Crispus looked him straight in the eyes and wondered yet again. That sounded like the best excuse he had heard for a long time, because such senior officers did not waste their time with those matters that could be dealt with quite adequately by lower ranks. He made a firm decision that when they were finally alone and heading northwards he was going to ask some pointed question, even if they did produce a tongue lashing.
Marcus read his mind. The ride north was going to be lively and interesting. “Come on! Let’s go and stir up that British vill—we might even find a hornet’s nest!” He grinned wolfishly.
Crispus bellowed a few terse orders, while a dozen men collected horses and weapons. Marcus’s attention was attracted by a soldier, who stood nearby at rigid attention as one with nothing specific to do. He saw wistfulness in the man’s eyes.
“Who are you?” he snapped.
The soldier was shocked. Since when had an officer last spoken to him? He could not remember because he was too insignificant. “Signifier Sellus, sir!” he replied quickly, and waited with apprehension.
Marcus ran his eyes over him. He was in his late thirties, quite a nondescript, just another ranking soldier, and he held himself very stiffly as if favouring one side.
“What’s wrong with you?” Marcus wanted to know.
“Shoulder wound, sir! It never healed properly, so I’ve put in for an honourable discharge.”
“Are you Roman?”
“I am, sir!” Sellus replied proudly—not that it had ever done any good. He was just another lonely man from a very poor family, who had jumped at the chance to have a secure life as a soldier.
“Going back to Rome, then?” Marcus asked quietly.
Sellus shook his head firmly. “Nothing to go back for, sir,” he explained. “Anyhow, I’ve been here so long. I like this island, even the weather!” he dared to joke.
“Do you have a woman?” Marcus was interested, and he knew such a conversation was excellent for boosting morale. Too many officers made the mistake of ignoring the rankers; simply using them as javelin fodder while such men had always interested him.
“Not one I’d shack up with permanently, sir!”
Marcus grinned at him. “Then you can come with me now, and cast your eyes upon the local talent,” he offered, eyes twinkling. “You might find someone worth pursuing if you don’t mind her being British!”
“Yes, sir!” Sellus cried, and beamed his delight.
Marcus felt the eyes of Crispus upon him and his optio nodded approvingly. Apart from his genuine feeling for the rankers, Marcus knew there was more to it than met the eye. Rome thoroughly approved of retiring soldiers settling in foreign lands. These men always made an excellent reserve and should trouble lift its ugly head what better men were available than those who had been trained by Rome? He would get a decent land grant and a pay-off fee quite enough to spend the remainder of his days in Britain.
Sellus appeared in seconds, mounted, armed and grinning from ear to ear. This was quite splendid! A chance to get far away from the fort for a while, and his fellow soldiers. In his spare time he had devoted himself to playing Twelve Lines or War Game Soldiers at which he was something of an expert. He had his own board, with the necessary eight rows of eight squares and a splendid set of fifteen pieces, which he had painstakingly carved himself. A man could not play this game all the time though and he was wise enough to realise that when discharged he might be very lonely indeed. Besides, it would be nice to have regular sex without paying over the odds for it with whores—when you could even get near them.
For months he had had a dream. He had always been thrifty with his money, rarely gambling it away and anticipating the grant and the land which would be his, he had had the temerity to draw up plans for a little villa. It would not be large, but it would have a heated floor, so there would be plenty of hot water for baths. But without a female companion…?
He had attended a slave market when in Gloucester and eyed the women on offer, but they were either too subdued, too sullen or too treacherous. And Sellus did not want a slave when it came to the crunch. He wanted a proper wife and this officer’s offer was most providential.
He knew a lot more than many other men about the area because he had always paid attention, listened to all the gossip without joining in and picked up some words of the local tribal tongue. He knew all about the locals as well. He also knew a useless chief had been thrown out to live at Gloucester in the vicus which fringed the Roman fort. He also knew a tough woman named Jodocca had her home there and she had a widowed mother, someone of his own age group.
Although Sellus knew he was no oil painting, he was as tall as the next man, well muscled with a rough, weather-beaten and rather craggy face. He still had thick dark hair, long flattened from constant helmet wearing and he considered he had worn rather well. Could he be lucky enough to find a woman who agreed? The most likely candidate appeared to be the new chief, the woman called Macha, so with palpitations of hope he followed his officer as they rode off.
It was good land, Sellus noted. A man could do a lot worse than settle in this region as long this Dubonnii tribe were pacified and he knew that would be soon. Who could stand up to Rome’s power? With pleasurable expectation, he entered the vill, dismounted and plodded around, following orders in looking for forbidden war weapons
Marcus sat his horse as befitted his rank and studied the area. What a poverty-stricken hole was his first thought. After affluent Roman villas, these rudely constructed huts were quite pathetic. How was it that people who lived like savages could be such awesome foes? No wonder they stank when he met them at markets, because there was not a bath house in sight.
Yet this was her home! From here she had sprung, and he looked at the sullen Britons with renewed vigour. They were angry at the Romans’ arrival. and, though they dared not do anything against such heavily armoured troops, they showed their fury with a sullenness that was dangerous.
He carefully looked around as his men entered the huts searching for weapons, which could be used in time of war. They would not find any, of course. These Britons were far too fly to have anything but hunting weapons here. Somewhere, though, they would have a cache and Marcus knew it would be so hidden it would be beyond their ability to find them. This venture was nothing more than a gesture to remind these people to keep their place. Don’t lie to yourself, he argued honestly, you have come snooping, hoping to find her here. Although his men bustled about, doing perhaps just a little more pushing and shoving than was strictly necessary, they did not appear to protest.
There were some young men here, though, Marcus observed. There were quite a few children, and how healthy and fit they looked, despite these barbaric living conditions, but they were not many. Disease was obviously a killer, which was no great surprise, considering all this filth. Even their latrine area was not properly attended to; he could smell it from where he sat.
Their domestic cattle were few in number, which meant they slaughtered in the autumn, because they had no way to preserve carcasses. Hadn’t they heard of smoke and salt? The remaining breeding stock were of reasonable quality, which point caught his eye.
The small group of elders huddled to one side. They showed no fear, and their outrage was contained. At any moment he knew someone would come storming over to protest at his intrusion. Then he heard a short screech and a very loud smack. Suddenly one of his men came hurtling backwards from a hut followed by a furious female. He jumped forward and, before his men could do anything, she let fly again with a powerful right hand. It caught the trooper flesh on his right cheek with sufficient power to bowl him on his backside.
Marcus smothered a grin as the soldier stumbled to his feet, red-faced with embarrassment and humiliation, caught his officer’s eye and backed away to stumble elsewhere.
Marcus turned his attention to the woman and was stunned with shock. She glowered up at him, her eyes blazing with rage, fair hair whipping with temper, her large, very ample breasts shaking as she prepared to frame words to hurl up at him.
He gasped, his jaw dropping with shock. This was how Jodocca would be in twenty years time, and he continued to stare with amazement.
“Take your time in having your fill, Roman!” Macha spat up at him.
He blinked, still speechless, as his mind revolved. So Jodocca could not be here, but surely she was not far away?
“What’s your name, woman?”
She drew herself up proudly. “I am Macha, head of this vill and who in Hades do you think you arrogant Romans are to come in here stamping through our homes, and then having the nerve to steal the oat cakes I had just baked!”
So that was it, Marcus thought, and he could not help but grin. “Were they good ones?”
The question flat-footed Macha, as he had intended. “None of your business!”
“I’d like one!” he asked softly, turning on his well practised little-boy-lost look.
“Get stuffed!” Macha spat at him.
“Please!” he insisted nicely.
Macha did not know what to do. They were the centre of everyone’s eyes, and especially those of the elders. The Roman soldiers had gathered nearby, another officer amused and absorbed by this side play.
“I’ll pay!” Marcus hastened to add.
“I would put poison in them first!” Macha retorted.
“Well, in that case Rome would lose a good officer,” he drawled, intent on flat-footing her all the time. He slowly dismounted, aware that Crispus frowned at this and wondered whether his officer had gone stark raving mad.
Marcus threw the woman a pert, challenging look and stepped into her hut. Macha seethed with anger at this Roman. She was upset because Jodocca had left at last, and she had no one really to talk to. With her temper at high pitch she stormed after him.
“I meant what I said,” Marcus told her, and jingled some coins. By all the gods, he thought, the inside was even more primitive. There were a few basic pieces of furniture, carved from wood in the form of rather crude stools. One small bench, two truckle-type beds, and that was all. No other furnishings, no insulation against the cold and a miserable cooking fire. There was not one object classed as aesthetic. Yet this could not mean Britons lacked the culture, because the artwork in their torques was superb.
Macha snatched two oatcakes, thrust them at him and ignored his money. “What’s your game, Roman?”
Marcus bit into the cake. Why, it was delicious! And to think it was made on this primitive fire. He marvelled and took his time eating, then licked up each finger crumb before he answered. He had already decided to take the bull by the horns.
“I am in love with your daughter, Jodocca!” he told her in a low voice.
Now it was Macha’s turn to be shocked. Her eyes opened wide as she studied him. They went from head to toe and slowly travelled back again, and she gave the tiniest nod to herself. No wonder her daughter had been so smitten. This one was all man—but he was still Roman. Yet, trying to be fair, she could not think of another Briton with the same superb physical presence and intelligent power of mind. If Jodocca did marry for a second time, this was the kind of man for her. He would control her, firmly yet fairly, and she would respect him. As he stared down at her she felt mesmerised by his powerful personality, and she was more impressed than she knew she dared show.
“So?” she grunted in reply, her thoughts spinning in all directions.
“I want her as my wife,” Marcus continued implacably, “but she won’t say yes and she won’t say no! You are her mother, what should I do?” he asked reasonably and hopefully.
Macha half turned away, then looked back and up at him again. “Don’t ask me,” she said wryly. “I’m just her mother. Jodocca does what she wants, when she wants, and devil take the hindermost.”
Marcus nodded half to himself. “No influence anywhere?”
Macha shook her head sadly. “Only one old man, her grandfather might have had influence, but he’s not around now.”
“She’s not here, so where is she?”
Macha stiffened. “I don’t know and if I did I would not tell you, Roman!”
Marcus believed her, and he nodded to himself. “So I’ll just have to be patient and wait!”
Macha frowned. “Wait?”
“Until just before winter—she said she would give me her answer then,” Marcus explained, and he saw Jodocca’s mother was surprised.
“What do they call you and what is your rank?” Macha wanted to know, curious.
Marcus told her quite frankly, only holding back sensitive and secret information. There was something about the woman he liked, and not just because she was Jodocca’s mother. She was a fine and well made female, with withheld energy and dynamic power. A second thought entered his head. He rolled it around in his mind for a few seconds and grinned. Perfect!
“What’s so funny now?” Macha demanded to know, sensing the change of mood.
“I’ll leave you now,” Marcus told her. “I shall be away for a bit,” he said smoothly, “but I’ll be back at the agreed time for your daughter’s answer, here at this vill.” He turned and stepped back, lightly catching her arm. “Stay inside, will you?” he asked mischievously. “There is someone outside who wants to meet you.”
Macha scowled. What was his game now? “Don’t play pranks on me, Roman!” she spat at him. “I know exactly who is out there and why!”
“Not this time you don’t!” He chuckled and strode from her hut, leaving her deeply puzzled.
Outside, the men were all attention, and Marcus spotted Sellus, then beckoned him over.
“Sir?”
Marcus moved nearer, so his words could not be overheard. “Inside that hut is a fine, upstanding woman but she has one hell of a temper. She might just be what you’re looking for!” he hinted as his eyes twinkled.
Sellus studied him. Surely this officer would not jest? Marcus realised his predicament. “I mean it. If you intend to take your discharge in the area this is indeed a good place and that woman in there is your age group and as tough as nails. I’ll tell you something else. I bet she’d be good in bed as well! Over to you, soldier!” he grinned. “Return at your leisure!” he said in a loud voice, and frowned a warning at Crispus.
Grinning wildly, Marcus vaulted onto his horse and edged over to Crispus. “I’ll explain later! Venus is hovering in his heart though I think that the soldier’s rites of passage might get a bit rocky at times!”
Sellus eyed the hut again without hesitation or preamble, then strode inside as it was his right. Macha jumped. She had been lost in a brown study at the realisation and knowledge of who the officer was. Jodocca had chosen well this time. Yet, how could she hope to have a life with him? It was not just the cultural and political clash, it was the impracticability of the situation in general. She never heard Sellus enter, and in took her a few seconds to realise she was no longer alone.
“Who are you? What do you think you’re doing here? This is my private home! Get out, Roman!” she snarled at Sellus.
He ignored her while he examine her body carefully. My! His officer was correct. This was a well fleshed woman with ample hips, lovely big breasts, and a not unhandsome face with two blue eyes that blazed fury. She was just his type in shape, perfect in height and weight. He walked forward and daringly prodded her rump with one hand.
Macha whipped round and, with a balled fist, let drive. It hit him flush on the jaw. He staggered backwards, but as one hand went to feel his hurt he beamed with delight. She certainly had the temper and strength to go with it. He nodded sagely to himself.
“I like you,” he confided calmly, his eyes glowing with admiration.
Macha took a deep breath and grabbed a short hunting spear. “Get out of here before I run you through, Roman!” She snarled.
Sellus beamed his approval. “You have spirit, my good woman and—”
“I am not your good woman, Roman, but I’ll certainly make you a dead man if you don’t get out this instant!” she shouted as her temper exploded and she jabbed with her spear.
Sellus smartly side-stepped the blow, and decided it might be more prudent to let matters rest for the time being. He looked at her red face, the grim mouth. “I’ll be back!” he promised. “Because I think you are lovely. You will be perfect to me in bed, and we’ll have some great fun together. I am taking an honourable discharge, and I intend to settle in the area. I’d planned to marry, and I have been looking for a long time. We will make a splendid couple. You may not know this yet, but I will give you plenty of time to think about it!” he ended, then strode to his horse and mounted.
Macha was speechless. Just who did be think he was? It was like a nightmare. The Romans clattered away, and with their disappearance the Britons relaxed, and a few of them clustered around her home. Some of them grinned at her, which meant they had heard every word.
“And you can all wipe those silly smirks off your faces!” she grated, eyes narrow with humiliation and wrath. She went on the attack. “And if you lot don’t have something better to do. I could well remedy the situation. This vill is nothing but a tip of disgust. It stinks, to start with, so you can all begin to help me clean up.”
Jodocca rode at a gentle pace, half the time lost in complicated thoughts. She felt utterly miserable at leaving her Roman and her home, then she honestly asked herself how could he ever be her Roman? Their situation was just about impossible. Even dear Lud had refused to give her a straight answer, which could only mean he must have no idea either.
Bran rode ahead, in his favourite place at point. Riothamus was one-horse length behind her, while at her immediate rear rode Kei and Verica. Her other men brought up the last point yet no one spoke. She was still unenthusiastic about Verica, because she was a silent little thing, absolutely hopeless with weapons. She had nothing to say for herself, so would obviously be a boring drag.
Kei was another matter entirely. He was so young and active he could slip through the country like a shadow, and she berated herself for not having thought about him before. Already he had proved his worth, because he kept darting out to their flanks, checking them, and it was he who had brought the news that a detachment of Romans was also on the march. It was obvious they were heading for Gloucester, so prudently the Britons kept to all of their old trails. It would be very foolish to be on a Roman road with legionnaires about.
Riothamus rode up. “Where to, Lady?”
Jodocca was annoyed with him. He knew perfectly well where they were heading. He was just trying to force his attention on her, but she bit her tongue. “We’re riding up north but around Gloucester. There are just too many of us now to be a trading party especially without trade goods. There is no great need for hurry and I want to keep the horses fresh for an emergency. I want to call in and check on Lud, if he hasn’t already left.”
Riothamus frowned. “Is that wise, Lady? He will have left his old place and have gone to the next nemed.”
Jodocca ignored this. She gave the orders and made the decisions, and, even if Lud had left, she knew the locality of the next nemed. “We will cold-camp tonight and I want to stop early, because I have a lot of thinking to do and I do not want to be interrupted by anyone!” and she stared at her bodyguard firmly. Riothamus had the grace to break eye contact first, sensing this was not a good time to press himself forward on her.
They cold camped, while there was still daylight left and Kei returned after only a short ride to give details of the Romans’ location. To her surprise, they had also camped and immediately she understood why. They were not all fit fighting men. She wondered who was in charge.
Verica picked up a spear. She felt lost and miserable, because it was obvious this was not going to work out as she had hoped. Jodocca had barely exchanged a word with her, and her son, thriving on the responsibility of being a roving lookout, seemed hardly at her side. She felt so alone and was acutely conscious that, when it came to fighting, she was just about useless. If only they were travelling by chariot, how she would then shine.
She strolled down a trail. The men would arrange a meal, but it would be nice to find some fresh nettles for when Jodocca did give permission for a fire to be lit. She could carry them bundled on the side of her saddle. Fresh green food was always so vital after a winter to help against the gum rot, which always happened when they went for a long period without green food.
Her path went almost straight, then veered sharply to one side, where the animals had all automatically turned to avoid a small stand of trees. Without bothering to look ahead, she strolled down it. The bear was big, male and bad-tempered. It had just gone through a hard winter and had awoken from hibernation with the most terrible hunger. The last thing he was prepared to tolerate was a human wandering into his territory. He gave one vicious growl and charged.
Verica had no time either to shout, move or throw her spear. She stood frozen as death charged at her. There was a violent crash on her right and a man leaped into view. Verica stifled a scream of shock as the man lifted his javelin, aimed carefully, then lunged skilfully and accurately into the bear’s heart. It reared up, clawed wildly at the javelin, then slowly tilted over and crashed on the path.
The man stepped back, retrieved the javelin, wiped the blade on a handful of grass, then turned towards her. Verica gave another gasp—he was a Roman! One hand shot to her mouth in fresh alarm, but he said something to her in a gentle voice then slowly lowered his hands placatingly.
She understood in a flash because Verica was a lot brighter than many people realised, Jodocca included. He had no Dubonnii words. Yet he had saved her life. “Jodocca!” she shouted frantically. Were there other enemies about? She nearly went into a panic, then stopped to study him carefully. He was incredibly dirty, his leather armour had twigs caught in it here and there and he looked thoroughly dishevelled as well as hungry. He had been living rough, which meant he was a deserter from Rome. Was this good or bad?
Jodocca, Riothamus and the rest of the little group thundered down to where the two stood. Riothamus automatically lifted his spear to kill an enemy.
“No!” Verica screeched. “He saved my life from that bear!”
Jodocca weighed up the general situation in a flash and she glowered a warning at Riothamus. She studied the Roman. “Who are you? What are you doing here?” she questioned, but immediately understood as he shook both shoulders. She switched to Latin and saw relief flood his eyes.
“I have deserted, Lady!” Platon told her quickly. Thank Zeus they could communicate. He did not like the look of the man with the spear who wore such a hostile look on his face, yet he knew instinctively the lady was the leader, which he found strange, but somehow acceptable. “I became totally fed up with my life as a soldier!”
Jodocca’s eyebrows shot up. “Wasn’t that rather a dangerous thing to do!” she asked coolly. What kind of a trap was this? Surely Marcus could not be at the back of this—or could he? Then her commonsense told her this was out of the question for a man stationed at the fort.
Platon felt desperate. How could he impress her enough to be allowed to live? “Yes, my Lady. If they catch me it will be a pretty horrible death.”
Jodocca stared hard into his eyes wary, suspicious and working out all possible permutations. There was something open, honest and frank, almost appealing about him, and she reviewed the general situation. He had not known they were coming this way, and she threw a look at Verica. She looked at the bear’s body and noted what a good clean kill it had been. Trust stupid Verica to wander down a path without looking for danger first—and she scowled at her. This man, though, had saved her life and done it most efficiently. He was a very highly trained warrior, and those like him were always wanted but how far could he be trusted?
“Exactly why?” she demanded to know.
Platon lifted both hands and eloquently began: “I hate Rome now, and loathe the life of one of her soldiers. I want to make a new life for myself. I don’t want to be a Roman anymore. I would like to become a Briton. I am a good fighter, I know how Roman officers think. I know their strategy and tactics. I think I could help you.”
Jodocca acknowledged these very good points. “You gave your loyalty to Rome,” she said slowly. “If we take you in, how long will it be before you turn against us?” she asked bluntly.
Platon closed his eyes a little. She was right to be suspicious. So how could he make her understand he was genuine?
Verica had no Latin, but she could understand their voices’ nuances, and, knowing Jodocca as she thought she did, she knew there was suspicion as well as hostility. Riothamus was dangerous too. If the Roman made one move he was a dead man. She studied him and liked what she saw. He was afraid of his current situation, but did not grovel. He held himself proudly as a real man would. Something tugged at her heartstrings, and she stepped forward, rather surprised with herself.
“Jodocca!” she said firmly. “I owe him my life!”
Jodocca frowned at her. Was it her imagination or had some subtle change come over Verica? Where was the wishy-washy girl now? Verica stood before her, upright, firm, and with eyes almost cold. Was it possible there was more to this girl than met the eye? Then a possible explanation entered her head compounded with a streak of mischief.
“You can come with us, while on trial,” she replied in Latin. “You will always be with this woman who will start to teach you our language. She is a widow. That boy there is called Kei, and he is her son. If you want to impress me, you will learn our language and adapt to our ways and forget everything that was Roman. After that we’ll see. The first sign of breach of trust, and I will personally hound you to your death and that will not be a good one either,” she said coldly. “Riothamus, he comes with us, and you will not antagonise him either if you wish to stay healthy and breathing. Verica, this man is in your charge. You will report to me every evening, as to how he is progressing with our language. Now all of you go away and let me have some peace and quiet!” she snapped, feeling sudden and unexpected waves of fatigue wash through her. Her life was getting far too complicated. Being a leader was not all that it was cracked up to be. Marcus did have one point, after all. As a Roman wife she would live in the lap of luxury with no problems of any kind. Oh Lud, why didn’t you advise me so I could understand your hidden meaning, she groaned to herself as she settled with her back against a tree once more? She simply must talk to Lud again, come what may. Caratacus would have to wait a few more days.
Riothamus eyed her, then withdrew. He had hoped she would invite him to sit with her, and he felt chagrined. There was so much he suddenly wanted to tell her, but again, as in the past, she had erected a mental shield round herself, totally excluding him. He sat down some distance away from the little group, and moodily started to chew some cold meat. It was tough but on the tasty side. He studied the Roman who sat with Verica. Fancy being lumbered with him. What had come over the lady to contemplate allowing an enemy soldier in their midst? What was all this claptrap about deserting? It sounded a crazy put-up job yet he could find no flaw in what the man had said.
He disliked him though. With that instant spur-of-the-moment hostility, which is natural, yet without logical reason, he glowered at him, and Verica did not miss this. She lifted her head, jutted her jaw and held hard eye contact until Riothamus was forced to look away first.
“He doesn’t like me,” Platon said, then realised the girl did not understand him. He closed his eyes and allowed his shoulders to sag with a weariness that was not feigned. Bolting and deserting were all very well but when it came down to the nitty-gritty, it was a lot more difficult than he had realised. To start with, superb fighting soldier as he was, he had discovered to his humiliation that catching game on which to live was beyond him. It had not been for lack of trying either. It had only dawned upon him slowly that he lacked the necessary skills for tracking and stalking. Since his run, his belly had become flatter and flatter with hunger pains. Now to sit here, in an almost companionable silence even with men who hated him, he felt a huge weight slide from his shoulders.
Tomorrow was another day. Dare he hope that it would be day one of a new life? He surreptitiously eyed the girl by his side, who had given him some wonderful dried meat. He guessed she was roughly his own age. She was warm and not polished or even clean, but still wholesome and very attractive. He sniffed and caught the scent of some pungent herbs, which she must have picked to rub on her skin. This bouquet was tantalisingly attractive to his nostrils and he threw her a gentle smile.
Verica examined him and smiled in return. She felt incredibly at peace. This Roman, this hated enemy was bound with her in the great chain forged when one owed life to the other. Her eyes gave him a detailed appraisal, and she liked what she saw. He was not exactly handsome, as Verica understood the word, but he had a fascinating air about him, which attracted her.
Suddenly, he grinned openly and winked. Instantly, she burst into a low, throaty laugh. Placing her right hand on her breast, she said her name and made him repeat it until he pronounced it with the correct vocal inflection.
Jodocca missed nothing at all. She had noted the blatant hostility from her personal bodyguard, which annoyed her. She noted the Roman grin at Verica and was amused at his wink. Verica’s laugh was uplifting and lightened the general atmosphere. Had she been wise to put these two together? But it was done now, for better or worse.
They were up at dawn, and Jodocca eyed the sky to calculate the weather. It would be a good day later on once the mist had lifted. She called the group around. “Bran, go off and scout for us again. I wish to be informed exactly where those marching Romans are. Kei, I want you to ride and see if Lud and Osa have left and if so track them for a bit for me to confirm they are heading for the next nemed. I wish to see Lud again before we go up to Caratacus.”
Riothamus did not like any of this. A lot of unnecessary fuss was made about this old Druid, which he considered totally unnecessary. He was one of the few Britons who had scant regard for Druids as a whole. He considered them leeches on society, and much as he hated Rome, he did agree they should be exterminated.
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Marcus also did not hurry. With Crispus on his left flank, they rode their horses at a walk, which gave ample time to look around and study the land. They rode on their splendid road, with Marcus in deep thought. Then he made his decision. He turned and gave Crispus a frank look.
“I haven’t gone mad,” he said slowly, opening the conversation ball.
Crispus gave a snort, which could have meant anything. He had left the conversation opening to his officer to start, which would indicate rank had vanished.
“You could have fooled me,” he drawled slowly. “What exactly is going on, sir?”
Marcus came out with a rush of words. “I have fallen head over heels in love with a Briton,” he started, then explained in very great detail.
Crispus heard him out in silence. This was something that had never entered his head. He would not have believed it from anyone else either. Frowning a little, he considered as Marcus finished and awaited his companion’s reaction.
“I think you might just be biting off a little more then you can chew,” he warned gravely. “As well bed with a she bear!” he added dryly.
Marcus grinned: “I’ll have to take that chance,” he replied, then explained about Sellus.
Crispus snorted with derision. “Surely to Zeus, a man can do his own matchmaking.”
“True, but a little gentle shove does no harm, and a man going there all the time can keep us fully informed on the quiet,” and he gave a wolfish grin.
Crispus smiled at this and nodded sagely. It was a clever ploy, and one that could only be played with the right participants. Sellus and this Macha would do nicely. “Clever!” he congratulated his companion.
Marcus eyed him. “What do you think about me though?” he asked very anxiously.
Crispus took his time in answering, as there were more permutations here than met the eye at first glance. It was a complicated situation for which there was no clear affirmative or negative. Love was a strange emotion. He, thank all the gods, had never suffered this affliction. He just used any available whore when necessary. The very idea of tying himself to one person for many, many years was not his idea of fun. People changed as they grew older. So did their moods. On the other hand, some men and women could suffer incredible loneliness without a permanent mate. Was Marcus one? He suspected that might be possible. Crispus knew he was totally exempt. He gave a heavy sigh, and threw a keen look at his younger companion.
“It might work,” he said cautiously, “but you will have some almighty problems. First of all, that of the total occupation of Britain, and secondly, I simply do not see how the lady, as you describe her, could be turned into a Roman. There will be religious clashes to start with, to say nothing of disagreements over culture. Will constant bickering make a happily married life? Rather you than me!”
Marcus scowled at him. “You could give me a little more hope!”
“You wanted the truth, didn’t you?” Crispus retorted evenly. “Just how do you propose to win her to your point of view when everyone knows much blood will soon be spilled and most of it is going to be British? Furthermore, you would have to resign your rank and leave the legion so exactly how would you pass your days? Twiddling your thumbs?”
Marcus felt his heart sink. “Love is supposed to conquer all,” he grumbled.
Crispus had a sudden thought. “Breed horses,” he muttered more to himself, then he gave a sagacious nod. “That would keep you well and truly occupied, it would suit your temperament, and with luck, suit your wild British lady!”
Marcus brightened. Why hadn’t he thought of that? The idea was brilliant. The British native stock of animals was basically sound, and, with judicious breeding, he could develop an excellent strain of riding and pack horse, which would always be in demand. His heart lightened, because he knew his companion was very accurate. With nothing positive to do he would be like a bear with a sore head.
“Splendid!” he complimented Crispus again.
“There’s only one snag,” Crispus pointed out, calmly.
“What’s that?”
Crispus grinned. “First catch, then win your lady—and with open warfare in the offing!” Then he changed the subject It had been thrashed out long enough. “We are catching up with our men. I can see their dust ahead,” and he reverted back to the position of rank. “There is the matter of that deserter to deal with, sir.”
Marcus’s jaw set. “Yes!” he said grimly. “We have to catch him for the sake of discipline and make an example out of him just in case any others of that maniple also get stupid ideas.”
Crispus felt anger rise. A deserter was a total disgrace to any legion. “I had had quite a bit of trouble with him for a while so had Marius, but I never thought he’d do a runner. I hope by now the British have found him and run him through. It would save us the job.”
Marcus nodded as he pushed into a canter, and swung aside to pass the rear troops, Crispus followed briskly. Shortly, they reached the van and Marcus met the tribune, who joined him, while Crispus vanished to ferret around and see if all met his exactingly high standards.
“All is well, sir!” the tribune told him. “I have the usual scouts out, and I’m using the auxiliaries more now, but we have flushed no game,” he said, meaning Britons. “I let the auxiliaries run free every morning, on their own at times, now I know there are no natives around. It is good exercise and good experience for them.”
Marcus was not so sure about this. Some of the auxiliaries, especially men born in wild savage countries, were not always controllable when let loose to hunt on their own. But if there were no Britons around, which seemed to be the case, little harm could be done.
“We will camp early tonight, and leave just after the dawn,” Marcus ordered. What he would really like to do was a fast and forced march to wake up these men, some of whom were somewhat sluggish, but this was not possible with all of them. Splitting his force would be too dangerous to contemplate when in enemy territory.
He eyed the sky. It had been a delightful day and one in which he felt empathy with the island. There was no roasting sun, like over Rome, this was more a gentle heat, and the greenery was pleasing to the eye. It was true the cold months here could be horrendous, but with the proper building and the right plumbing life could be made very comfortable indeed. Quite a number of retired soldiers were happy to live in Britain, so why not he? This reasoning brought Jodocca back to his mind again. There had to be something that would attract her, but wrack his brains as he might, no good bait sprang to mind. “I won’t be beaten!” he told himself. “I’m just not thinking straight. The day I finish this commission my discharge request will follow,” he vowed.
Jodocca knew the tears were streaming down her dirty cheeks, and she cried her grief aloud. She stood slightly apart from the rest of the shocked group, as her mind reeled with horror. Very few bodies looked good in death, but these two were so shocking it all seemed unreal.
Riothamus approached her warily, and with considerable trepidation. He dared to reach out and gently touch her shoulder, his own eyes flaring with his shock. Jodocca looked around, seeing the huddled people equally disbelieving. Verica cried and though Kei struggled to be manful he did not quite succeed.
The Roman stood uneasily to one side, not quite knowing what to do or where to put himself. He felt the waves of fresh hostility and held himself ready for anything. Then Verica, sniffing loudly, reached and slid her hand into his. Platon licked very dry lips and hesitated, while he kept a watchful eye on the lady leader. He was as appalled as the Britons but his mind had started to work rapidly.
Jodocca forced herself to be in control and strode over to him. “Why?” she demanded to know. “Why, damn you? You are a Roman—why?” she shouted, and now her voice had a tinge of hysteria.
Platon gulped and shook his head, miserably. “There has been an edict against all Druids, but not this!” And he shook his head. “Not like this, Lady!”
“Two frail old men in the evening of their lives!” Jodocca ranted as her grief began to turn to rage, and she became the more dangerous for it. “Look at them!” she stormed.
Platon did, and his shoulders slumped. They had not been killed cleanly. It was true one of them had received a javelin thrust to his throat but the other, the Druid, had been stamped to death. It was as if a mad animal had killed him.
“Rome would not agree with this,” he told her firmly, but still prudently watched all the rest of the warriors.
Jodocca turned away from him. She knew a good leader did not take rage out on one of lower rank without good reason, yet she boiled now. She was not far off going berserk. It was Kei who had told them. He had ridden back to them, at manic speed, almost incoherent with his own shock. He had ridden so fast he had collided with Jodocca’s horse and for a short period there had been a tangled confusion of rearing horses, plus squeals of equine anger.
“Kei!” Jodocca had gone to rebuke him for such wild riding, then one glimpse at his staring, white-rimmed eyes had warned her of some kind of emergency. The boy had been beyond coherent explanation, so they had just ridden off at an angle to the nemed and made their own ghastly discovery.
The two old men had never left the little place to start their travels north. She realised it was only a short time ago she had been here herself to talk and confide with Lud. Osa had obviously died first, struggling to protect his Druid with his pathetic little weapon, then it had been Lud’s turn. He had died as badly as anyone could. It was simple to see who done the killing. Apart from the brutal marks on his frail body, there were boot prints everywhere, Roman boot prints.
Jodocca struggled to regain her wits and tried to work out a timescale. Riothamus stood nearby hesitantly, his glaring face on Platon. “Lady, shall we bury them here as it is a holy glade?” He did not like the look on her face. It was too far to go back with the bodies to their vill and though he had known the lady was fond of the old Druid, he had not expected this outward show of genuine grief. After all, although the old man had died badly he had only been a Druid. No one of consequence in his mind.
Jodocca shook her head fiercely. “No! I will not have my beloved grandfather thrust in a grave unavenged!”
Riothamus staggered with shock, and the others within earshot were also shaken. “Your grandfather?” the bodyguard asked. “I did not know! I had no idea!”
Jodocca snarled at him. “Why should you? It was not your business, but it was mine and my mother’s. Someone is going to pay for this. I’ll see blood spilled if it’s the last thing I do!”
Riothamus’s mind had almost gone blank with shock, and he knew he would have to think about all this later. What exactly did the lady intend to do? He did not like the look in her eyes and the set of her jaw.
“Lady!” Platon said a little nervously. “I was here, just after I deserted. I blundered into this clearing and met the two oldsters. I bowed my head to them in respect, and that one,” and he pointed to Lud’s battered body, “smiled at me, and his eyes seemed to go right through me, with enormous wisdom. We had no words yet, I sensed in a flash he knew all there was to know about me. He shook his head and waved his hand around here and I knew he meant I could not stay. Then, he waved and pointed to one side, and I ran off on the trail he indicated.”
“When exactly was this, can you remember accurately?” Jodocca shot at him.
Platon frowned, aware of the importance of the question. “I think it would be two dawns ago but I had become so hungry and worried the last couple of days are very confused.”
Jodocca beckoned to Bran. “How far away are those marching Romans?”
“Quite near, Lady, really. They are not moving with their usual speed. That officer is leading them again.”
“What!” Jodocca almost spat out the word with shock. She had presumed Marcus was still at the Fort. She turned back to Platon. “Who exactly would do something like this?”
Platon gulped. “It could be any man, sent out by himself as a scout. If when they returned and explained what they had done it would not be held against them, because of the general edict to kill all Druids and finish off their religion. Though not like this,” he added hastily. “Both old men should have gone with a javelin thrust, clean and quick.”
Jodocca nodded to herself. These words rang true and she was astute enough to understand how this Roman must feel. “Make two litters!” she ordered. “Wrap the bodies in spare cloaks!”
Riothamus walked up, ignoring the Roman. “Lady, what can I do? I so want to help you,” and his tone was gentle and appealing, lacking its usual bombast.
Jodocca turned to him as Platon stood aside. Her heart had broken. She knew that and also she writhed at her crass stupidity. How right Macha had been to pour scorn on her love plans. The Roman had made an utter fool of her and she gritted her teeth with anger. She had allowed herself to be bewitched with handsome looks and masculine power. All a façade. While here, before her was a true Briton. A proven warrior whom she had always ignored. How stupid could she be? She looked into the eyes of Riothamus and saw genuine concern for the first time. She would never be fooled again, she vowed to herself, and now was neither the time nor the place to think of heart and love matters. Later, when they had beaten the Romans, she could review this situation: right now, she wanted nothing but vengeance.
“There is something you can do for me personally,” she said quietly.
“Anything!” and Riothamus meant it.
“I have some writing parchment somewhere. I am going to write a message. Can you then wrap it around a stone and hurl it into that Roman night camp for me?”
He frowned, bewildered, but nodded a quick assent. Jodocca hastened to explain. “I want the man who did this handed over to me for open, personal battle before my people and the Romans themselves.”
“I would be proud to fight for you, Lady!” Riothamus said quickly.
Jodocca shook her head. “Thank you Riothamus but this is very personal to me. Lud—was—my grandfather!” she pointed out.
Platon strode back to join them and butt in. “Lady, I could not help but overhear. Let me have that honour!”
“You?” sneered Riothamus.
Platon swung around to face him, vibrating cold fury. “The Lady runs matters here, not you, big mouth!” he snarled. “You just fancy yourself. You wouldn’t last a week under legion discipline! Nothing but a bag of wind and piss!” he jeered.
Riothamus went scarlet and prepared to lunge forward. Hastily Jodocca thrust herself between both of them. “Enough!” she growled. She eyed Platon. “But you are a deserter,” she reminded him.
Platon nodded. “Arrange appropriate truce terms,” he told her. “Who is better to fight a Roman than another Roman?” he asked reasonably. He held his breath. If she would agree and he won, these Britons would truly accept him. He would sort out the other one another day because his instinct told him both Verica and Kei would watch his back against treachery from Riothamus.
Jodocca wrote thoughtfully with her own blood from a pricked finger. It was crude but there was nothing else to hand and it seemed appropriate. It was only a small piece of finely tanned skin but it served. Then she eyed the hastily constructed litters with the pathetic bodies wrapped up well in robes. A few of them might go cold tonight but poor Lud was cold forever.
She gave the writing to Riothamus who, with great care, wrapped it around a hefty-sized stone. Then she beckoned to Bran. “Ride back to the vill. Explain what has happened and exactly what I plan to take place. Take an escort. If you meet Romans, do not fight. Bolt! Riothamus you have an escort also. We will await here.”
She placed sentries, then realised she had used up her manpower so she placed herself on a lookout rota.
“Platon, have you any idea at all who might have done this?”
He shook his head unhappily. “I would suspect an auxiliary as some of them are barely civilised when let loose,” he explained. “That’s why Rome makes them wait so long for citizenship. It’s when they go out to forage or as lone scouts. They all know of the edict to kill Druids and some thrive on killing. That’s why they make good fighters.”
“And good butchers!” Jodocca grated.
Platon felt strung up with his nerves in tatters. What happened in the next twenty-four hours would decide the remainder of his life. He gave a limp grin at Verica and Kei, and she squeezed his hand encouragingly in return while Kei threw him a frank smile. He liked this Roman and hoped he was going to stay. If he did, would his wonderful mother marry him?
It was Riothamus who returned first. “No problems, Lady,” he reassured her. “They had scouts out of course but making enough noise to frighten the game everywhere. I dodged them, hid my horse, slithered to a good position and hurled the stone easily inside their night camp. It landed near a sentry who picked it up, opened it, then took it into a tent. An officer soon came out to question him and look around.”
“A big man wearing bronze greaves in his mid-twenties?” Jodocca checked quickly.
Riothamus nodded and again wondered. There was definitely something going on and he knew he would have to think about this later.
Bran returned next. “I peeped at the enemy camp quickly. There is activity and I saw one of their leaders mount up and with an escort move away from their camp’s boundaries.”
Jodocca mounted quickly. She waved her hand and a few of them moved to carry the litters. “It’s not long to dark, Lady!” Riothamus pointed out.
Jodocca ignored this and, with herself at their head, they moved very slowly to where she now knew the Romans must appear. Platon wisely kept to the rear to hide his identity until it became useful. It did not take them long though Riothamus had begun to have palpitations. They were heavily outnumbered and he prayed to the gods that the lady knew what she was doing.
She rode her horse from a small clump of trees. As she studied Marcus Gaius again she felt something very bitter and acid enter her throat and she spat. To think she had ever dared to consider matrimony with him. It flashed through her mind that perhaps she would never marry again but remain always their single, unattached leader until she became too old.
She had ordered Riothamus to keep away but it had taken a hard glower to enforce this demand. As she rode into view so did Marcus push his horse forward alone. It was wonderful to see her again yet he sensed there was something very badly wrong. The look in her eyes was murderous and he was totally bewildered.
“You asked for a short truce on a personal matter!” he said stiffly while his heart thumped with worry. What in Hades had come over her? What had he done, for Zeus’s sake? His escort waited uneasily a few horse lengths to his rear while the camp stood at full alert.
Jodocca glowered at him, then turned on her horse as the two litters were carried carefully down to the pair of them. “Our Druid has been killed,” she grated at him, “and none of us like the way it was done, Roman. I didn’t think even vile Romans could stoop quite so low!”
Marcus was taken aback. “What do you mean?” he snapped, feeling his own temper start to rise.
Jodocca could have screamed her fury at him. Did he think she was stupid? With a huge effort she kept herself under tight control. The men bearing the litters approached.
Marcus went rigid as he heard Crispus fidget so he half turned and scowled warningly at him. The four Britons reached their leader and respectfully lowered the litters to the ground.
“Uncover them!” Jodocca barked. “Now, Roman! Take a long, hard look at what you brave Romans do to the aged and frail. Look at those boot marks. Roman boots! So are you going to tell me Rome approves of ancients being stamped to death? Especially my beloved grandfather?” and her tone was acid.
Marcus was more deeply shocked than he showed. No, Rome would not approve of this one bit! Druid or no Druid. There were more civilised ways to kill, gladiatorial contests, battle, executions like crucifixions—not this. He took his time and let his eyes rove over the two corpses. And one was her beloved grandfather? This was bad indeed. Very bad.
The boot marks were plain on the old man’s flesh. His robe had been torn and his ribs broken. He flared his nostrils with fury. Some man had done a bad day’s work here. These people revered their Druids and such a bestial death would never be forgiven. He alone knew that Scapula was preparing to issue an edict against the Silures tribe over the Severn. All males over twelve years were to be exterminated and all females enslaved. He thought this was crazy enough but these old men’s deaths would inflame the tribes even more. There could well be a general uprising. There was enough trouble in the east from their Queen Boudicca. This could be the final straw to put the whole of Britain in open revolt. It was true they had four good legions spread throughout the island but would they be enough to cope with a general uprising? He had grave reservations. Scapula had to be informed immediately. Right here and now he had to find a wild killer. It could only be an auxiliary, he sensed.
What appalled him most of all was that it was her relative. Now he understood the hate that filled his beloved’s eyes. He felt sick at heart and nodded to Crispus to move his horse nearer so he could see more plainly.
Jodocca spoke each word like an icicle. “If you look at his hands you will see skin under his nails. He tried to fight back. Your heroic man will be marked.”
Marcus saw she was correct. This would help with identification at least. He opened his mouth but she forestalled him. “I want this man!” she grated. “I want British justice!”
Marcus knew he was in a cleft stick. He could think of nothing but how beautiful she looked in her rage. A hatred which flooded from her in waves. He knew that whatever there might have been between them had well and truly vanished. He felt sick to the depth of his guts.
“What would that be?” he asked quietly, playing for time.
“He will be brought here to be killed before my people. Oh don’t worry your hypercritical Roman heart. It will not be a public execution. It will be a one-to-one fight with a truce guaranteed between our two forces. The victor to go free. Untouched by either side,” she challenged.
Marcus considered this. It would be highly unusual and normally utterly impossible but such circumstances as these were not written in any Roman warfare manual. On the other hand, Scapula might be able to make political capital out of such a situation but who would fight for them? Not her, surely? She could never be a match for a highly trained and hardened soldier.
“I agree!” he managed to get out at last but his heart thumped. “And the victor goes free and unharmed. I swear this on Rome’s honour.”
“I too swear if your man is victor not one Briton will lift a hand against him—but you’d be wise to get him off our land!” she warned so all could hear her.
“Give me twenty-four hours to find him and I also vow none of you will be touched if you camp nearby!” he nodded. “I have a lot of men to check,” he explained.
“We will camp among those trees,” and she pointed to them, knowing they would have a tight guard out in case of more Roman treachery.
Marcus turned and in a cold rage rode back to his men with a silent Crispus one horse length to the rear. Before he entered his tent, he turned to Crispus and spoke in a loud voice, which everyone could not fail to hear.
“I want this camp searched. Every man is to be examined by you in person. When you find him bring him to me. I don’t care how you do it, nor how long it takes but until he is found, every man stands at attention. They will not move, eat, drink, piss or crap if they have to stand there all night, and that goes for officers too. Only you and me are exempt. Now see to it!” he said harshly.
He entered his tent and with bowed head leaned against the central support pole. Was it only such a short time ago, he had ridden with Crispus and confided what was in his heart? It seemed like months, even years, and now it was all gone, because of one of his own men. He writhed with rage. He would like to kill the man himself, but Jodocca did have right on her side. He took a deep breath and let out a heavy sigh. She knew perfectly well that good fighters though the Britons were it was most unlikely they would have one competent enough to beat a Roman in hand-to-hand fight. One thing was for sure he told himself, when the Roman soldier won, he would then deal with him in his own way.
He felt something hard and cold in his belly. It went down to his bowels, and he was as miserable as he had ever been in his whole life.
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That night in a quiet little spot under an oak tree Jodocca and her team buried the two old men. She became all-female again as enough tears flowed to flood a plain. They were all sunk in acute misery, except Platon who was totally detached because of his birth and new position. All he could think about was whom would he be facing? He wished he knew right now, so he could work out appropriate tactics. It was a long time before he dropped off into a rather restless doze, Verica and Kei nearby.
He was up by the dawn with the rest of them, and Jodocca beckoned him over. The other members of the group crowded around in a half circle. Platon felt a wave of unease fill him. What was going to happen now? His heart fluttered with palpitations.
Jodocca sensed this and threw him a wan smile. “You say you want to be a Briton?”
Platon nodded quickly. He certainly did, more he wanted to wed one but he knew this was neither the time nor the place.
“Very well,” Jodocca said shortly. “Will you be my official champion and avenge my grandfather’s death?”
“I most certainly will,” he vowed realising this was some kind of little ceremony.
“We don’t know who he is yet, and you might not be able to beat him?” Jodocca pointed out coolly.
Platon’s jaw jutted. “I will be the devil himself to be a Briton and”—he paused to take Verica’s hand—“to have this woman’s hand in marriage!”
Jodocca was not exactly surprised, because she had felt the empathy and vibes between them even without a common language. She turned to Verica and lifted one eyebrow eloquently. It had not needed an understanding of his speech for Verica to guess his request. She nodded enthusiastically.
Riothamus had been an interested spectator. Everything was moving just a little more quickly than he liked yet he could not fault the lady’s plans. How she must now hate Romans, especially that breed of Roman officer. He had finally worked it out to his satisfaction. That arrogant Roman had dared to fancy his lady.
Jodocca gestured with a right hand, and the little half-circle moved even nearer, crowding right up to Platon’s back. “You all know what this is about and who is going to carry our honour for us. As a small council with myself in your head, I pronounce this man is now a Briton and will have the name of Black Raven.” She looked into Platon’s eyes. “In our language, that is Badb Catha so I suggest we Romanise this name, and use the shortened version of Cathus. How do you all vote?”
Platon stood rather uncertainly, a bit uncomfortable at being the focus of all eyes, and he looked helplessly at Verica who gave him a beaming smile and squeezed his hand yet again, while Kei’s eyes sparkled. The tiny council finished its brief discussion and chatted freely with enthusiasm, endorsing their approval.
Jodocca was pleased. She had a sudden instinct this was going to be one of her better moves in life. “From now on, you are no longer Platon, the Roman but Cathus the Briton, and the people of the Dubonnii tribe welcome you with open arms!” It was only a tiny ceremony, because of their circumstances. No mead, no huge feast, and no jollification.
“How do you fight—as a Briton or a Roman?” She wanted to know, it was important.
Cathus replied firmly. “As a Roman because that is how I have been trained. I will be up against similar. There is no time to train in British tactics.”
Jodocca had suspected this, which made sense. She eyed his javelin and pilum, then studied his dagger before withdrawing her own and offering it to him hilt first. “Kill him at the end with this if you can. It was my father’s, and he was a super fighting chief. May it also bring you luck for our sakes!”
Cathus gave a half bow of politeness, with his head, then examined the knife. He tested the blade for sharpness and the whole weapon for balance. It was a magnificently crafted knife and sharp enough to cut the most flimsy hair. Then it was his turn to surprise the rest of them. He reached inside his tunic and brought forth a hanging medallion, silver-shaped in the outline of a horse’s head. It was a beautiful object of very high value.
Cathus grinned at Verica. “I do not know your matrimonial customs,” he began, “but I give this to the woman of my choice!” and, stepping forward, he gently placed the long silver chain over Verica’s head and neck, and grinned at her with total satisfaction.
Jodocca approved while tears of delight hovered in Verica’s eyes and Kei commenced a jig of joy. “Marriage is a very serious contract with us,” she started. “A contract freely given between a man and a woman, and we hold both sexes equal in everything. The woman knows she is expected to share all of her husband’s fortunes and misfortunes. As long as they both live, she is his equal partner in danger and suffering. Also, we do not have a female dowry!”
Cathus blinked with some surprise and Jodocca smiled at his confusion so she continued. “It is the man who has to have it! He is supposed to take oxen, horses or other appropriate goods to the woman’s parents. For the actual betrothal a medallion is exchanged—which you have done! So what goods can you give to your intended through me? As she has no parents I stand in proxy!”
Cathus was perplexed. He had not expected all of this. Then a grin lit his face. He plunged one hand, under his defensive body armour and it emerged holding a purse, fastened with a drawstring. He shook it, opened it and showed the contents around.
“I don’t have as much as I rightly should,” he explained to all of them. “I was always in trouble, and being fined, but no one knew I had this which I won the only time I ever entered a gambling game!”
Jodocca did some rapid counting, then tipped her head to one side and eyed him with a twinkle. “I certainly think you have obtained your bride, and I am sure Verica and Kei are proud of you. Do you agree to all this, Verica?”
“Oh I do!”
“Me too!” Kei, added enthusiastically.
Jodocca held both of their hands. “There can be no proper ceremony and we all know why but by the power vested in me as chief and grand-daughter of a famous Druid, I pronounce these two man and wife!”
There was a burst of good-humoured talk and back-slapping for which Jodocca was grateful. The atmosphere had lightened. Only she still felt so sick at heart and angry and she only half-watched as a crude shelter was built for the couple with one or two earthy jokes. Tomorrow would be a momentous day. She would have to see him again and tears welled up. How cruel life could be. Had Lud suspected something like this?
Jodocca eyed Cathus the next dawn. A careful watch had been kept on the Romans’ night camp and they all knew about the soldiers being kept at attention for a long period until there had been sudden activity. There had been enough moonlight for them to see one man detached and, under escort, marched to the officer’s tent. What had happened then, they had no idea.
“Do you take your pilum?” Jodocca asked him. She had spent a horrendous night, miserable beyond words compounded with cold rage.
“No, Lady. Javelin and dagger only, provided he is likewise armed,” Cathus confirmed coolly. There were no flutters in him and he knew he was coldly ready to kill or be killed. If the latter he could only hope he had managed to impregnate Verica last night. If not, it certainly would not have been for lack of trying, he mused and she had been more than willing.
“I want you to stay out of sight until they produce their man and march him forward. Then, and only then, show yourself. You will shock them all and it will be an advantage!” she told him wisely.
Then Kei rushed up, red-faced with excitement. “Lady, activity from the Romans. A handful of them have stepped forward with a man bound between them.”
“Good!” Jodocca snapped. She looked around. Her scouts had done well. Hidden among the many trees was a huge crowd of her people, come to see justice done. She had given her orders and made sure they were clearly understood. She nodded grimly and gave Cathus another look with elevated eyebrows. He replied with a cool nod while Verica’s hands went to her mouth with agitation and Kei hovered from one foot to the other with emotion.
Jodocca rode forward, her horse picking its way delicately. She emerged from the trees and managed to refrain from looking back to check her orders were being obeyed.
Her heart hardened as she saw him again. He sat his horse in the exact spot of the day before. An optio was beside him while two ordinary soldiers held a third between them. He had no joyful smile this time. I should think not, Jodocca told herself.
“And that is your killer?” she asked icily.
“It is he.” Marcus replied with a heavy voice. “His hands and forearms gave him away. Covered in long scratches and, when challenged, he did not even deny it!”
Jodocca looked into blazing eyes and then studied the man’s body’s stance. She knew a tough fighter when she saw one, and, for a fleeting second, a doubt entered her head for Cathus. Could he really take on this one and win? The dice had been thrown though. But this one was arrogant and sure of himself. Not in the least abashed at his current situation. Again a doubt rose but she pushed it firmly aside.
“The weapons will be javelin and dagger only,” she announced.
Marcus felt uneasy. She was just a little too sure of herself. What game did she propose to play? The troops were all on high alert for possible treachery though he guessed her precious oath and honour would not allow this. But what about her followers? Long ago he had taken the time and trouble to understand the British customs. He yearned to speak softly to her but dare not with every ear tuned in their direction to say nothing of her harsh expression.
Crispus sensed his friend’s feelings and gritted his teeth. This confounded British female had done something irreparable to Marcus. His eyes were not just cold against their killer but filled with incredible sadness. Would he ever be the same man again? What would he do? Resign? That could take weeks to arrange. Rome could move very slowly at times. Even if he did go, where did that leave Crispus himself? Out on a limb—and alone without someone he considered a brother in arms. He muttered imprecations to himself, suddenly understanding his whole life was on the verge of drastic change. All because of—her.
Jodocca gave him a final harder look, then turned gently and lifted her left hand and arm high and vertical in the air. There was immediate movement to her rear as her people pushed forward through the trees and displayed their vast number.
Marcus was stunned with shock, and he flashed a look at Crispus to see he was equally amazed. So many of them and, taking the female warriors into account with the men, they more than outnumbered the Romans present. He forced his features into a blank mask, while his mind revolved fast. Neither of them had had the faintest idea the British were capable of getting together such a fighting force in this area. He knew the governor had not the slightest idea just as he also knew he would eventually have to ride back with this critical information. From where had they all come? What was most disconcerting, of all was their silence. He gritted his teeth and turned his attention to her again.
Jodocca had the advantage now, and she found she could read him easily. She let him sweat a few more seconds before she spoke. “My people have come to see justice done!” she explained quietly.
“I see!” Marcus managed to get out though he knew he had broken into a sweat of pure anxiety. He could sense that Crispus was also very much on edge. “Where is your fighter?” he challenged.
Jodocca now lifted her arm and hand vertically into the air and her champion appeared. Cathus marched toward her purposefully, his eyes fixed rigidly on the auxiliary Marius. Of course, it would be him!
An angry growl arose from the watching Romans, as they recognised one who had once been among them. Marcus turned sharply and silenced this noise with a hard look. Deserters might be despised, as indeed they were, but now was not the time and place to demonstrate such scorn.
Marius eyed his deadly rival, and his eyes glowed. How he had loathed this man, and now he could legitimately kill him. Cathus’s face showed a similar intent. This was the man who had led him a life of hell, and who, in so many ways, was totally responsible for making him do a runner. This was indeed going to be a very good day, Cathus vowed.
Marcus eyed her. “Very clever!” he complimented her. “Set a Roman to catch one!”
Jodocca was quick. “He is not Roman!” she told him tartly. “He is the Briton Cathus!” she snapped. “And our champion against your murderer!”
Marcus saw that Cathus was armed, ready and virtually quivering to start. It crossed his mind to wonder whether there had been bad blood between these two before.
Marius flexed and unflexed his hands and shoulder muscles now that the bindings had been removed from his wrists. He snatched up a dagger and javelin, very eager to fight someone whom he had always despised.
Marcus threw a nod at Jodocca and together they both bellowed, “Start!”
Both men were bare-headed though each wore the customary Roman body armour. Both were right-handed and their javelins pointed lethally forwarded as they circled. There was absolute silence from the spectators.
Cathus moved quickly and easily on the balls of his feet, his weight nicely balanced, and he watched Marius through narrowed eyes, ready for any dirty tricks. Both javelins probed experimentally for an opening in the other’s defence, seeking a weak spot, and both men covered with adroit sidesteps, then Marius charged in.
For a few seconds Cathus was forced to back-pedal quickly, then he side-slipped, and his javelin prodded. He felt the point enter flesh, but it would only make a minor wound. Marius turned very quickly, for such a large heavy man and he slashed out. Cathus was forced to duck to keep breathing. That had been a wicked blow, but not wholly unexpected in opening fighting rounds.
Marius followed it up with a barrage of savage jabs and again Cathus was forced to retreat to cover. While waiting he had studied the terrain and it was smooth, no bumps to trip the man. He was a little surprised at the savagery from Marius, then it hit him—it was this that the poor old men had faced. Well, he Cathus, a Briton, was no feeble old man. He braked and slashed out to the right. His blade met that of his enemy, and they both clanged, jolting their wrists, then Cathus plunged. He knew he was now faster than ever before in his life. His blade began to dart and peck to right and left. Each time its tip pierced flesh, finding cracks in the other’s body armour. Very soon, Marius’s leather had began to turn red. And although these were only flesh wounds, not touching anything vital, Cathus knew the blood loss would soon become debilitating.
Cathus leapt sideways and, changing direction completely, he attacked from the other side, while dodging Marius’s blade. Marius had started to become confused and perturbed. This was not going exactly as he had planned. It had never entered his head that old Platon could fight to this high standard, and with such speed, and could keep going like this. Although his nostrils flared, his opponent was not breathing heavily at all and for the first time a seed of doubt began to sprout. His concentration slipped for two heartbeats and Cathus sensed this.
Cathus jumped forward frontally, aimed his javelin, then plunged, not for the well-protected heart behind the thick leather padding but for the guts. He felt the javelin’s point enter the other’s intestines, and he withdrew the blade with a savage twist. He eyed Marius, carefully and knew such a wound was quite fatal. He switched hands, put the javelin in his left and with his right pulled out Jodocca’s dagger. Then he plunged it forward to where he knew there was a gap in the leather lacing. It entered Marius’s heart, and he reared up for a second or two, then slumped down dead.
Cathus sidestepped the corpse, stepped forward as if on parade, and brought the dagger upright in a flourishing salute to his leader. Jodocca gave a little half-bow of her head in an acknowledgement. The Romans stood in stunned and disbelieving silence. Then the watching Britons broke into a roar of triumph.
Marcus eyed them dubiously and shot a warning glance at Crispus, who was on very high alert indeed. Would this now turn into a general battle? Jodocca read their thoughts. How dare they insult her honour and integrity. She turned again, silenced her people with her left hand, then gave a twirling motion with it. Almost like well-drilled soldiers the Britons began to move back into the trees. It was a well disciplined move and Jodocca felt her heart fill with pride. And up yours, Romans!
She turned back to look at the officer again. “There is just one more point,” she began, and she knew her people remained to observe. Withdrawing her own short sword, she rode right up to Marcus and, before his bodyguard could hope to intervene, her sword blade shot out and with a slash scored his right cheek.
Marcus sat on his horse, rigidly still. He had knowledge and an instinct of what was going to come next.
Jodocca shouted, “I pronounce a geasa on this man for as long as he shall live!” Then she swung her horse around and joined her companions who had awaited. They all broke into a brisk canter and began to melt from sight.
Crispus watched the blood trickle in a long thin stream down Marcus’s face. “What in Hades was all that about?”
Marcus turned to him a bleak look on his face. “It is my brand,” he started to explain, then seeing Crispus was totally in the dark he went into more detail. “A geasa on a person means that no one may harm or kill him except the person who pronounced the geasa. It is one of their customs, and is kept faithfully. Within no time at all it will be all over this island that my carcase belongs to her. I can go into any battle, fight any Briton, and not one weapon will be lifted against me. Indeed I will be treated as if I had leprosy.”
Crispus was stunned into silence from total amazement. Then the full implications hit him and he pulled a face. “That means your person is safe and is virtually sacred so it makes a total mockery of your remaining both an officer and a soldier!”
“Exactly!” Marcus agreed between clenched teeth. “She has made me the biggest fool on this island and what can I do about it?—especially when I still love her!”
Crispus finished cleansing the facial wound, then turned to examine the effects of the dead Roman’s gear which the maniple leader had brought into him. He kept giving his friend a surreptitious glance. Marcus was busily writing on some fine parchment preparing a report for Scapula. Now and again he would lift his eyes and stare bleakly at the tent’s wall. They would almost reverberate with sadness and Crispus gritted his teeth. That female was poison. She had to be. He turned his attention back to the belongings of Marius. After a while he stopped and frowned heavily. What was this? He studied the object in his hand, looked again, went to speak to his officer, then thought better of it as Marcus lifted his head.
“There, that’s done, and Scapula can pick the bones out of it. You might as well know. I’ve made up my mind. I want a very early discharge. I have had enough.”
Crispus thought about the statement for a few seconds, while he sorted out delicate words. “And what will you do with yourself?”
Marcus gave him a frank look. “I’m going after that female, and I’m going to make her mine, if it’s the last thing I do in my life. I’ve done my share for Rome and I’m useless as a soldier with her geasa on me. I intend to find where she’s gone and what she’s doing and then I’ll try again.”
Crispus gave a shake of his head almost in desperation. This was not love. It was total obsession. “Well,” he started dubiously not quite knowing how to frame his thoughts, “if you are really determined then I’ll get out of the Legion as well. I cannot stand by and see you go stamping all over this island, making a fool of yourself over that female without me being around to watch your back. Anyhow, I’ve given years of my life to Rome, and I must admit the thought of going off free is very attractive.”
Marcus eyed him. Deeply touched. “What about finances?”
Crispus grinned. “I’ve enough on deposit, for whatever I want in my life. Perhaps, after all, I might have to run my eyes over all these British females!”
Marcus bent his head. It would be better to have a companion. “If you are quite sure I would very much welcome your company but first I have to go back to the fort. It is my duty to give Scapula a verbal as well as written report. I wonder where she is?” he mused.
Crispus snorted. “They have all vanished into thin air. I sent a runner to Gloucester, but they’ve not been there, nor have they been on the outskirts,” he started.
Marcus considered. “I bet I know which way she went then,” he mused thoughtfully. “After this affair, they would go out of their way to dodge us and I bet they headed towards Cirencester, which is their Dubonnii capital. They know the lie of the land much better than us. Take us away from our roads and we are sitting targets for them with their guerrilla warfare and they certainly excel at that,” he said thoughtfully.
Crispus decided to change the subject. “I’ve been going through the dead man’s effects. Nothing of value, except this and this!” and he handed two objects to Marcus.
With a frown, Marcus took them and studied both very carefully then he gave his friend a long calculating look. “Are you thinking what I’m now thinking?” he asked carefully.
Crispus nodded firmly. “Very much so. What do we do?”
Marcus considered for a minute, then snatched another piece of parchment and started to write, while Crispus leaned over his shoulder curiously. “Yes!” he said slowly. “Yes, indeed!”
“When I’ve finish seeing Scapula I’m going to seal all this, then do another note, and get Sellus to handle that end. I am not interested in going there myself, because I know she’s not there,” he explained.
Crispus considered and nodded his head sagely. “Smart move, and you are not directly involved!”
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Sellus was deeply worried. His discharge had come through, and he should have been full of pleasure but all this had been flattened when Marcus Gaius and Crispus rode unexpectedly back to the fort and the officer was closeted a long time with the governor. What it was all about, he did not really know and was not particularly interested.
What he did now know was that he was worried to death. The more he saw of Macha the more smitten he became but she was very hard work indeed. Twice she had boxed his ears for remarks that he considered bright and friendly, but that obviously ruffled her quickly disturbed feathers. Now he was a bit more cautious in what he said to her because she had a very powerful right arm as he had found to his cost on a number of occasions.
He had received an enormous shock when Crispus had bawled at him to go into the officer’s tent. Sellus did not care for the breed. It was not that he was hostile to superior rank; more to the point, he was only used to being ignored by them. Marcus Gaius had already helped him by pushing him towards a woman, for which he was grateful even if the courtship was laborious. When he was told to go into the tent, even though now a discharged soldier, he felt instant guilt. What on earth had he done? Such high-ranking officers did not get involved with the likes of him unless there was trouble.
The officer had been astonishingly affable which, if Marcus had but known it, only made Sellus even more agitated with worry. His superior must surely be leading up to something very dramatic and this had indeed proved the case. He had no idea that Crispus had confirmed to Marcus that he was a man with tight lips, and with more commonsense than the run-of-the-mill ranker.
Marcus had explained what he thought it necessary for Sellus to know, then handed over to him a sealed pouch with an extra note. That too was sealed. “Keep both of these very hidden until you have an opportunity to be alone with the woman Macha. It is of critical importance that no one at all must ever know about this. No one!” Marcus had emphasised. “When you have done this, and as soon as possible, come and report back to me, what the woman said and make sure I am absolutely alone. I hasten to add, this is nothing detrimental nor treacherous to Rome!”
It was Crispus who had advised him to say this, and Marcus saw the wisdom. “Well?”
“Yes sir! I can even ride down this afternoon, but—” He paused heavily. “My courtship is not going at all well. The lady is very strong-minded, and she has a powerful right hand, which I have felt on more than one occasion,” he complained. “But I’ll do what I can and let you know, in private,” he promised.
Marcus understood his precarious position, only too well. Like mother, like daughter. Both from the same strong chip of wood. With tongue slightly in cheek, he added, “Oh who knows, she might look upon you a little more favourably after this and more I cannot say.”
Sellus rode slowly, and turned the puzzle over in his mind. At the same time, he wondered which was the best way to start his errand. What kind of mood would Macha be in? She was such a dynamic woman because she had certainly gone through that vill like a winter gale. It was vastly different in appearance since he had first seen it. The old latrines, for example, had been covered over with soil and fresh ones dug at a more adequate distance. These he knew were for only so many days, then Macha had the men dig fresh ones.
All the rubbish that had permeated the place had been picked up and now it was really tidy. Huts had been opened to the weather, and everything inside thrown out and burned. New grasses had been cut and were drying out for fresh bedding or floor covering. Hides and cloaks had been washed in the river and hung out to dry. The cattle had been moved into a fresh area with a new stockade fence built to protect them. Even the small children looked fresher and cleaner; certainly the other adults did. It was as if Macha had made them all wash themselves in the river. The sentries were much more alert too, and Macha rotated them more often, so they did not have time to get bored or lax. Also, she had a wicked habit of walking around and appearing when least expected, which kept everyone on their toes. Even their hunting weapons were clean and sharper. What a woman, he marvelled, but just how could he get her to look upon him more favourably? That was the conundrum.
He dismounted after passing an alert century, tied his mount to a fence pole, then strode out among the British homes. All of them were used to him now and he even received a couple of nods of recognition and acceptance. He suspected that the whole vill knew about his attempts to court their chief and that both of them provided quite a good degree of entertainment.
He walked to her home, called out, then entered carefully. He had done this once before, without announcing himself and met a spear at his throat.
Macha sat upon a stool head bent over a tunic she was mending. She looked up and glowered at him. “You here again? What is it this time?” she snapped.
Sellus felt his heart sink a little. She was obviously in one of those moods, then he remembered his officer’s words but first things first. “I’m here again because I want to marry you!” he began hopefully. “You see—!”
“No! You see. I think you’re mad, quite crazy, and I do not like you, so that’s that!”
He held his ground and refused to be abashed. “Why not?”
That made Macha pause thoughtfully. Deep down she liked him and their sparring was good fun, and she was glad of it. The last few weeks had been terrible. Her father’s death and the manner of it had appalled all of them but she was very proud of the way her daughter had handled the whole situation. In a sneaking way, she was not sorry. The Roman officer had been dealt such a crushing blow. She knew her daughter only too well. In Jodocca there was great passion. She could love and hate with equal ferocity, and, when she heard Jodocca had pronounced a geasa upon Marcus Gaius, she had even felt some pity for him. As an outlandish foreigner, invader and trespasser, did he really understand all that a geasa entailed? She doubted this, which made her pity the officer. Poor thing, she mused, he is finished in Britain, and might even end up the laughing stock of Rome but at least that meant he would quit their island in time. There was now no danger of a match between him and Jodocca.
“You irritate me,” she said at last, and looked at Sellus. He certainly wasn’t bad looking, because she knew she was no beauty at her age. She suspected he would strip well, and, for a few crazy moments, she wondered how well he would perform in bed. She guessed he would be more than adequate to satisfy her needs, because she was lonely, had been sex starved over the years. She had all the healthy natural appetites, and she had been a widow for far too long. Indeed, some widower Britons had been hanging around her for over a year, but not one attracted her like this insolent Roman.
What really stuck in her throat was the fact that when it had been Jodocca and her Roman officer she had been vitriolic in condemnation, so how could she let herself get involved now? It was downright embarrassing. Yet no matter how often and how cruelly she snubbed him, back he would come again, seemingly unabashed as persistent as flies around a carcase, and even giving her little gifts. She had always returned these, of course; she was far too sharp to be caught that way.
Sellus decided to attack from a fresh angle. “You are a lousy liar!”
Macha bridled with fury. “How dare you?”
“Easily!” he told her cheerfully. “Whenever I’m around you, your nipples harden. I can see them through your tunic. I bet if I put my hand between your legs you’d be nice and wet already for me!”
Macha was rendered speechless for once. There was no retort cruel enough that sprang to mind. Besides, more to the point, she knew he was accurate, and this made her blush wildly.
“See! You’ve gone red!” Sellus chuckled. “ I’m going to have you,” he continued smoothly. “One way or the other you are going to be mine, so you better get that idea well and truly into your head, and accept it!”
“Sellus!” Macha thundered, then realised it was the first time she had ever used his name. He positively beamed down at her and she stifled an oath. What could she do with him? Her shoulders sagged a moment wearily. He was impossible to snub, and she knew she respected him for this.
“Enough of that though,” Sellus said, and his tone became serious. He drew up a second stool and sat facing her, his expression grave.
Macha stilled with alarm, as instinct warned her something was coming which she would not like. “What is it?” She wanted to know automatically lowering her voice. Had something terrible happened to her daughter? Was he now preparing the way for her to learn the worst? Her heart thundered with panic.
“Where is your daughter?” he asked her quietly.
This was the last thing Macha expected. “Why? What’s happened?”
“Nothing has as far as I know,” he replied soothingly, “but it is important I know her whereabouts.”
Macha drew herself erect. “I don’t know and if I did, I’d not tell a Roman!” she retorted.
Sellus nodded sagely to himself. So far, this was going exactly as the officer had predicted, so he started again. “It’s critically important she be found. There is the most urgent message for her, for her eyes alone too, I must add.”
Now Macha smiled with disbelief. “From whom?”
“Senior Centurion Marcus Gaius!”
“Him! What’s his game now?” Macha grated, eyes narrow with suspicion.
Sellus gave another little nod of confirmation. “I don’t exactly know,” he admitted. “All I was told there was a message, which must reach your daughter as it was of critical importance to her safety and general welfare,” and slowly he reached into his tunic and removed a small pouch. “Here! It’s in here and what it’s about I don’t know, nor do I want to know. You can see it’s sealed.”
Macha took the pouch and handled it as if it might explode, while her mind worked at lightning speed. As it came from him, it could only be some wild plan of his to win back her affections again. As soon as Sellus had gone she would burn it. Now that Jodocca had made the break with the Roman she would not be a party to anything that might bring them together again.
“I’ll take it then,” she said coolly.
Again Sellus marvelled at how the officer had outguessed the woman and her reactions. “Can you read Latin?” he asked gently.
“Of course I can. Latin and even the Druids’ runic writing. We are not all illiterate!”
Sellus dived into another little pocket and produced a short, flimsy parchment, which he passed over. Macha took it doubtfully, then bent her head to read. Its message was succinct and very clear.
In this pouch is something which I consider may endanger your daughter’s welfare, and perhaps even her life. I have no idea where she is at present, otherwise I would send it direct with a runner. For both our sakes I think it would be prudent if you saw or arranged for her to have the contents of this pouch as quickly as possible.
Marcus Gaius
Macha was completely taken aback and totally baffled. Her fingers prodded unimpressed at the pouch’s contents but she ended up none the wiser. His words seem genuine, and she considered this situation, with deep unease. She did not know for sure where Jodocca might be, but she did know in which direction she was heading and for what purpose. She looked over at Sellus with fresh worry.
“What kind of a man is he?” she asked in a low voice.
Sellus gave her a slow smile. “He is a magnificent, quite outstanding officer and man. He is one of the very few who would take a genuine interest in the lower ranks like myself. He is reliable, sound and honest. I considered myself fortunate to serve under him.”
“From what you say he is not the type to get into a flap about nothing?” and Macha now wondered yet again if this was another ploy to try and re-establish a relationship with her daughter. She was torn with confusion, but knew she had no alternative than to get the pouch to Jodocca as quickly as possible. She would pick some agile youngster from the vill and get him off very quickly once this constantly intruding Roman had departed. “Do you swear by all the gods in which you believe that you know nothing about what is in this pouch?”
Sellus pulled himself erect and became very serious. “I swear by Jupiter!”
Macha sensed he told the truth and also, at the same time, had empathy to realise and understand his difficulty on this specific errand. A bit of mischief twinkled in her eyes. “Did your officer mention much about me?”
A slow grin slid over his face. “He did! He wanted to know how my courtship was proceeding. I told him that I thought you were quite wonderful. That you were the woman I have been looking for, for a long time, but that you appear to hate me!” and now Sellus became very serious. “But win you I will!” and he stood. It was time he went, and it was also a good opportunity to leave her with something about which to think. He paused at the doorway, for one last sentence. “High-ranking officers don’t usually send messages through the likes of me unless they are of critical importance!” and he turned on his heels and left her to mull over the whole situation.
Sellus yearned to take her in his arms, but his wisdom told him to go now and stay right out of her sight for quite a while. Let her stew a bit. It might just bring her to her senses.
§
“Silures!” Jodocca grunted. It had been a long ride from near Cirencester, but they had not seen one Roman and had approached the River Severn almost in solitude. They had crossed the river at a narrow point, and it had not been all that unpleasant, although cold. She had taken the opportunity to have a quick swim, wash her hair, get out of her soiled clothes and bundle them into a pack on the horse’s back to be dealt with much later. She and Verica had retired behind some bushes and helped each other with their toilet and now both of them glowed with health and well-being.
Now they were entering another tribe’s territory, that of the Silures, against whom, so word had reached them, the Governor had issued nothing but an ethnic cleansing order. Just who did that arrogant Scapula think he was? Now they were to enter another’s tribal territory, certain rituals and courtesies had to be gone through. The Silures had appeared as if from nowhere, which meant they had a good scout system.
Between the Dubonnii and Silures had been flurries of inter-tribal fighting in the past but nothing vitriolic enough to constitute downright warfare. Sometimes the two had even combined forces against a common foe, so between them lay a degree of respect. There had even been past occasions when tribal marriages had taken place, an excellent way for both tribes to have new blood in their breeding. Their customs were very similar, and each understood the other’s dialect. They carried similar weapons, but lived totally different lives.
The Dubonnii were forest dwellers. They were only completely happy when under or near trees, which, not only objects of beauty, were also utilitarian for hiding purposes. The land of the Silures was craggy, peaked and could be highly cruel. Few trees grew on their mountains’ sides, so they were a people of the open. When they visited the Dubonnii, they felt smothered by the trees, and very uneasy, while the Dubonnii easily worried at the bleak mountains, narrow passes and thundering, bitterly cold mountain streams.
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