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      Enter the SF Gateway …

      In the last years of the twentieth century (as Wells might have put it), Gollancz, Britain’s oldest and most distinguished science fiction imprint, created the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series. Dedicated to re-publishing the English language’s finest works of SF and Fantasy, most of which were languishing out of print at the time, they were – and remain – landmark lists, consummately fulfilling the original mission statement:

      
      ‘SF MASTERWORKS is a library of the greatest SF ever written, chosen with the help of today’s leading SF writers and editors. These books show that genuinely innovative SF is as exciting today as when it was first written.’

      

      Now, as we move inexorably into the twenty-first century, we are delighted to be widening our remit even more. The realities of commercial publishing are such that vast troves of classic SF & Fantasy are almost certainly destined never again to see print. Until very recently, this meant that anyone interested in reading any of these books would have been confined to scouring second-hand bookshops. The advent of digital publishing has changed that paradigm for ever.

      The technology now exists to enable us to make available, for the first time, the entire backlists of an incredibly wide range of classic and modern SF and fantasy authors. Our plan is, at its simplest, to use this technology to build on the success of the SF and Fantasy Masterworks series and to go even further.

      Welcome to the new home of Science Fiction & Fantasy. Welcome to the most comprehensive electronic library of classic SFF titles ever assembled.

      Welcome to the SF Gateway.
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Author’s Note

The present volume was originally published as two books: Vol. 3: The Dragon Wakes and Vol. 4:The Burning Forest; these being the concluding volumes of a four-part series with the all-embracing title A Land Fit for Heroes.

The opportunity to republish the entire work in electronic format has meant that these two final volumes can now be restored to their original unity. The two were originally conceived and written as one work and I am glad that that is now how they will be read.

Phillip Mann

New Zealand

2011
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Twelve Seconds Distant

Welcome to the Earth.

But it is not quite the Earth which you and I know, though viewed from the moon you could not tell the difference. This world belongs in one of those parallel universes which exist, infinite in quantity, yet each in its own discrete time-shell, just slightly out of temporal phase with our own world and with each other.

This world, which we are now approaching, is displaced from our own by a mere twelve seconds. But that short time is sufficient to make this world wholly different from our own while yet remaining, in some ways, quite familiar. For instance, the hills and rivers and plains are largely the same, but the men and women who inhabit them are different. Their history and customs too are different, but in subtle and strange ways.

In this world the Roman legions never quit Britannia. Far from it. The Roman legions marched on and, after stamping their mark on Britannia, conquered the rest of the world. Wherever they trod they established their social systems, their laws and their military organization.

Though for a while Roma tottered before the northern tribes, it nevertheless survived to become the capital city of a vast eclectic civilization. Roma became renowned as a great seat of learning; as a cultural melting-pot and place in the sun for all races; as a home of good food, rare spices and fine red wine; as the place for hot gossip, love, philosophy and lust; as the centre of fabulous, profligate wealth and awesome world-rattling power.

Which is all well and good, but this book is not much concerned with Roma, or with the rest of the world come to that, but with just one small corner in the distant north-east of the moist and wooded province of Britannia.

When military resistance in Britannia ended with the defeat of the Celtic tribes, the province prospered. The Romans built their roads throughout the length and breadth of the country and ruled in the neat cities, small towns and military camps. Gradually they created an organized society based on urban living.

In the early days after the conquest, the political leader of this society, the Praefectus Comitum as he was called, was appointed from Roma. But soon this position was filled by members of the great aristocratic, military families that settled in Britannia and began to call that province home. These families controlled vast estates and enjoyed almost unlimited power. Their privilege was supported by two classes in the population: the Citizens and the Soldiers. These two classes were mainly drawn from native families who, in the early days, forsook the tribal life and accepted the pax Romana with relish. They became ‘civilized’. As the decades stretched into centuries and the centuries ticked past, Roman rule began to seem like a law of nature. Given material comforts, security and a guaranteed place in society, the Citizens were hardly aware of the strict rules and regulations and limits under which they lived. Thus the clerks and sewer-men, the cooks, cleaners, nurses, gardeners and candlestick-makers who made civilized life possible for the Roman military aristocracy hardly ever questioned their condition. As for the Soldiers, they were not encouraged to think about anything other than a pride in service and a delight in efficiency. They controlled the roads and the city gates.

But where the city walls ended, the wild wood began. Still, in the forests and moors and swamps which surrounded the Roman towns, life continued pretty much as it had for centuries: as it had since before the coming of the Celts and the earlier generations of men who built Stonehenge, yea back even unto the time of giants. In the different regions of what the Romans called Britannia, the old, green and ever youthful spirits of tree, glade and river maintained their dignity and held sway among the people who lived close to the soil. To those who lived in the vast forests, their ancestors, almost as old as the hills, could be heard whispering in the trees and among the bubbling streams. At nightfall they murmured together in the shadows of the long barrows. Even so, golden lads and lasses made love in the meadows and on the hilltops and in the quiet places behind the barrows, and never thought about grave-dust.

To the ancient Roman families and the Citizens and Soldiers who served them, these woodlanders were primitive savages who could be tolerated because they posed no threat.

Christianity sprang up in some quarters but nowhere did it become as great a political force as in our world. Indeed, where it did survive, Christianity took its place as one sect among many, each of which celebrated in its own special way the sacrifice of a man or woman who chose death in order that humankind might be saved. These various creeds rubbed shoulders with older religions of earth and sky and of the Great Mother.

And all races and creeds walked the Roman roads.

We come to the present.

A pestilence, which began by ravaging the flocks of sheep in the continental provinces, has now shown greater virulence attacking other animals and even humans. Apart from shortages in meat, wool, skins and fertilizer, the disease has caused panic and economic disruption. Strangely, the pestilence has not appeared in Britannia, but only in the provinces of Gallia, Hispania, Germania and Italia, and this has led to speculation that it is a manifestation of the gods’ displeasure.

In response, the new Emperor of the World, Lucius Prometheus Petronius, has decided to establish state sheep farms in Britannia and these will necessitate a burning of the land – at least, that is his overt intention, though in this, as in everything else, Prometheus has darker motives.

To accomplish his plan, the Emperor has appointed Marcus Augustus Ulysses, the senior member of one of the wealthiest and most powerful military families of Britannia, as his deputy. The plan is no sooner conceived than it is put into action. Nothing can withstand it … or so the Roman leaders believe.

But, even while the tubs of chemicals which will be used for the fires are being shipped to Britannia, movements are afoot in that country to resist the burning. Nature is beginning to rebel. Those humans who will lead the battle against the great destruction are by and large ignorant of the role they will play. But they are learning. They are Coll, Miranda and Angus. All three escaped from the Battle Dome together. Now they have lived out the winter close to the small settlement called Stand Alone Stan. They are each, in their different ways, awaiting the next development.

Coll is the last surviving son of that same Marcus Ulysses who now serves as the Emperor’s deputy. He was once called Viti but he has abandoned that name in favour of a tree name, for Coll is the tree which we know as the hazel.

A sad young man who has rebelled against his family, Coll is blighted by guilt. When he was a junior officer at the Eburacum Military Academy he raped Miranda. Now he has survived the winter, living alone in his tree-house near Stand Alone Stan. But, overcome with despair, he has filled his pockets with stones and thrown himself down into a quick-flowing river. He does not know whether he seeks an end or a beginning.

Miranda too was forced to escape to Stand Alone Stan with Coll and Angus where she has become the guardian of a hospital. Strange powers have started to reveal themselves – an ability to see the spirits of the dead and enter other dimensions of Nature. Miranda cannot control her evolution, she is like a leaf on a stream being swept along, but she is discovering her deeper powers and soon it will be time for her to act.

Angus the mechanic, the man hungry for knowledge, the one who works things out for himself, has studied at Roscius’ Academy near Stand Alone Stan where he has discovered History. His new-found knowledge has not brought him peace, however, but a seething anger. Angus, assisted by his two friends Sean and Perol, plans to start a resistance movement aimed at the overthrow of the Roman state. They are the Dragon Warriors.

*

We will enter this world on the Roman side at one of the most important meetings that this world has ever known. The Emperor is speaking …
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The Emperor Speaks

‘I take it that you have no objection to our burning the forests of Britannia?’ The Emperor Lucius Prometheus Petronius paused briefly and stared into the vast assembly chamber. The echoes of his voice faded.

No one moved save one man, the man whom the Emperor was addressing, and he squirmed in his seat. This was Tripontifex, the Praefectus Comitum of Britannia. When the Emperor next spoke his voice had an ironic mocking quality. ‘After all, you failed to help us in our greatest need, Tripontifex, and we all have to sacrifice something for the common good. Don’t we?’

That poor grey man, sitting in the audience, tried to speak. But before he could stand or utter a word, he felt a sudden numbness in his head and then the room darkened and a pain like a poker heated to redness being thrust into his side made him clench his teeth. He died, moments later, swiftly but noisily. His goblet clattered on the hard floor and the wine swilled over the marble.

‘Well that is that then,’ continued Lucius Petronius, ignoring Tripontifex’ gasps. ‘Our decision is made. In this way we learn the lesson of the gods as taught to us by our wise master Lazarus and our good and loyal friend Trismagister Neptuna. So we secure our future. I call that a good night’s work.’

With these words the Emperor of the World sealed the fate of moist, green Britannia.

And of course, he’d planned his strategy well in advance.

Tripontifex’ death was really just a lucky coincidence for had he not died then, he would have been convicted a few weeks later on some trumped-up charge of treason and executed or exiled. As it was, everyone was happy (except perhaps Tripontifex) and the body was hurried back to Britannia where, after being kept chilled over the Winter Festival, it was given a state funeral a few weeks after the winter solstice.

The funeral took place on a grey day when rain fell fitfully from a slate sky and a chill mist covered the city of Eburacum. The catafalque, richly decorated with cloth of gold and flowers from the warmer parts of the Empire, was set up in the forum at the Imperial Palace in Eburacum. Everyone who had any importance in managing the affairs of Britannia was present, for it was the custom that after the funeral the Imperial decision concerning the new Praefectus Comitum would be delivered. This was the way things had been done in the past and normally the Emperor, appreciating local sensibilities, consulted the leading military families and discovered a new Praefectus by consensus. However, this was not the pattern after the death of Tripontifex. Following the eulogies and the elegies, an Imperial messenger stepped forth. The state room became silent. None of the families knew what, if any, negotiations had been taking place and all were eager to hear. They assumed that Marcus Augustus Ulysses would be asked to step down from his temporary position as deputy for the Emperor, and in his place some lowly diplomat would be appointed Praefectus Comitum.

The Imperial messenger cleared his throat and then announced: ‘With regard to the future governance of the beautiful province of Britannia, the Emperor Lucius Prometheus Petronius has decided to let the status quo continue. Pressing matters of state policy require that he continue to hold the position of Praefectus Comitum of Britannia himself. Needing a loyal and honourable man to serve as his representative in Britannia, he appoints Marcus Augustus Ulysses, the hero of Africa, to continue to serve as his deputy.’ Concluding this brief speech, the Imperial messenger stepped back and folded his arms.

This news was received in a shocked silence. The great military families that had ruled the province of Britannia for centuries were suddenly worried. The leaders of the families glanced round the amphitheatre, and caught one another’s eye. They had heard rumours about the meeting in Roma when the new Emperor had suggested burning parts of the great forests to create a pasture for sheep. The burning in itself did not worry them, so long as it was not their particular bits of forest that were to be burned. Far more important in their eyes was the possibility that the Emperor might be trying to undermine their traditional authority. Appointing Marcus Augustus Ulysses as the Emperor’s deputy seemed like the first step, for the old Ulysses was known to be ambitious, unprincipled and unpredictable.

Later that day, when Tripontifex’ body was secure atop the funeral pyre, Marmellius Caesar, head of the Caesar clan, cornered Marcus Ulysses as he was hurrying through one of the antechambers.

‘What is going on, Marcus?’ he asked bluntly, without any pleasantries.

‘We’re just about to burn Triponti—’

‘Don’t play games with me. You know what I’m talking about. I thought you told us that your appointment was only a temporary measure. That you were a stopgap and nothing more. You remember – one of the old guard, called upon in an emergency to do his bit.’

Marcus shrugged his huge shoulders expressively. ‘It seems that the Emperor in his wisdom has seen fit to honour me in a more permanent—’

He was not allowed to finish. ‘Nonsense.’ Marmellius Caesar was deeply angry. ‘I warn you now, Marcus Ulysses. I warn you. There’ll be civil war if you step out of line. We’ll tear this country limb from limb if we have to. Tripontifex managed to keep the peace because he was a threat to no one. You are. You could be a threat to all of us. There’ll be no more games.’

Marcus Ulysses looked at the young man with some surprise. He had not expected to find such determination in him. ‘We can’t talk here,’ he said smoothly. ‘If I’m seen talking privately to you I’ll have Sextus Valerius Manaviensis and the rest down on me. Listen, just for the moment trust me. Let’s let old Tripontifex go out in a blaze of glory. Let’s let things settle down a bit. Then we’ll have a meeting. There’s nothing going to happen in the near future. And besides, I know about Lucius Petronius. He’s a bit of a windbag. A lot of talk but not much action.’ The old Ulysses glanced at Marmellius’ face, hoping to gauge how his words were being received, but the young man’s face had no expression. ‘Anyway,’ he continued, ‘I’d have thought you would be pleased that one of your own had been chosen as deputy. Just think what it would have been like if Trismagister Neptuna had been put in charge of Britannia.’ He grinned. Trismagister Neptuna was the Praefectus Comitum of Hispania. Horror stories about him were legion. According to one rumour he possessed the power of the evil eye and on one occasion just glanced at a man and the man turned to dust. It was also said that Trismagister drank blood for breakfast and dined on human brains.

‘Then we would have killed Trismagister Neptuna the moment he set foot on this land,’ said Marmellius without a blink. ‘We would have dropped a big stone on his thick head from a great height. That would have stifled his magic and sent a warning to this Gallic upstart whom we now call Emperor.’

Marcus looked uncomfortable. He realized there was no way he could calm Marmellius’ fears quickly. ‘Just give me a bit of time,’ he said finally. ‘I’ll keep you informed. I’ll make sure nothing happens. Now please, excuse me. I’m supposed to set fire to the pyre. That is if they’ve managed to keep the wood dry. I’ll contact you in a few days.’ Marcus Ulysses hurried off.

With that Marmellius had to be content. Though of course he wasn’t.

Immediately the funeral ceremony was concluded and even before the embers were cool, Marcus Augustus Ulysses climbed aboard his flagship, the Ithaca, and set off for his estate at Farland Head in Caledonia. The conversation with Marmellius had unsettled him. He realized that he had become complacent, the result no doubt of dealing for so long with the unimaginative Tripontifex who could be browbeaten and bullied easily. Marcus knew that from now on he would have to be careful in all his dealings. He had read the warning signs in Marmellius’ cool and precise manner. Here was a man prepared to take swift and decisive action if he felt his interests were threatened. Marcus guessed (correctly) that Marmellius would by now have spoken to the heads of other families and that a loose confederation would have been formed. They would be watching his every move.

That night, secure in his house at Farland Head and with a bottle of smooth whisky to hand, Marcus Ulysses sat before an open fire and pondered the options. Devious in all things, Marcus Ulysses nevertheless found himself wondering just why he was playing this particular game. Why was he siding with the boorish Emperor Lucius against his fellow rulers of Britannia? Why was he trying to play games with the likes of Gnaeus Marmellius Caesar? What did he want to gain? What deep dissatisfaction gnawed at him, disturbing his rest, making him cheat? Finding no answer to his questions, Marcus Ulysses filled his glass.

Not for the first time that day, old Ulysses’ mind wandered to Viti his son who, though nearly captured once, was still at liberty. Marcus Ulysses was convinced that one day his son would return.

‘Am I bored waiting for him to come back?’ he mused, and drank deeply.

Outside the wind blew stirring the curtains. The fire leaped and crackled and a log rolled, sending sparks up the chimney. ‘Do I want to hand Viti a better inheritance than I received? All of Britannia, for instance? Do I want to squash the rest of them, the Caesars, the Gallica, the Manaviensis?’ He paused and stared deep into the red heart of the fire. ‘Or do I just want to see things burn?’

He sighed deeply and at that moment his nurse and personal maid, a woman named Julia who had been with him since he captured her during one of his campaigns in Africa, came bustling into the room. She was a large woman and wore a bright red and blue silk caftan. On a tray she carried a bottle of pills and a glass of water. Under her arm she held a new box of cigars.

‘Go away,’ said Marcus Ulysses. ‘I’m thinking.’

‘Time for your pills,’ said Julia, as though she hadn’t heard him. Then she added, ‘And if you don’t take them this time while I’m watching, I’ll throw this box of cigars right on to the fire.’

‘You wouldn’t dare,’ said the old Ulysses, trying to sound fierce. ‘That’s the last—’

Julia’s eyes flashed in her dark face. ‘Wouldn’t I just? Then try me.’ She held the box of cigars towards the fire. ‘Now you take your pills.’

There was a moment while the two stared at one another.

‘Oh all right,’ growled the Ulysses finally. ‘Anything for a quiet life.’ He popped the pills into his mouth and crunched them and then swilled them down with whisky in a sudden act of defiance.

Julia grinned and set the box of cigars down on the table by the old man’s seat. She perched herself on a footstool in front of the fire and rested her arm on his knee. ‘It’s a wild night out there,’ she said. ‘Could be snowing before long.’

For reply the old Ulysses merely grunted. Silence fell between them.

‘Did things not go well in Eburacum today?’ Julia asked finally. ‘You’ve been moping a bit since you got back.’

‘I’ve been thinking. Trying to sort things out. There is unrest in the country.’

‘What! Over silly old Tripontifex’ funeral? Surely not?’

‘No. Over my being made the Emperor’s deputy. They don’t trust me.’

Julia said nothing. Ulysses reached for a log and tossed it on to the fire. ‘I think I’d better speak to young Prometheus,’ he said. ‘Give him an idea of how things are here. See what he wants to do. I think when I know his mind better, I’ll know my own mind better too.’ Old Ulysses put his arm round Julia’s hips and gave her a squeeze. ‘Set up the connections. He should be awake by now. It’s nine o’clock in the evening.’

Julia did as she was bid, lugging the big communications console into the warm study and tapping out the co-ordinates which would link the house at Farland Head with the Imperial residence in Roma. Ulysses had a special call-code which enabled him to bypass all the lower offices and gain access to the Emperor in person.

After a short delay, the Ulysses heard a whispery distant voice say, ‘Hello. Secretary to the Emperor speaking. Who is calling?’ Marcus Ulysses identified himself and immediately the voice at the other end warmed up. ‘Hello, Marcus. Nice to hear from you. I hope all is well. I will put you through to the Emperor directly.’ Marcus smiled a smug smile at Julia, who filled his whisky-glass with soda water.

Moments later the deep, fruity voice of Lucius Prometheus Petronius came on the line. Behind his voice there was the sound of music and squeaking laughter and water splashing. ‘Marcus you old sheep-shagger, it’s a bit late for you to be up isn’t it? I thought you porridge-eating northern types had to be into bed by seven o’clock.’

Marcus Ulysses covered the speaking-tube with his hand and whispered, ‘He’s pissed already.’ Julia, standing close, looked to the ceiling.

‘Well what can I do you for? Business? Or is this just a friendly pow-wow?’

‘A bit of both,’ said Marcus diplomatically. ‘We cremated old Tripontifex today.’

‘Good. No problems there, I trust. The old sod didn’t suddenly resurrect and jump up off his bier and start calling for justice or anything?’

‘No, nothing like that. That kind of thing doesn’t happen in Britannia. We leave all that to you extravagant Latins.’

‘Not many miracles with us these days, either. It all gets a bit boring, really. So what’s the business?’

Marcus took a deep breath. He hadn’t really planned the conversation and now he suddenly found himself plunged in deep and floundering. ‘Well, during the … um … festivities, I was approached by one of the young Caesars, Gnaeus Marmellius actually, and I think he was speaking on behalf of the other families. They’re worried about my being named your deputy. They’re wanting details about your plans. The talk of burning has unsettled everyone.’

‘And?’

‘And what?’

‘What did you tell him?’

‘Nothing really. I fudged. I told him to wait until things settled down. I told him to trust me.’

The detonation of Lucius’ laughter almost deafened old Marcus. When he got his breath back the Emperor said, ‘Always a good ploy that. The big lie. Buys time and puts the enemy off. Most people want to believe in truth you know. It is a great weakness. Wise types, like you and I, know that the only truth is that everything is a lie and consequently we are never fooled. So. How long do you think they will keep quiet, or are they plotting already?’

‘There’ll be talk.’

‘There always is. But how dangerous is it?’

‘I think that if we told them something about the plans—’

‘We’d have a riot on our hands in no time followed by a full-scale rebellion.’ There was a long pause and then, when the Emperor spoke again, his voice had undergone a subtle change, gaining menace. ‘You’re not going soft on me, are you, Marcus?’

‘No, no,’ said Marcus Ulysses hurriedly. ‘It’s just that—’

‘Good. You see the only reason I chose you as my deputy is because you are an absolute son of a bitch, just like me. Corrupt as they come and lacking any fiddling scruples of integrity. A realist. Am I right?’

‘Er … well … yes,’ said Marcus uncertainly.

‘But with a certain glamour and charisma, let it be said. Not to mention an impulsive generosity and a boyish good humour to match your magnificent profile.’ The Emperor’s voice was like silk being stroked with a knife. Marcus breathed more easily. ‘All of which makes you quite irresistible and quite lethal. Almost as lethal as me, the difference being that I am younger than you, cleverer than you and finally more powerful than you. Do you agree?’

‘Er … where is all this leading?’ Marcus tried to keep his voice steady.

‘To this. If you try to double-cross me or play one side against the other, I’ll invade you so fast that you won’t even have time to shit yourself. And I won’t just come with the regulars, I’ll let loose some of my special squad from the Andes campaign. You won’t know what hit you. I’ll plough salt into your land. I’ll roast you over a slow fire and hand you over to Trismagister to dine on for a year. I’ll rewrite the history books naming your family as traitors, yea I’ll even rewrite the Odyssey so that the name of Ulysses is not even mentioned. Do I make myself clear?’

Old Ulysses nodded and then cleared his throat. ‘I hear what you are saying,’ he said huskily.

‘But if you act with me,’ Lucius continued without missing a beat, ‘you and yours might yet enjoy a mighty province to sport in as you please, for as long as the gods grant you favour. The choice is yours.’

‘How can I trust you?’

‘You can’t. Isn’t that always the paradox of the faithless?’ The Emperor laughed. He seemed to have recovered his good humour. ‘But you have at least this on your side. I’d always rather have a dishonest man such as yourself at my beck. The virtuous are not to be trusted. They discover their scruples just when the going gets dirty.’

‘So what shall I do?’ Marcus was aware how weak this question sounded and was appalled at how easily Lucius Petronius had bested and manipulated him.

‘Do this. Tell the Caesars and the Manaviensis and the rest of them that you have spoken to me privately and that you find to your pleasure that I have a great liking and admiration for Britannia as a country respected by the gods etc., etc., etc. Tell them that nothing is decided yet as regards the sheep stations and that naturally any action will be preceded by consultation. Full consultation. Let them feel that when I declared that I would burn all the forests of Britannia that I was angry with Tripontifex, that I was speaking for the ears of the Assembly only, that they wanted to hear strong talk and that the reality will be much, much, milder. Tell them that in any case, any small loss of land would be more than compensated for by estates here in Italia or in the Western Empire. Tell them that Emperor Lucius belongs to the old school, that he is fierce as an enemy but gentle and forgiving, nay kind, say kind and loving to his friends.’ The Emperor chuckled. ‘There, as a load of horse-shit that would not disgrace the Augean stables. But hear me, Marcus. Even while you lie on our behalf, know privately that I do intend to burn the forests of Britannia from coast to coast and that I will take all estates but yours. Have I made myself clear?’

‘I think so.’ Marcus had been scribbling notes.

‘Good. Now, one last thing. I’m glad you chose to contact me. I was going to contact you in the morning. I’m planning to travel to Aegyptus in a few weeks’ time and would enjoy your company. We can have a bit of an orgy. Rejuvenate in the sunshine. I think you’ll need to get your cold, damp country out of your system. The point is, I want us to make some careful plans about Britannia and I want to make them face to face. I suggest, as a way of sweetening this visit to your suspicious countrymen, that you appoint that bright young Caesar boy, Marmalade or something. What’s his name?’

‘Marmellius.’

‘Yes him. Appoint him your deputy. Tell him I asked you to. Then give him something important to do. Get him to take an inventory of the wine imported into the country over the last few years. Tell him we think Tripontifex was defrauding the Empire of taxes. That ought to take his mind off things. Set it in motion tonight. He’ll be impressed by your care. Now is there anything else?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Well. Sweet dreams. Any word of your son, Victor?’

‘Not so far.’

‘Why not pardon him? Offer an amnesty to all escapees and criminals. Be benevolent, Marcus. Let the time of your deputy-ship be renowned as a brief golden age, almost an age of justice. You can afford to.’

‘I’ll think about it,’ said Marcus. ‘And I’ll see you in a few weeks.’

‘I look forward to it.’

With that their conversation ended.

Marcus sat back. He was sweating, but he felt better. Julia passed him his drink and he downed it at a swallow. ‘Well, that was a conversation and a half,’ he said finally.

Outside the wind suddenly howled and smoke backed down the chimney billowing into the room. ‘Bloody freezing weather,’ said Marcus. ‘Bloody freezing country.’ Then he reached across and pulled Julia down on to his lap and kissed her. Pack the bags,’ he said. ‘In a few weeks, you and I are going for a holiday to smelly, corrupt old Aegyptus where there are date palms to lie under and hot, hot sun. Hey, we might even get a chance to see Florea. I haven’t seen her in years.’ Florea was Marcus Ulysses’ eldest daughter. She was married to a local king and lived in a palace on the Gulf of Hammamet, to the south and east of New Carthage.

‘You are looking happier.’

‘Yes. All may yet be well. And the break will do me good.’

Quickly, before he could lose his resolve, he contacted Marmellius who seemed brisk and wide awake.

‘Sorry about the clash today,’ said Marcus quietly. ‘But I thought you’d like to know that I’ve just been talking to the Emperor.’

Then, using his notes as a guide, he gave Marmellius a summary of his conversation and concluded with the words, ‘It is the Emperor’s express wish that you be appointed my deputy as from now. It is an honour, Marmellius, and you will be in charge of the country while I am away in Aegyptus.’

Marmellius took some persuading, but finally he accepted. ‘… To accord with the traditions of my family,’ he said.

Marcus felt a surge of relief as he heard the younger man’s tone soften. He would journey down to Eburacum on the morrow for a swearing-in ceremony.

‘And when will you be departing for Aegyptus?’ asked Marmellius with just a hint of anticipation in his voice.

‘Not for some weeks yet. Not till after the Reformed Lupercalia and the graduation at the Battle Dome. I wouldn’t miss that. But don’t you worry. When I get back from Aegyptus, we’ll know the truth about what he wants. Then we can talk. All of us. We can talk to our heart’s content. Meanwhile, let us rule wisely, you and me, Marmellius. Let us put the past behind us for the interests of all.’
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Coll’s Laughter

Beyond the bushes Coll came to a high bank above the river. He looked down into the dark cold water. It seemed that he, Coll or Viti or whatever human name he might choose, had withdrawn into a tiny point of light.

Quickly he began to fill his pockets with stones. He managed to lodge a large rock in his shirt. Then he stepped to the edge. ‘I love you,’ he shouted, thinking of Miranda, as he toppled forwards and fell with a heavy splash into the water.

The cold shocked him and despite his resolve he struck out, trying to rise, but felt himself weighed down and carried by the strong current. His arm struck a rock. His face was scrubbed. His feet touched something solid and he kicked, but too late. There was a pain in his chest and a roaring in his head like a thousand boulders tumbled together. And then he felt something wrap round him and squeeze. He was caught in the root of a tree and the deep river ran on, pulling at him. Briefly he saw fragments of his life, like pictures blown by a wild dark wind: himself as a boy playing with his sisters Florea and Thalia at Farland Head, killing the young Alexander with a single stunning blow at the Battle Dome, making love to the wild Diana in the roots of a tree, lifting the limp body of a dead piglet before the glittering eyes of its mother, facing Miranda who stared and stared and would not speak while he stuttered and stumbled his apologies. Finally …

Panic made him scream and he tried to breathe, and the roaring exploded in his head.

Blackness …

… and then a shaking.

Light.

Coll came to himself spluttering and wheezing, and then something which had hold of him by his cloak hoisted him up and dumped him shivering and gasping face-down on the bank. Hard hands pressed his back, forcing the water from his lungs via his nose and mouth. He gasped, gagged, gasped again, was sick, gagged and finally drew in air and coughed. He felt a stinging blow to his back and then was left to lie. Water and blood drained from his mouth and nose, but he was in control. Gradually his gulping ceased and he breathed more easily.

‘Away, Coll lad,’ said a voice he seemed to know. ‘You’ll be all right.’

Coll opened his eyes groggily and tried to focus. He looked round to see who was speaking and rolled over on to his back. He found himself looking into the broad and golden, smiling face of Gwydion. Coll blinked into Gwydion’s face with disbelief, but when he tried to speak he coughed again and belched out more water. Any doubt he might have had concerning the reality or otherwise of Gwydion was dispelled when the latter picked him up bodily and turned him upside-down over his shoulder and gave him several sharp slaps to the back. More water came out of him.

Set on his feet again he spluttered and gasped, but he was breathing, though his throat felt rough and sore.

Gwydion was laughing. ‘You’d better be more careful in future. The next time you decide to fall in a river, you’d better make certain you don’t have any friends watching.’

‘Gwydion,’ said Coll finally. ‘Oh Gwydion. Of all men … am I glad to see you. I thought I was dead.’

‘Sorry.’

‘No. Seriously. Oh you’ve no idea …’

‘Probably not. But if we don’t get you out of those wet things you will be a goner and no mistake. Away. Show me this shed of yours I’ve heard so much about.’

Together they trudged back up the slope towards the path that led to Stand Alone Stan. Surreptitiously Coll tried to get rid of the stones he had placed in his pockets. He was suddenly ashamed of what he had done, of what he had tried to do. Gwydion pretended not to see.

*

‘I suppose you’re on your way to see Miranda,’ said Coll as they entered his small tree-house. ‘She’s down in the hospital in the village. She’s become head of it or something.’

‘Er. No,’ said Gwydion. ‘I don’t think it’d be a good idea if I saw Miranda. She’s got her own life now. She doesn’t want me hanging about.’

‘She’s crazy about you. You know she is.’

‘Aye, well. Some things change. Anyway, I wasn’t on my way here to see her. I was coming to see you.’

‘Me? Why me?’

‘I was wondering what you were up to. I’ve got some schemes in hand I thought you might enjoy.’

‘Such as?’

‘A bit of thieving. A bit of wenching. A bit of fighting. A bit of boozing. No, I tell a lie. A lot of boozing and a lot of wenching. The truth is I need an accomplice.’

Coll towelled himself down. Then he found some dry clothes from his meagre supplies and pulled them on.

‘I always thought you hunted alone.’

Gwydion pondered. ‘I do as a rule. But I like to change my tactics too. What do you say, Coll?’

Coll sat down. It was all a bit sudden for him. Only an hour ago he’d been setting out with a calm contentment to end his life and now here he was alive and well, being invited to pitch his life in with an adventurer. He wondered what he felt and realized with astonishment that he felt great. He remembered everything – the blackness, the desolation, the sadness – but somehow it was as though his very attempt to kill himself had cleansed him in some strange way. ‘There’s some things I think I ought to tell you first,’ he said, suddenly very serious.

‘You don’t have to,’ said Gwydion, scratching in his beard and looking about. Coll realized that the golden man was embarrassed.

‘Yes I do. It might cause friction later.’ He paused and wished that Gwydion would look at him. ‘See, I didn’t just fall in the river, I was trying to kill myself.’ Gwydion shrugged. ‘And the reason I did that was … well because I couldn’t see any purpose in anything any more. And,’ he continued quickly before Gwydion could say anything, ‘I love Miranda.’

‘That makes sense.’

‘Eh?’

‘’Course you bloody love her. Do you think I don’t know that? D’you think I came down in the last shower or what?’ Gwydion’s brow wrinkled and the snake tattooed there seemed to coil.

‘But that’s not all,’ continued Coll.

‘Go on. Surprise me.’

And so Coll’s story came out. He talked about Miranda in Eburacum and how he had forced her to make love and then how he had tried to apologize and how she had just stared at him until he ran away. And he mentioned the note she had sent.

‘What did the note say?’ asked Gwydion, suddenly curious.

‘I couldn’t understand it. It said, “You are not what you are, but what you will become.”’

Gwydion looked at him and there was a strange and slightly dangerous look in his eye. ‘You know Coll, you’re what? … five or six years younger than me, so I’ll forgive you. But what I’d like to do is belt you, really hard, because you’re so bloody daft. You’ve got eyes but you don’t see. You’ve got a brain but you don’t think. You’re healthy. You’re strong. You’re good-looking. And you are prepared to throw all that away. You want your bloody head examining.’ Gwydion stood up and came round the table. He towered over Coll but not in a menacing manner. ‘Listen to me lad. Is that note the note of an angry woman? Eh?’ Coll thought and then shook his head. ‘Right. And what do you think it means?’ Coll shrugged. ‘No idea, eh? Then I’ll tell you,’ said Gwydion, ‘even though I never had education beyond learning to read. What she’s telling you is that the past does not control you … that what’s done is done, for better or worse, and you can’t change it, but it is not like chains, it can’t hold you, it doesn’t define you for all time. You, the inner you, the real you, you move on, you change. That is if you’ll let yourself. But you, silly, spoilt, rich kid Viti, you seem to want to dwell on guilt and suffering. And that’s why I’d like to belt you and that’s why Miranda couldn’t say anything to you.’ Coll nodded slowly. ‘Now for the rest. “You are what you will become.” That’s simple. What she means is that you have things inside you that want a chance to grow. Maybe great things, maybe little things. But things that are moving, things that want to express themselves. Maybe it might be a great big ball of laughter, and that would be a good thing. I don’t think you’ve ever laughed in your whole bloody life. Maybe it is a great goodness. Maybe a great ability to steal. You might be a great rogue like me. Or a great prat like Angus. But you are not what you are now. You are what you will become, if you give yourself the chance.’ Gwydion paused and then he looked up at the roof. ‘May all the gods of the greenwood save us, but how many men and women are there who live out their lives unhappy and frustrated, just because they hold on to the past?’

‘I’m sorry,’ said Coll. ‘Now I feel ashamed,’ and he was astonished when Gwydion lifted his hands to the sky and roared.

‘Don’t say you’re sorry all the time. Live.’

Then Gwydion did something quite extraordinary. He rolled up his sleeves, flexed his arms and began to rip Coll’s cabin apart. While Coll sat at the table in dumb amazement, Gwydion tore down the walls and smashed them. He broke the bed and the table. He wrenched out the steps cut into the oak tree and threw them down the hill. He scattered the food cupboard and tore away the electrical fittings which sparked and crackled until he pulled on them like a bell-rope and brought half the oak tree down on top of them. His last act was to tip Coll out of his chair and then he pulled the chair to bits. ‘Now,’ he said panting, and with a hint of satisfaction in his voice, ‘you have a choice, and this is the last time I shall ask. Do you want to join me for some risky fun or shall I lead you back down to the river and hold you under? I can if that is what you want.’

Coll sat still and then, without any control on his part, he started to laugh. He couldn’t help himself. It was suddenly all so funny. He sat amid the ruins of his precious tree-house and he laughed and laughed until Gwydion joined him and the two men fell over among the rubbish and rolled over. They laughed until they could hardly breathe. And then they sat up, and when they caught one another’s eye, they laughed some more.
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To Aegyptus

The weeks flashed past.

There was a lot to do and Marcus was genuinely glad of Marmellius’ help. The young man had an eye for detail and plenty of energy. They developed a working relationship which, if not particularly friendly, was at least efficient.

But at last Marcus came to his last official duty, to preside at the Battle Dome. This was a pleasure. He fought a brief engagement in his replacement Dragon and lost to a younger foe. He was magnanimous in defeat and many at the graduation party commented on how mellowed he seemed – and yet how sad in some ways. ‘His son Viti, of course. He’s pining for him,’ was the consensus.

Then it was a quick journey up to Farland Head where Julia had their things already packed and ready to go.

Aegyptus beckoned.

The Ithaca slid gracefully up into the air, riding an energy gradient, and joined the sky-road heading south. There was not much traffic, just a few military convoys, and the ship was able to make good speed. Below it, the mushroom-shaped pylons which provided the energy field and gave the ship its stability flashed past.

After little over two hours the Ithaca approached the Brigantum change-over to the north of Eburacum. Here it dipped and shunted sideways as its pilot gradually shifted it from one sky-road monitor to another. Finally it stabilized, safe on the sky-road heading south to Lindum, Londinium, Dubris and all points south.

While the Ithaca was changing lanes, Marcus and Julia stood at the main observation window staring out. They could see the dark forest and, in the misty distance, the grey shape of the Battle Dome rising above the trees.

Julia shivered. Despite the warmth of the Ithaca’s cabin she felt something cold strike at her. She was thinking of Africa where she grew up close to the Tigrayan town called Axum. She had not seen it since the days of her capture. She was debating with herself whether to ask Marcus to extend their trip south so that she could visit the places she had known as a child. The village was gone, she knew that, she had seen the flames which burned it. And her parents and brothers and sisters were dead. She knew that too from personal experience, having seen the bodies piled up. The place would have its ghosts, restless spirits that would know her and perhaps welcome her.

The Ithaca swept down to the southern parts of Britannia without interruption. It glided through Londinium where ships were loading and then steered south-east, straight to Dubris.

As they approached that town they slowed. ‘Come and see this,’ called Marcus with excitement. ‘Here’s something you won’t have seen for a few years.’ He was pointing at the great bridge which thrust out into the sea just north of Dubris. ‘They say it is nearly finished. The last kelp-pods are in place over near the shore of Gallia. If we have a good summer then the first vehicles could be running by next spring at the latest.’

This Channel Bridge was set to become yet another wonder of the world. It had already been generations in the building.

‘And when it is built, what?’ asked Julia.

‘When it is built we will be able to get back and forth to Gallia whenever we want.’

‘Is that good?’

‘’Course it’s good. The road will run from Caledonia right to Roma.’

Julia sniffed. She had no appreciation of distances. She did, however, admire the beautiful curve of the bridge and the patterns made by the arms of kelp strapped over its canopy. ‘Well, so long as nothing comes walking across this bridge towards us.’

Marcus Ulysses looked at her in astonishment. ‘What are you talking about? An invasion? We are one empire. I mean, I suppose if there were a problem we could always blow the bloody thing up, but—’

‘I’m thinking of the pestilence. They say it cannot cross water and that is why we have been saved.’

‘Bah! Old wives’ tales! This pestilence, as they call it, is not a living thing! Britannia has been saved because the gods have willed that it be saved. As a lesson. As a warning.’

‘Oh.’

And there the matter was left, for the Ithaca, after some bumping and jockeying, glided down to a slipway close to the water’s edge. Waiting for them was a wide, flat ferry-boat.

A sullen swell, the result of steady winds from the south, heaved the waves up beside the jetty where they buffeted the stone walls and fell back turning to foam. The ferry-boat strained and heaved at its ropes and occasionally thumped against the harbour wall.

‘’Fraid there’ll be a delay,’ announced the pilot. ‘They’ll have to wait until the swell goes down before they can manoeuvre us aboard.’

‘How long will that take?’ asked Marcus, testily.

‘Can’t say, sir,’ answered the pilot. ‘The forecast is uncertain. So long as a new storm doesn’t come up we should be able to go aboard at midnight.’

Marcus fumed, but there was nothing he could do. ‘You see?’ he said to Julia. ‘If the bloody bridge was in we wouldn’t have to bloody wait.’

Julia did her best to soothe him, and eventually managed to convince him to take a turn on shore and visit one of the fish restaurants for which Dubris was famous.

At a quarter past midnight, replete and relaxed, Marcus was carried back on board the Ithaca which had in his absence been shifted on to the ferry-boat. The flagship looked preposterous and unstable, but outriggers had been attached to its outer wings and it swayed and rocked while the ropes groaned and sweated.

As soon as the old Ulysses was aboard, the ropes were cast off and propellers churned the green water to milk. They were on their way to Gallia, and making as much speed as they could, for the winds had shifted round to the north and the weather was unpredictable.

*

They reached Gallia at six in the morning and were winched ashore.

A further delay occurred while certain necessary technical modifications were made to the Ithaca’s drive system, allowing it to use the continental sky-roads.

As though anticipating Marcus Ulysses’ irritation, the Emperor had arranged for gifts to be waiting. First came a life-size wooden bull with gold-tipped horns which pissed red wine when its tail was worked up and down. This was followed by breakfast carried by garlanded dancing-girls with tinkling bells at ankle and wrist. They were accompanied by musicians with trumpet and drum and a team of acrobatic dwarfs who specialized in simulating obscene acts. Old Ulysses opened one bleary eye, looked at the fresh, smiling young women who were gathered round his bed and groaned. The smell of the red wine made his head throb and the sound of the drum blurred his vision. He scratched in his stubble and waved vaguely, hoping this was all a dream which would fade away.

But it wasn’t, and finally Julia, fresh from the shower and turbaned in red silk, gave the performers some gold coin and told them to eat the smoked salmon and the crisped hare’s brains and the roast shank of pork themselves. Which they did with a will, for entertainers were not highly paid and were always hungry.

Old Ulysses subsided back to sleep. An hour later the flagship lurched and then began to rise slowly as it locked into the continental grid. Gradually it accelerated. Behind it on the quayside were left the dancers and musicians and acrobats, waving.

Old Ulysses slept till midday, by which time the Ithaca was already approaching the mountains which separated Gallia from Italia.

‘Where are the dancing-girls and the randy bull?’ he asked.

‘The bull is in the hold. I sent the girls back to their mothers,’ replied Julia sweetly. ‘Now may I suggest a lightly poached egg and a glass of milk and cinnamon?’

The Ulysses grunted which Julia chose to interpret as a ‘yes’. He rather liked being bossed in this way but would never admit it. ‘Well, where are we?’ he asked.

‘Climbing into the mountains. Somewhere in the south-east of Gallia. Come and look.’

He shambled out of his bedroom and into the main control chamber. The assembled officers came to attention and he set them at ease with a wave.

The view was magnificent. The Ithaca was gliding up a steep rock-face being transferred from one road-monitor to another. Beyond and above were snow-capped mountains and a bright blue sky. Behind and below was a vast green valley through which tumbled a white stream.

After many a pause and a lurching shift which left the Britannic officers pale, the Ithaca finally reached the top of the pass and they found themselves looking down over the hills into Italia. The air was slightly hazy and gave a false impression of heat.

Gradually the flagship began to gather speed. The descent was smooth and regular. Soon they swept over the River Padus and then snaked through the northern Apennines and on down the north-west coast of Italia. They took the Roma bypass and in the late afternoon were able to look over that hilly city.

‘Strange to think that it all started here,’ said Marcus Ulysses, ‘as a squabble among tribes. From whence came the seeds of our greatness? From our will to expand and adventure, that’s where. You know, when you think of it, the whole of our great Roman history can be seen as just the adventure of boys who got bored staying at home.’ He sighed as though at some sadness.

The pilot glanced at one of the senior officers who was himself studiously looking out of the window, trying not to smile. They’d heard old Ulysses wax eloquent and philosophical before. They licked their lips, for with Marcus philosophy always led to red wine. Oblivious of them, Marcus continued. ‘My family came from Calabria originally, you know, from Tarentum. Pleasant spot I’m told. ‘Course, we weren’t called the Ulysses in those days. That was just a nickname. We’ve been over two thousand years a-growing into that name, and now …’ His voice trailed away as though again contemplating some sadness. ‘You know, sometimes I can’t help but feel we have seen the best of our time. Where is the zest gone? Where the adventure? Whence the joy of the campaign? Only in Africa where I made the savages beat their drums in retreat and break their spears over stones, only then did I feel myself linked to the great spirit of Roma, the Will to Conquest, to explore, to discover. Ah well. Soon the sun will set.’ He stroked his craggy, handsome face, so recently shaved by Julia. ‘Anyone care to shake the tail of the bull? We should carouse while we may.’

Julia waggled her finger at him and her eyes flashed. ‘Well, this poor savage could sure use a drink after that!’

And while they drank some wine from the bull, still the giant flagship rode the sky-road and it did not settle to land until they reached the small town of Rhegium right on the tip of the toe of Italia. There they spent the night while the ship was replenished and cleaned.

In the morning, at a little after eight o’clock when the sun was rising in a clear, bright sky, the Ithaca lifted and flew along the short road-bridge to Sicilia. It cruised past Etna from which smoke was rising straight up, and then cut through the Nebrodi mountains and approached the beautiful old town of Lilybaeum. It was from here that the 140-mile Trans-Mediterranean sea-road stretched across to New Carthage. This city, built on the site of the ancient city, was a thriving holiday resort and trading centre and the bridge was one of the oldest in the Empire.

The Ithaca was the largest size of craft that could use this bridge. Normally, smaller trading vessels plied back and forth on the sky-road and there were of course military vehicles.

‘This section may get a bit bumpy,’ called the pilot. ‘I’ll be taking her manually.’ So saying he guided the giant ship down until it was able to make contact with the power grid which linked New Carthage with Lilybaeum. The radio crackled and a voice began to enumerate tolerances and charge shifts. Then when all was in order, and the Ithaca was perfectly balanced above the road, there came a surge of power and it began to edge forward and out over the road above the sea. While any erratic shifts in their level were buffered, there was an unmistakable up-and-down rhythm. It gave the pleasing impression that the Ithaca was actually sailing.

Their speed was a steady forty miles an hour and soon the coast of Africa filled their horizon. The windows of the Ithaca were open and a light wind blowing from the south carried a rich warm perfume from the shore. ‘Ah, the smell of Africa,’ said old Ulysses grandly. ‘I remember it well. It all comes back to me.’

The duty officers felt themselves relax and something of a holiday atmosphere filled the cabin.

‘Look,’ called Julia, pointing downwards. A school of dolphins were accompanying the shadow of the Ithaca as it slipped over the blue water. ‘Now that’s what I call a good omen,’ she said.

New Carthage reared before them.

The Ithaca was conducted round the main city where children gathered on the ramparts to point at them. Then it was guided up over the small promontory to Neapolis where Florea’s palace was situated. The Gulf of Hammamet was like a vast blue lake waiting for them. Below were groves of orange trees.

Florea, her husband and three children were waiting at the private landing-strip within the palace walls. In appearance Florea was unmistakably the daughter of Marcus Ulysses. She was a female equivalent of him, being tall and well built and with a mane of copper-coloured hair and the same imperious profile. She differed from him in being forthright and honest.

After greetings and an exchange of presents, the family retreated to an enclosed pool in the gulf and there swam and relaxed as the sun went down. Sitting on an artificial island Florea took the opportunity of having her father alone at last for a few moments.

‘No news of Viti, I gather?’

‘None. But he’ll show up in his own good time.’

‘I think he is dead,’ said Florea. ‘He was never very bright, always a bit too romantic for his own good. I doubt if he could survive in the wild, especially not over the winter.’

‘He is still alive,’ said her father stubbornly.

‘Have it your own way. But what about that body that Tripontifex found, the one with no heart or something?’

‘Not Viti. Damn it, Florea. I know my own son. It was a substitute.’

Florea stretched her brown legs and churned the water with her feet, kicking up spray. Then apropos of nothing she said, ‘I’m pregnant again. I hope it’s a girl this time. I’ve provided three heirs to the throne. Now I’d like someone I can understand.’

‘Are you not happy, then?’ asked Marcus, all of a sudden the concerned father.

‘Not happy?’ she replied. ‘With all this and a husband that adores me? I’m very happy, thank you, but I have time to think, you know. And I worry too. About you. About Viti. About Thalia. About what is happening to the world. About this pestilence or whatever it is which has damaged our meat and wool supply and which seems so unpredictable – we had riots here, you know. And you’ll be eating fish tonight, not lamb or pork. I’m especially worried about this dangerous man Lucius Prometheus Petronius who has had himself made Emperor. Some real bastards have held the Imperial throne as we know, but this man is really bad. An absolute shit. I advise you to be very cautious when you deal with him.’

‘I intend to be.’

‘Yes, well, you are a romantic too, and you have a weakness for back-room dealing. Don’t say you haven’t been warned. The best thing you could do would be to get that handsome Julia who looks after you so well to slip some poison into his wine. The world would become a safer place.’

‘I can’t do that. You know I can’t.’

Florea sniffed. She was angry for some reason that Marcus could not understand. He felt she was disappointed in some way. Disappointed in him.

‘Well, why are you meeting him anyway? Is it to do with Britannia? I understand you are his cat’s-paw, now.’

‘Hey. Hey. Be gentle. I am your father and I didn’t come here looking for a scrap.’

‘Sorry. But he is a very bad man and you should have nothing to do with him.’

‘He has a plan to turn parts of Britannia into a sheep farm. It makes sense. The gods have protected Britannia from—’

‘Father. There are no gods. You know it. I know it. And certainly Lucius Prometheus Petronius knows it. He’s up to something and so are you.’

‘Look, if I don’t take charge, who will? Eh? There is a lack of leaders in Britannia. But I will protect our birthright.’

‘Dangerous words, Dad. I live in Africa. My children are white like me, black like their father and brown for both of us. They speak Latin like you and me, but they also speak the patois of their nannies. We’re all a mixture. We’re all mongrels, whatever our birthright is.’

At that moment the sun dipped out of sight behind the hills, leaving bright golden rays in the sky which caught the small, diving birds hunting for insects. ‘Time to go in,’ said Florea.

That night there was a simple supper and old Ulysses retired early. Florea sat on old Ulysses’ bed.

‘Sorry if I was a bit rude today, Dad.’

‘Forget it. I’d rather have you rude than indifferent.’

‘It’s just that I do care. About you. About all of us. And I want the world to be a better place.’

He patted her hand. ‘I know you do, my dear. I’ll remember what you have said. And I will be careful.’

Florea kissed her father on his forehead and then, after making sure that the insect netting was down over the windows and that he had fresh lemon water at his bedside, she doused the light and tiptoed from the room.

Old Ulysses lay awake for some time in the warm gloom staring out through the netting at the dark velvet of the sky where the stars twinkled like diamonds. ‘Yes,’ he murmured to himself. ‘A man could grow to love the easy life here, far from the cold of Britannia. I must not lose perspective.’

Minutes later he was asleep.

The Ithaca departed the next morning.

Florea and her husband and children were up to see the ship depart and old Ulysses quite surprised himself: he started to cry when his youngest grandson climbed on to his lap and gave him a squeeze round his neck. He had never found the expression of emotion easy; a fact which had stunted his relationship with his children, especially his sons. But now …

Julia too cried, but for a different reason. In the night she had gone down to the seawater pool and had swum naked in the darkness, absorbing the night through her dark body and feeling the breath of Africa invigorate her. She made a bold decision that night, one which quite appalled her. If Marcus would not allow her to visit the land whence she came, then she would contrive to escape, regardless of the risks.

The Ithaca joined the North African sky-road which ran due south from Neapolis to a small settlement called Tacapae where it began to run eastwards following the coast. Beneath the ship the ground swept past while in the distance the brown rocky hills wavered in the gathering heat. Soon they came to the Gulf of Sidra and then the road followed a straight line across the desert to the Gulf of Salûm some three hundred miles west of Alexandria.

Approaching Alexandria, the Ithaca did not slow but shunted on to a ring road which turned south and ran directly to Al-Jizah. The sun was low in the sky when they saw the gleaming pink shapes of the pyramids and the enigmatic figure of the Sphinx bathed in the soft light of evening. The air was dry and had the clean smell of the desert.

As the Ithaca lowered, two military craft with the insignia of the Emperor on their sides joined the flagship and conducted it to a private landing-space outside the city. Here, amid the ruins of old Aegyptus, Lucius Petronius had set up his camp of brightly coloured tents.

The encampment blazed with lights and music and the flickering of camp-fires.

The Ithaca settled on the sand and was immediately anchored. Engineers earthed the ship and moments later a landing gangway emerged from the ship’s wall and probed down to the ground and locked into place. The main door opened. Marcus Ulysses appeared at the door. He was wearing a toga of white and gold and on his head was the golden wreath of victory presented to him by the then Emperor after his successful campaigns in Africa.

Trumpets brayed and a slow shuttle craft bumped over the sand to the foot of the gangway. Sitting aboard this and wearing a vast multicoloured caftan was Emperor Lucius Prometheus Petronius in person. He welcomed Marcus Ulysses aboard with a glass of wine and a plate of sugared orange slices.

‘We decided to rough it,’ he said. That’s why we’re out here in the desert. You get more of the feeling of a place if you sleep on the soil and drink its water. Not that we’re doing that literally, of course, but close enough.’ He took stock of Marcus. ‘You look magnificent, if I may say so. You’ve lost weight. Wish I could. You look younger too. Responsibility becomes you, Marcus. You’ve proved that before, haven’t you? I’ve been reading about your pacification campaign in the Tigray and down on the Danakil plain. Impressive.’

Marcus Ulysses, despite himself, was flattered. ‘It was only a small uprising,’ he said, ‘and I had good troops.’

‘Good troops need a good commander,’ said Lucius with a shake of his head. ‘You were there. You did it, man. Never be shy of your achievements. I’m not. Why, I can even make taking a shit sound like the Battle of Marathon.’

The small shuttle approached the largest of the tents and drew to a halt. Attendants with a tasselled and cushioned palanquin hurried forwards. ‘Carry or walk?’ asked Lucius.

‘Walk, thank you,’ said Marcus, waving the attendants away. ‘I’ve been cooped up for three days. I need to stretch a bit.’

‘Wise choice. Get some exercise while you can. We’ve a lot of planning to do and a lot of drinking and a lot of adventuring in the next few days.’

Marcus Ulysses wondered what the Emperor meant by that.

Side by side the two fat men entered the tent.

They spent that first night swapping yarns about their military adventures and amorous conquests. On one level they were establishing a basis for their understanding, but on another level they were trying one another out, establishing areas of strength and weakness. Both were boasters and both could tell a good tale and both were, at least in military affairs, brave men and had earned respect.

Finally, though, age had to give way, and Marcus Ulysses made his excuses and staggered off to bed where Julia was waiting for him.

That night Marcus Ulysses slept in a tent on soft cushions placed on thick carpets. He was surrounded by insect netting but the sides of the tent had been raised slightly to allow the night air to drift through the tent. Despite the heat of the day it was surprisingly chill and Marcus was glad of the warm covers and the ample form of Julia who lay wide-eyed beside him.

She was thinking of home. To return had become an obsession. Though she knew little of geography, she could remember Lake Tsana which she knew fed down into the Nile. In her mind it was just a matter of following the river upstream until she came to something she recognized. She had been fifteen when captured by the dashing Marcus Ulysses, and she still remembered enough of her native language and some of the customs of her people. Now at fifty-five she still felt game to tackle the highlands. But something else was stirring in her. It was like a voice, a call of the land, a call of people she did not know or couldn’t remember. That evening she had asked Marcus about the possibility of returning to the hills around Aksum and he had seemed interested, but then she said no more and bit back her words for she suddenly realized that the two journeys were incompatible. He would be a conqueror returning to the scene of his youthful triumph. She would be a woman returning home to a conquered land after a long circuitous journey. She must travel alone or not at all.
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