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rt & nrt - apps to manipulate the elasticity of time

“Did Mr. Archer tell you why he was returning it?” asked the salesman. This was the third time the mobility scooter had been returned.  If he owned the company, he’d scrap the thirty-day cool off policy.
“I didn’t get to speak to him,” the driver replied as he handed over the return authorization. “I collected it from the neighbour.  He told me the old geezer’s had a nervous breakdown.  He’s gone to stay with his daughter.” 
The driver glanced over at the Sovereign, once more towering above the run of the mill models, and frowned.  
“If I didn’t know better, I’d think it was jinxed –”
“Can you pick up the lunch orders,” interrupted the salesman. He didn’t want to put off a customer who was listening in on their conversation. When the driver moved off, he swooped on his target. “Impressive, isn’t it?”
“It’s out of our league, isn’t it Sparky,” said Ennis, fondling the ears of the small dog seated at his feet. 
The disinterested voice concealed Ennis’s longing. He knew there was no use setting his sights on the Sovereign. The sleek turquoise blue transportation vehicle with its three-sided enclosure and canopy top was top of the range, and most likely had a price tag to match. He sighed. His mobility scooter was well and truly past its use-by-date. In fact, he’d come to the workshop in the hope that Old Jim, the mechanic could do something about the high pitch whistle it emitted when he turned the key. If not, then he’d hoped to trade it in on another Shop-scoot, the cheapest model the dealership stocked.
“I could do you a good deal on this beast,” said the salesman, a smarmy smile glued to his face.
Ennis shook his head. “The Shop-scoot suits me fine.” There was a small pause. A moment later he said, “How much would it set me back?” 
The salesman pulled a small book from the inside pocket of his suit. He did some rapid calculations. “Well Mr. Price, in all honesty, if this was brand new you wouldn’t have any change out of ten thousand dollars.” He smiled. “But as it is returned stock, I’m prepared to let it go for 4K.” 
Ennis blinked. Four thousand! If the salesman had suggested six he would have thought it was a bargain.
“What’s the catch?”  There had to be a catch. Opportunities like this never came his way.
“No catch”
“I wasn’t born yesterday.”
“Actually, it has been modified.”
“What do you mean by modified?”
“It’s nothing that affects its operation. In fact the only thing that’s affected is the price.” The salesman leaned in close and lowered his voice.  “It was a gift from the company to Jim when he retired.”
“Oh, I wondered where the old fella was. Retired, eh?”  Envious eyes lingered on the chrome metallic paint job. The Sovereign was to mobility scooters as Lamborghini was to luxury cars. “Pretty generous gift.”
“You can say that again!” He glanced at Ennis’s battered scooter.  Maybe the workshop could use it for spare parts. He picked up the phone, then after speaking to someone for a few minutes, he said, “If you’re interested in upgrading, I could let you have this one…with your trade-in… for three five.”
Ennis’s eyes narrowed. He didn’t trust smooth talking salesmen in shiny silver suits. “How come Jim returned it?”
“He didn’t. His wife sent it back. She asked us to sell it for her. It’s very sad. She had to put him in a nursing home. The poor, guy didn’t get much enjoyment from his long-service reward.”
Ennis had no interest in the mechanic’s troubles. “It’s been modified, you say?”
“Yes.  Jim fancied himself as some sort of techno whizz. He’s been working on an electronic control system for years. Anyway long story short, he replaced the scooter’s control panel.” 
Ennis immediately asked if the scooter came with a warranty.
“No.” The salesman forced out a smile.” If the scooter was covered by a manufacturer’s guarantee, I’d ask top dollar for it.”
Ennis who had been stung before, shook his head.  “I’d never—”
The salesman cut in swiftly, “The interior is beautifully appointed and comes with all the bells and whistles. If you’d like to take a look you’ll see that the new control panel is almost indistinguishable from the original.”
It can’t hurt, thought Ennis. He grabbed his puffer from the basket on the front of the scooter where he kept his stuff, and reached round for his walking stick. The smelly old dog lying at his feet followed along just as slowly.
“So what do you think?” the salesman asked when the elderly man and his dog had parked their ample behinds on the Sovereign’s specially designed ergonomic seat. 
“Not bad.” 
The salesman’s face dropped. He bent down to pat the dog. “You approve, don’t you, boy?”
Sparky’s incapacity to voice his approval was compensated by the gift of telepathy. Bringing to bear his exceptional talent for thought transference, the Jack Russell terrier willed the discouraged salesman to persist. 
Immediately the salesman perked up. “The color’s great, isn’t it?”  he said, with renewed vitality.
“It’s alright.” Ennis was more interested in the scooter’s functionality than its aesthetics.  He adjusted his steel-framed spectacles and peered closely at the digital dashboard. “How does it work?”
The salesman rolled his eyes. “The electronic display is just a dummy. To be truthful Jim was a bit of an odd ball. Installing a touch screen was one of his wacky ideas.” 
Ennis sighed. Reggie was such a tight ass. He’d never hear the last of it if he bought a scooter without a warranty. He shook his head, and reached for his stick.
The salesman’s shoulders slumped. He glanced at a man seated at a desk in a glass fronted office, and shook his head. 
Give it one more shot. Give it one more shot, willed Sparky. 
Squaring his shoulders, the salesman stood tall and confident.  He pushed out his chest. “The Sovereign is known for its reliability. Trust me, you won’t have any trouble. The key is in the ignition.  Take it for a ride, Mr. Price. You won’t be sorry.  It will transform your life.”
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the chains of duty

Three days later, Reggie rose early to work on her Latin assignment.  Ennis slept soundly till nine o’ clock, often later. She figured she had an hour’s grace before he’d start on at her about wasting time on a dead language. 
What part of speech is verrēs[footnoteRef:1]” she wondered?  The mature-age student still hadn’t got her head round Latin’s complex grammar. She glanced at the time display at the bottom of the screen: 7:46 AM.  Pauline, the relief coordinator at the local high school never left it this late to call supply teachers. Secretly she was pleased. Her translation was due today, and it needed revisions. She wasn’t obligated to go in, but the aged pensioner didn’t like to refuse. Her supplementary earnings meant the bills got paid by the due date.  [1:  Verrēs: (Latin) boar, male pig.] 

Reggie was approaching seventy. She had never expected to be working at her time of life. She couldn’t help comparing her life with her ex-husband’s. Last year he bought a canal boat. Right now he and his wife were exploring the Dutch waterways. For a moment she pictured herself and Ennis on a barge. She knew exactly how he’d react when she couldn’t raise the lock. “What’s wrong with you,” he would rant, his face getting redder and redder, “I could do it with one hand tied behind my back.” 
Reggie often carried out conversations in her head with Ennis. Today she called a halt—getting worked up over a hypothetical situation was ridiculous. She looked back at the screen and read over her translation— For the Britons, in no way broken by the issue of the previous battle and seeing before them vengeance and slavery— 
Reggie was a stickler for accuracy. She deleted vengeance and replaced it with retribution.
“Regina, am I going to get breakfast today, or what?”
Ennis only ever called her Regina when he was in one of his moods. She groaned. Now that her partner was up, she had no chance of getting her assignment in on time. “I’ll be there in a minute,” she replied. But instead of getting up, she right-clicked on a wavy green line in the text. 
“You’re a victim!”  Ennis said as he motored into the spare bedroom that Reggie used as a study.
“I must be.” Her words could hardly be heard, but Ennis caught them. He glared at her from his scooter.
That Regina Barbaria was indeed past her prime, showed in her lined face and steely grey hair, but not in her agility. Ennis was especially peeved by her vigour. Asthma drained the life out of him, but she was full of energy.
He glanced at the computer screen, then back at her. “It’s like smoking,” he continued, “You’re addicted.”
To some extent he was right. Her preoccupation with her online Latin course was indeed getting a bit out of hand. Suppressing her irritation, she said, “I’ll just save this.”
Ennis had his head in the paper when she entered the kitchen. “Water is going to rise by fifteen per cent. We won’t be able to afford a lawn the way things are going.”
Reggie looked out the window. She loved her garden. “Sparky needs a bit of lawn,” she said quickly. 
Ennis’s head appeared over the top of the paper. He leaned over to fondle the small dog’s ears. “Well, yes, I suppose so.”
Reggie wasn’t certain he was convinced. She attempted to divert him by taking his breakfast order. “Porridge or Weetbix.”
“Don’t we have any eggs?”
Reggie had used the last two for pancakes. Fortunately, there was some leftover batter in the fridge. “What about a pancake?” 
“Yeah, OK”.
Any normal man on being served a big fluffy pancake, its golden surface drenched in lemon and castor sugar would have commented on her competence. Not Ennis.  He could only find fault. “You haven’t put a sweetener in my tea.”
Reggie raised her eyes to the yellowed paint on the ceiling.  Had he always been so obnoxious? Surely he must have been nice to her once? As she stood there with Ennis scowling at her as if she were his worst enemy, her thoughts turned to their first meeting at a dinner party organized by a mutual friend.
Back then Ennis Price was a drilling engineer, and like her, newly divorced. When he told her his marriage had failed because his wife refused to live in Singapore. She replied that she’d be out there like a shot. It was a joke. But Ennis hadn’t laughed. “Great. I’ll organize a ticket. Is your passport current?” 
What on earth got into me, she wondered? It was as if the shock of her marriage breakup had revealed a previously hidden side to her personality.  She was still trying to understand how she could have been so reckless, so appallingly irresponsible when Ennis snapped, “Are you going to stand in a catatonic trance all morning?”
And Reggie dropped a saccharine tablet in his mug, and said, “The dog needs to do his business,” and hurried off to the bedroom before she exploded.

*	*	*

The rule was that the family pet slept at the bottom of the bed, but Sparky who lived by his own rules, burrowed under the covers as soon as Ennis left the room.  He whimpered in delight as he humped a stunning Maltese that often strayed into his dreams.  Strayed, my eye, he told himself, I’m a walking bitch magnet.
“Where can my little boy be?” asked Reggie who doted on the old dog.  Her affection was not returned.  Sparky had never forgiven her for insisting he was fixed. 
She pulled the blanket back. “Oh! There he is!” 
The terrier didn’t know which he disliked most—the cutesy voice or being addressed in the third person. His instinct was to nip her, but he’d inherited his mother’s discretion and prudence.
—“Above all, never bite the hand that feeds you, Spartacus. Always remember you come from a family that traces its pedigree back to Caesar.”
“It’s time you were up, Sparky.”
The terrier bared his teeth. “According to my pedigree papers my name is Spartacus.”
“Don’t growl at me, you grumpy old thing. You’re as bad as your daddy.” 
Sparky cringed at the baby tone. Still he was hungry. He sniffed hopefully, and submitted to being carried into the kitchen.
“Off you go for a pee.” The Regulator, as Sparky thought of her, spoke cheerfully, but then she wasn’t the one compelled to face the elements.
“Go on you old softy. A bit of rain won’t hurt you.”
“A bit of rain! It’s tipping down.”  Sparky looked for support from the Chief.  No help from that quarter, Ennis was reading the newspaper.
The battle of wills was interrupted by the ringing telephone. Reggie raced off to answer it. The dog slunk under the table. Out of sight, he watched the scene unfold.
Ennis pushed back his spectacles, and absent-mindedly smoothed a few wisps of hair over his bald spot. “Who was that?”
Reggie sighed, thinking of her assignment—late submissions incurred a five per cent penalty. “Pauline. I’ve got to go into work.” She glanced down at her dressing gown and slippers. “I’ll have to get my skates on if I want to get to there in time for form.” 
“Make sure you sign a check before you leave.”
“What….oh, I’d forgotten. You’re getting your new wheels today, aren’t you? How much should I make it out for?” 
“Just sign your name. I’ll fill in the details.”
Reggie took the check book from the top drawer of the sideboard, and scrawled Regina Barbaria on a blank form. “I’ll leave it in the bowl.”
Sparky’s head turned from the Regulator’s to the Chief’s. His tail wagged, sensing what was coming.
“Huh ... OK.”
Reggie stared at Ennis open-mouthed.  The notion that anyone could accept a gift without as much as a token ‘thank you’ was quite beyond her. She shook her head and then raced off to the bedroom to collect her raincoat and brolly. Sparky following a few feet behind, watched as she mouthed a familiar mantra. ‘Serenity now, serenity now’.
He sat in his usual spot, beside a cheerful red bowl decorated with a frieze of bones, when she returned to the kitchen. His face wore a hang-dog expression, perfected by hours of practice.
Reggie was in too much of a hurry to open a can. But rush or no rush, there was no way she’d let the little dog go hungry. She grabbed a box of dry dog food from the counter, and tossed a handful into his bowl.
Sparky sniffed the contents. He gave her a reproachful look, and went to sit at Ennis’s feet. 
He’ll eat it when he’s hungry, thought Reggie, cinching the belt of her trench.
That’s what you think, thought the master mind reader as he wolfed a scrap of pancake from Ennis’s hand.
“Right I’ll be off then.  Bye, boys,” said Reggie, trying to put a smile in her voice.
Sparky yawned. Ennis didn’t look up from the paper.
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ennis goes for a spin

If anything the downpour had increased. Ennis never ventured out in the Shop-scoot in wet weather.  Apart from the fear of catching a chill, the scooter wouldn’t move if the battery got wet.  But the Sovereign had been delivered half an hour ago, and with it liberation from the weather’s sway.  “No more confined to barracks for us men,” he exclaimed, fondling his old dog’s ears. 
The pair was traveling along the footpath at a cracking pace, well protected from the rain by the full enclosure weather curtain. The good-humoured delivery man who installed it wouldn’t take the twenty dollar note Ennis wanted to give him for his trouble. His parting words were, “I hope I’ve seen the last of this beast.”
Ennis hoped so too because he hadn’t told Regina about the warranty or rather, lack thereof. The former driller knew when to conceal critical information.  He pushed the misgiving to the back of his mind, happier than he’d been for months. 

*	*	*

Happiness means different things to different people. To Ennis Price, who’d gone from the dizzy heights of rig boss to chronic invalid, the Sovereign represented more than freedom. At the controls of the luxury vehicle he felt like a man. Sparky feared for him. He’d learnt that happiness is often seceded by great disappointment. His dismal view of the vagaries of fate was built on personal experience.
In his youth he was abducted right off the street, only a few blocks from where he resided.  Following a night, when the howls of other terrified captives ensured he didn’t get a wink of sleep, he was finally released when Ennis paid the dognapper for his ransom. 
His homecoming ought to have been a cause for celebration, but the Regulator had a way of stripping the delight from the happiest of occasions.
—“He could have been run-over,” she had snapped in an unacceptably dominant manner. “It’s a good job the ranger picked him up. We’ll have to get him fixed, Ennis.” 
Sparky had actually licked her face, for back then he had no idea what she meant by fixed. 
He got even with the vet by pissing on his dry dog food display. Nine years on, and he still continued the practice. Reggie made excuses for him.
—“I’m sorry. I don’t know why he pees when we come here.”
The little dog rolled his eyes and then cocked his leg. He still had enough in his reserve tank to flood the kid’s toy box. As always the memory brought on a bout of laughter. 
Ennis’s voice dragged him back to the present. “What’s given you the hiccups, Sparky?” 
The dog communicated his displeasure at the use of the despised nickname with a fart. 
“Get your ass out of my face.” Ennis spoke mildly, not even one of Sparky’s ripest had the power to irritate him today.  The grumpy old man was careering along at eight kilometers with a rare expression of pleasure on his face. “Shall we see what this beast is capable of?” he asked, flashing his dentures at Sparky.
The query was answered by a wag of a feathery tail, and a look that clearly said, “Go for it?”
Ennis grinned. Ignoring the warning not to exceed 8 kph, he turned the dial to overdrive. “Here goes, monkey. Hang onto your hat ... what the hell,” he said as the touch screen turned an incandescent blue. He groaned. On the rig they called the malfunction the screen of death. To his relief, this wasn’t the usual precursor to a computer crash, for moments later words appeared on the screen.
The Moving Finger writes; and, having writ,
Moves on: nor all thy Piety nor Wit
Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line,
Nor all thy Tears wash out a Word of it.
The touch screen was supposed to be a mock-up and only for display.  Ennis stroked his chin, and mumbled, “Seems like the sort of boring stuff that Reggie’s into.” His attention was focused on what was happening on the screen. But after almost ploughing into a woman with a pram, he pulled over onto the verge. 
There was no way Sparky would allow the shocked woman’s insults to go unpunished. He pursued her for fifty meters snapping and snarling at her heels. Her screams brought out a neighbor. His response was to turn the hose on the dog.
Ennis was still trying to figure out the message when Sparky slunk back, dripping wet— so engrossed he didn’t notice what the small dog had endured to restore his honor. When two directional arrows, one labelled ‘back’, and the other ‘forward’ started blinking, he touched ‘back’. Instantly, two oval icons— one marked ‘BC’ and the other ‘AD’— replaced the arrows. 
Old Jim must have installed a video game! He smiled and tapped AD.  Instantly, a table of the key events on planet Earth since the birth of Christ appeared.
	1AD

	Jesus Christ born

	6AD
	Herod deposed

	14 AD
	Tiberius secedes Augustus

	30AD
	Jesus Christ put to death

	41AD
	Caligula assassinated

	54 AD
	Julius Caesar conquers Briton

	61 AD
	Paulinus defeats Boadicea



Ennis had had enough of the Romans. He scrolled ahead. A seventh generation he liked to boast about his namesake, Ennis Price, a ‘first fleeter’, and one of the founders of Australia.  On page 289 he found what he was looking for.

	1788 AD
	First Fleet arrives in Botany Bay


 (
1 of 5
07
)



The program was slow to respond—but suddenly there it was—a choppy ocean, cirrus clouds scudding across a paint-box blue sky, and eleven tall ships sailing past the North and South headlands, and into Botany Bay.
Fanbloodytastic, thought Ennis as he settled back to watch what he believed was footage from the bi-centenary re-enactment of the historic event. His ancestor had been onboard the Charlotte. He tried to pick out the barque from the other square rigged sailing ships racing for shore. 
SetObjectiveCompleted>movetoNRT/?
“What the devil?” Ennis voiced his bewilderment as the question mark started to blink. He looked at it curiously for a moment. He’d heard of NRT, and knew it stood for non-real time. But as far as he was concerned, it was a concept that only existed in the heads of computer programmers.
1 second to shutdown.
He hesitated.
Go for it, willed Sparky.
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sparky discovers the fountain of youth

The fleet carrying convicts from England rounded the heads. Slicing through the choppy green water in the bay, they approached the shoreline rapidly.  A great cheer arose from the flagship, and was taken up by all the others.
On the pristine beach, a stiff sea-breeze ruffled Ennis’s hair, and grains of golden sand whipped by the wind, cut his cheeks. His narrowed eyes were puzzled. It couldn’t be the actual first fleet ... could it?
Ennis’s favorite movie genre was science fiction, and he never tired of watching re-runs of Back to the Future, but he thought time travel was make-believe.  All the same, the evidence of his own eyes was compelling. He stared at the scooter’s flashing control panel. Suppose it was a time machine. Commonsense told him it was too fantastic. But suppose, just suppose it were. It certainly shed light on why the salesman had been at such pains to offload it. 
Ennis glanced at the flagship. The ship had turned to leeward. He fretted as sails came down, the anchor dropped and a longboat was lowered over the side. What would happen if he was discovered? How could he explain his presence? He was absolutely certain superstitious sailors would think he had magical powers. It wasn’t much of a leap to visualize himself shackled in the hold bound for trial in Great Britain. Did they still burn witches at the stake? He wasn’t hanging around to find out. 
He glanced down at the control panel. 
GateOpen>movetoRT/?
The question mark was blinking. Ennis prayed RT was code for the twenty first century. 

*	*	*

Back on the footpath in the beachside suburb of Quinns Rock, it was still tipping down. A solitary SUV went past, splashing Sparky. A few doors down a baby’s cries were ignored as its mother complained to her neighbor.
Ennis reached for his puffer. Anxiety always triggered an asthma attack.  His symptoms eased only to return when he saw the woman wheeling her pram back towards him, accompanied by a young man in his early twenties with the look of a thug. 
Ennis’s eyes were drawn to the star picket in his hand. He didn’t know if it was for show or whether he intended to use it. But he’d watched enough tragedies on the News to know that road rage was no respecter of old age. Pressing the forward lever on the handlebars with his thumb, he sped off at top speed. At his side, Sparky let loose with a string of expletives. His high-pitched barks were reinforced by a chorus of support from every dog in the neighborhood.
Ennis rounded the corner into Marmion Highway on two wheels. The woman with the pram had fallen back, but her champion was breathing down his neck. It seemed all too possible that he’d catch up. “Stop, you old bastard,” he roared. 
As if, thought Sparky digging his nails into the Sovereign’s seat in a desperate effort to gain a foothold before he was flung over the side.

*	*	*

The world imagines small dogs lack astuteness. But the world doesn’t always get it right. The Jack Russell’s cuteness belied his native shrewdness. He peered thoughtfully at the message flashing on the screen.  He didn’t wish to insult Ennis, but with disaster imminent, it was time to take over.
“You better leave me to deal with this, Chief.”
His yapping provided Ennis with an outlet for his feelings.  He roared, “Shut up, you little bastard!”
It’s never easy to cease barking once you get going. Sparky didn’t even try.  He then further incensed Ennis by standing up on his hind legs and placing both paws on the control panel.
“Sit.” Ennis’s voice cracked out like a whip. 
Sparky’s whole body stiffened. He gazed at Ennis with wounded eyes and flattened ears. “Can’t oblige,” he yowled. “Sometimes one has to take the initiative regardless of the personal consequences.” 
The thud of feet on the pavement sounded closer. Ennis looked over his shoulder. His pursuer’s neck was stretched forward. “Stop, right now, or else,” he yelled, shaking the post, and looking like he meant business.
Ennis’s eyes flickered from the grim-faced lout to the shopping centre on the other side of a chock-a-block four lane highway. Then throwing caution to the wind, he started across. Beside him, Sparky whimpered in terror as a powerful monster roared for them at 80k.
GitResetSoft>openlastfile/?
Why won’t it open, he wondered, frantically pawing at the touchpad? 
1 second to shut down
Sparky’s racing heart dropped with a thud into the pit of his stomach—a nano second’s delay and he’d be Kaput the Road Kill Mutt. 

*	*	*

“Who says you can’t teach an old dog a new trick?” laughed the little dog as the suburban streetscape morphed into the now familiar seascape.
As always in times of stress, Ennis reached for his puffer. When he could breathe again he said, “If I didn’t know better, I’d think you knew what you were doing.”
Sparky turned his head. He was starting to think it was impossible to ever impress Ennis. But all feelings of self-pity disappeared when a rock-wallaby leapt by. In an instant he was off, barking with excitement as he pursued the miniature kangaroo at high speed through the bush— his short and stumpy legs going thirteen to the dozen.  
The wallaby had never seen a dog before, but instinctively she knew it spelt trouble. She doubled back; a tactic that worked when she was chased by hungry dingoes[footnoteRef:2]. In her pouch, her Joey trembled, his heart thudding in time to that of his wildly racing mother’s. [2:  Dingo: a wild dog, native to the Australian continent.] 

“Here boy, come here,” yelled Ennis as Sparky bounded from the bushes baying like a mini bloodhound. For a fleeting second the terrier looked straight into Ennis’s eyes. Then he flicked his tail and swept on past.

*	*	*

At long last the villain returned, empty-mouthed but happy. In spite of his exertions, he wasn’t sweating. As a rule, the smallest amount of exercise left the overweight dog feeling exhausted, but he dashed up to the scooter, bright-eyed and bushy tailed. His prey had evaded him. He should have been disheartened, but during the pursuit he had experienced a sensation he thought was gone forever.
He raised his right hind leg and tried an explorative lick. “Aw, ooh, aaah!”  In his excitement, he dashed round the scooter three times. Then he leapt in, and onto Ennis’s lap.
“Get your ass out of my face,” yelled Ennis; too intent on what was happening in the bay to notice his dog now wore a pair of extremely well-developed black testicles. 
It was hardly surprising that Ennis was distracted.  A longboat had been lowered from the deck of the flag ship, and crew members were rowing it towards the shore. Even more alarming, an officer in a dark blue coat with two rows of gilt buttons and gold embroidered collar and cuffs, stood at its prow, a telescope up to his eye.
Ennis turned in the direction the telescope was pointing. On top of the sheer sandstone cliffs, a group of people was staring at the flotilla. They were too far off for Ennis to make out, but he knew they were Aborigines. He also knew their millennium’s-old way life was doomed from the moment the first British seaman, waded ashore. Poor buggers, he thought, and a look of pity crossed his face.
Sparky chose that moment to gain Ennis’s attention . “Look at me, look at me, look-look, look-look!” 
His outburst was ill-timed. The officer’s telescope was now trained in their direction.  A well-developed sense of self-preservation had served Ennis well on many occasions.  “Sparky,” he said, “I think it’s time you and me got out of here.”
And this they did with a swipe of the touchpad.
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reggie takes a joy ride

Sparky prudently chose to ignore insults perpetrated by Brutus, the neighbour’s bullmastiff.  The thug routinely shat on his lawn. Ennis was no support. He just told him to grow some balls. The small dog assumed the Chief spoke metaphorically, because he believed castration was for life. Now he wasn’t so certain.
As he strolled around the garden replying to his wee-mails, his mind was occupied with hypotheses.  Another expedition might solve The Mystery of the Vanishing Balls. But excursions weren’t on offer, because Ennis caught a cold, and it developed into pneumonia. After three week’s spent brooding, the small dog concluded, he had dreamt the whole thing. Finally accepting that his sex life was over, his hatred for the Regulator was greater than ever.

*	*	*

Next morning, Sparky woke to angry voices. Yesterday, Ennis found the bill for the Regulator’s Latin course. He went on and on about her throwing money away on a dead language.  As soon as the crabby invalid opened his eyes, he picked up where he had left off. “What’s it good for, tell me that?”
Reggie ran a distracted hand through her hair. “We went through this last night ... and anyway it is my money.”
Her outburst was out of character. Usually she went out her way to spare his feelings, but lately she was finding it difficult to hold her tongue. 
“Yes go on, throw that up. It was a different story when I was working, wasn’t it?”
“I really don’t want to have this conversation,” she said, sliding out of bed. 
Immediately Sparky moved into her spot parking his plump behind on the pillow. His attempt to annoy backfired for she picked him up, and deposited him in the garden.

*	*	*

When he returned through a door installed for his exclusive use, Reggie was taking her temper out on last night’s pots and pans. Turning his nose up at the dried pellets in his food bowl, he sighed and headed back to the bedroom.
At the sound of his nails clicking on the wooden boards, Reggie’s eyes misted. Since Ennis had taken ill, the small dog hardly left his side. His devotion brought a smile to her lips.  But they tightened again when two workmen arrived with spades and a wheelbarrow.
Today the lawn was to be replaced by concrete. Reggie had argued against digging it up, but Ennis had insisted. He said that a five hundred dollar water bill was too much to pay for a bit of grass.“ Wretched man,” she murmured as she filled the kettle. 
In herself, Reggie was good natured, but Ennis exercised a baleful effect on her personality. To add insult to injury, she was out of tea bags. Yesterday she’d dropped the car off for a service, right now the thought of walking to the shops seemed too high a price to pay for a cup of tea.
Her gaze alighted on the scooter. Why not?  She peeped into the bedroom. Ennis was sleeping. With a bit of luck, he wouldn’t wake before she returned. And what if he did, she thought mutinously. She still hadn’t forgiven this morning’s explosion.
Like all electrical vehicles the Sovereign was silent, but not silent enough for Sparky’s sharp ears. He scurried down the passage.  His hackles rose when he saw the Regulator at the controls. How dare she? He lowered his head and threatened her with his eyes.
Showing total ignorance of canine body language, Reggie smiled. “Want to come for a spin, Sparky?”
“Do I ever!” The dog jumped right in. In his delight, he forgot himself and licked her face.
Reggie was surprised. Although she had never understood, she was reconciled to the knowledge that Ennis was far and away their pet’s favorite. The unexpected display of affection pleased her. All the same she knew the dog of old. He’d never proved capable of obeying instructions. “Won’t be a minute,” she said and went for his leash. Sparky flattened his ears, but he allowed her to clip it to his Stuart tartan collar.

*	*	*

Sparky lay on the floor of the scooter chewing his front paws, a sure sign he was in a state. Reggie, also in a state, glanced at her watch. She hoped to return home before Ennis discovered she had taken his precious Sovereign, but the queues at the checkouts were longer than usual. Earlier, she had noticed the overdrive icon on the accelerator. She looked ahead, the footpath was deserted. “Here we go Sparky. Hang on tight.”
The emergence of the death screen on the touchpad filled her with horror. There could be only one explanation— something had gone wrong with the scooter’s works. Sweat beaded on her brow. She couldn’t imagine what Ennis would say. He flew into a rage if his toast was a shade too pale. She sniffed back tears that welled up in her eyes. “Whatever am I going to do, Sparky?”
Sparky’s inability to converse in a language he understood fluently didn’t prevent him from responding. Communicating directly from his mind to hers, he willed her to pull up. He smiled with satisfaction when the scooter came to a sudden stop. 
Reggie pushed back her sunnies. She had solved many computer problems by the simple step of shutting down and restarting. She was still searching for the close icon when the words of Omar Khayyam appeared on the screen. As she puzzled over the line: The moving finger writes / And having writ, moves on, the BC and AD directional arrows started blinking.
The hard knot in Reggie’s stomach loosened as she realized that the Sovereign came equipped with a video game. Interested, she followed the prompts. When 61AD appeared, she scrolled no further.
This semester her online Latin course focused on Briton under General Gaius Suetonius Paulinus. He was governor when the Britons, led by Boadicea, queen of the Iceni, rebelled against their Roman overlords. Anticipating lurid images of she-warriors, Roman centurions and fight scenes, the vision of a forest came as a surprise. 
SetObjectiveCompleted>movetoNRT/?
She glanced from the blinking question mark to her watch. Might as well be hung for a wolf as a lamb, she thought, and moved to non-real time.
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marooned

Hairpins flew in all directions as the mobility scooter came to a screeching halt centimeters from a meter-wide tree trunk. Reggie shook her hair out of her eyes, shoved it behind her ears, and then glanced at the scooter’s touch screen.
GateOpen>movetoRT/?
She didn’t understand the meaning of the message. But it must be urgent because the question mark was blinking. Her hand froze. The prudent school teacher always considered the consequences before trying anything new. She looked around, more to avoid the persistent call to action, than because there was much to see. For the time of day, it was dark and gloomy. She put that down to the closely packed trees, their dark foliage so dense that only a trickle of light penetrated the forest canopy. 
Reggie’s mind raced, trying to make sense of all this. Something was very wrong. She lived in an urban area; the only undeveloped land was the coastal dunes where she routinely took her exercise. Exposed to salt spray and strong winds off the Indian Ocean, the only plants that flourished were beach grasses and low-lying shrubs.
Sparky wasn’t interested in the strangeness of the landscape. Taking advantage of the Regulator’s preoccupation, he headed straight for a hare nibbling at the sweet grasses under the trees.
“Come back, Sparky,” his mistress called out automatically. Her pet’s bid for freedom wasn’t a cause for concern. She knew from experience he would return when he was ready. The problem of where she was, troubled her far more. She shook her head to clear the cobwebs.
Once in while she forgot names, misplaced objects, and lost her train of thought.  She knew short term memory loss was an early sign of dementia. A drift of misery engulfed her as she contemplated the future. Ennis was in no position to nurse her, and even if he were, he’d make the worst possible carer. 
I’ll have to change my life-style, she thought, as she waited for the waking dream to fade. It’s about time I made some concessions to my age. Giving up teaching would be a good start. She smiled a tight smile. Though she never admitted it, she found coping with disruptive teenage students a strain.
She had no idea how much time passed until the sound of a dog barking dragged her back to the present.  She looked around and shivered. A favorite song claimed ‘trees were lovely things’, but these were positively spookish. She shrank down in her seat. The scooter felt like a sanctuary, a refuge from ... she knew not what.
She glanced down at the screen again. The question mark was still blinking. Her fingers hovered. But Ennis would hit the roof if she returned without his dog. She stood up abruptly, combed her hand through her hair to restore it to some sort of order, and set off after Sparky.
“I don’t think that I shall ever see a poem lovely as a tree,” she sang, woefully off key. Reggie was tone deaf, but there was no one around, and singing gave her courage to ignore the inward voice that warned her to turn back. “A tree whose hungry mouth is prest[footnoteRef:3],” she continued resolutely, “against the sweet earth’s aching breast.”  [3:  Prest: (archaic) simple past tense and past participle of press.] 

She picked her way cautiously. Though relatively clear of vegetation— apart from fungi pushing through layers of rank leaf mould—the forest floor was covered in droppings. Not the excretions of rabbits and kangaroos that she saw when she walked in the dunes near her home. Some of these faeces were huge, up to five centimetres in diameter, and strewn among the litter were the bones of small animals. Every instinct screamed get out of here. But then she saw the imprints of Sparky’s small paws.  Fresh and distinct in the damp earth, the tracks led directly down a densely wooded bank. Reggie sighed. She’d thrown on a long sundress, and the delicate fabric snagged easily. Chiding herself for the selfishness of her response, she gathered up the flowing hem. 
She combed the forest for over an hour, without finding any sign of the runaway. Each time she was about to abandon the search, she pictured the look on Ennis’s face should she return without the little dog. Her tenacity was rewarded when she came upon a tree-lined clearing, and heard a rustling. It came from the depths of the fernery, a ring of twisted fleshy-stemmed fronds that girdled the oak grove like a funereal wreath. She grimaced; this place gave her the creeps.
“Sparky, Sparky, come out of there boy,” she called out. The cheerfulness in her voice was contradicted by the unease in her eyes. She stood still. Listened. Nothing, only silence. As she turned to leave, the rustling began again—hushed and muffled like choked breath.
A look of foreboding crept into her face— perhaps the little terrier had been set upon, maybe he’d taken refuge in the undergrowth below the trees; the abundant foliage offered cover—concealment from what?  Her legs began to tremble. It took her last scrap of courage to enter the grove.
The contrast between the dark labyrinth and the sunny glade was beyond measure. Wildflowers bloomed, a thrush sang and his speckle-breasted mate pecked at the daisy-starred grass. Coming upon bluebells growing in misty drifts under the trees, Reggie dropped to her knees. She was drinking in their sweet, earthy scent when she became conscious of a stirring in the branches, the soughing sigh of wind in the leaves.  It took an act of will, but she forced herself to look up. 
Slowly twirling from the topmost branch, was the bloated body of a naked woman.  She was impaled on a spear; skewered vertically from the hollow in her throat to her unshaved vulva.
Reggie turned her head.  Corpses, some high, some low adorned every tree like grotesque Christmas baubles. Her gaze moved over the mutilated carcasses. In a final act of degradation, a hacked off breast was stuffed into each mouth, as if the victim were devouring her own breast. 
At that instant, any residual courage deserted her. She was dumping the contents of her stomach on the grass when the executioners returned.

*	*	*

Sparky huddled in the bracken licking his balls. The tingling sensation was delicious. Well aware their restoration was temporary, his sense of grievance intensified.  It wasn’t just the loss of sexual desire that filled him with fury; the vet’s knife brought to an end a family line that traced its roots to Caesar. His eyes moved sideways to the Sovereign. The temptation to get even was irresistible.
He cocked an ear—he could no longer hear the Regulator’s grating voice. His small brow creased. Maybe she’s got tired of looking for me.  She could return any moment. If I don’t do it now it will be too late.  He was about to make a dash for the scooter, but at the last moment he waivered. Trust and fidelity is my family motto ... what would mother advise?
As he pondered, he found himself remembering Reggie’s acts of kindness. He blocked his thoughts— no amount of Doggy Treats, and squeakies could compensate for the injury she’d perpetrated on his person. 
He shot from the fernery to the Sovereign. The question mark was still flashing on the touchpad.  As he raised himself on his hind legs, the enormity of what he was about to do hit him and his legs buckled. “She’s got it coming,” he mumbled, and ignoring the disapproving voice in his head, he reached for the touchpad.




[bookmark: _Toc439969029]VII

war makes strange bedfellows

Boadicea, self-proclaimed queen of the Iceni[footnoteRef:4], was in bed with Judoc. As the callow youth pumped away with feverish excitement, the widow tried to conjure up enthusiasm, but without success. The problems arising from his father’s death were more immediate. She sighed. When she’d charmed the king of the Trinovantes[footnoteRef:5] into supporting an uprising against Roman rule, she never imagined he would die on her too. [4:  Iceni: a tribe of British Celts living in the area of current Norfolk and north-west Suffolk.]  [5:  Trinovantes: a tribe of British Celts living on the north side of the Thames estuary in current Essex.] 

Her thoughts turned to the procurator[footnoteRef:6] with a fury that actually grew stronger with every passing day. Instead of honoring the terms of her late husband’s will, Decianus annexed her lands. When she protested, she was viciously flogged in front of her tribe. Her lips tightened in a malicious smile. Knowing her enemy would be blamed for the destruction of the colony’s three major towns brought a measure of satisfaction.  I’ll wager he rues the day he messed with me, she thought, unconsciously digging her fingernails into Judoc’s back.  He groaned and pumped faster. [6:   Procurator: an officer of the Roman Empire entrusted with management of the financial affairs of a province, and often having administrative powers as agent of the emperor.] 

Boadicea closed her eyes and thought of his father with a sense of loss that was more about losing a military ally than a lover. She clenched her teeth. Addedomaros had died two days ago. Not on the battlefield. That at least would have been pardonable. The randy old goat had gasped his last between the legs of a Roman captive during the festivities to celebrate the fall of Londinium[footnoteRef:7]. [7:  Londinium settlement established on the current site of the City of London around AD 47.] 

The gossips whispered she bedded the son before his father was cold. To her mind, she had no alternative. She daren’t risk losing the Trinovantian army. One more victory was all it would take, and Rome would pull out of Briton.  Right now she wished Judoc would pull out of her. Time for a position switch.  Yes he likes it ... maybe if I groan more convincingly. Finally! 

*	*	*

“Was it that good with my father?” 
Boadicea choked a sigh. She was exasperated by the youth’s insecurity, but she needed the Trinovantian troops if she was to finish off what she’d started. Containing her irritation, she curled her hand round his wet cock, now flat against his belly. The rasp of a leathery palm, hardened from controlling the four war horses that drew her quadriga[footnoteRef:8], pulled sighs of pleasure from him. [8:  Quadriga: a chariot drawn by four horses abreast, (the Roman Empire's equivalent of the Ancient Greek tethrippon). It was raced in the Ancient Olympic Games and other contests.] 

“You are a stallion, Judoc. A real man unlike any I have ever known.”  She sank her teeth into the bunched muscles of his shoulders, a savagery that owed more to the frustration of her situation than any feeling of passion.
King Addedomaros’s death was a blow for they were to wed. Their marriage would unite the two most powerful tribes in Briton. Now the dream to drive out the invaders and establish the United Kingdom of Triceni relied on her ability to seduce his son and heir. 
“Immortal Goddess,” gasped Judoc as his seed flowed from him.
Getting to her feet, Boadicea walked across the tent swinging her hips. Though she had borne two daughters, her body was equal to the nymphs on the mosaic frieze of a temple dedicated to Claudius[footnoteRef:9] that was now a smoking mausoleum. She bent over to pick up a wine jar, exposing herself in the manner of a mare that is ready to be mounted.  Out of the corner of her eye, she noticed that her wanton display had not been wasted on the young king.  [9:  The Temple of Claudius in Camulodunum, modern Colchester was the first target of Boadicea’s rebel army. The town was destroyed and survivors took refuge in the temple. After two days the bronze doors gave way. The temple was broken down and then burnt with the refugees inside.] 

“To victory!”  Boadicea drank deeply, and handed him the pot. 
“Victory”, said Judoc and raised the pot to his lips. “I’m glad it’s finally over,” he said, with a relieved smile.
“Over!” roared Boadicea. “It won’t be over until Roman control of Briton ends.” 
“But that could take a lifetime.”
Boadicea’s lip curled. “Is the king of the Trinovantes a fawning lapdog that grovels at his master’s heels?”
“I fought as hard as any man,” said Judoc hotly, “but now we’ve avenged your honor, I want my people back in the fields. It’s late to sow, but gods willing, we’ll get a crop.”
“So, Judoc will be a king in name only.”
The youth flushed. “Most men would kill to be a client king. My father may have been a vassal of Rome, but we lived well, and so did you.”
“On borrowed money. When Prasutagus[footnoteRef:10] died, I was held responsible for his debts.” She lifted a tangled mass of tawny hair that covered her back right down to the tops of her buttocks. “This was my punishment when I said I couldn’t pay.” [10:  Prasutagus: Deceased husband of Boadicea. Prasutagus was a client king, a puppet monarch installed to provide the appearance of local authority, while allowing political and economic rule to remain in the hands of Rome. After his death the Romans decided to rule the Iceni directly, and confiscated the riches he had amassed during his reign.] 

Judoc took a close look for the first time. The weals, red-raw and still weeping, shook him. “It must have hurt terribly,” he said, at length. 
“Not as much as what they did to my daughters. In time my scars will heal, but their bellies continue to swell.”
“What!  I never realized.” His face darkened with anger. “I know those bastards raped the princesses, but I didn’t know they’d made them pregnant.”
Boadicea’s eyes glittered. She stood proud and tall, “No Roman brats will suckle at my daughter’s breasts.”
A look of pity crossed Judoc’s face. Unwanted babies were sacrificed to the goddess. He shook his head sadly. Soft hearted Lannie would be devastated.  As for her sister, he didn’t know—Henna was somewhat of an enigma. Judoc put his hand on Boadicea’s shoulder. “You’ve paid the bastards back for what they did to you. It’s time to return to our own lands.”
Boadicea laughed. “It’s too late to turn tail. General Paulinus has abandoned his campaign against the druids to come to the aid of the colony. When the scouts spotted the Fourteenth[footnoteRef:11], they were but a day’s march away.”   [11:  The Fourteenth: The 14th Gemini Martia Victrix was a single Roman legion of approximately 5000 men commanded in 61 AD by General Suetonius Paulinus.] 

Judoc gulped. “Tomorrow! Paulinus will be here tomorrow.”
“There’s no need to panic,” she soothed. “His men will be weakened from the march, and besides we outnumber them, twenty to one.” 
Judoc looked unconvinced, but before he could say anything Boadicea reached across, picked up the bronze wine pot and poured its contents onto the ground. “Pay attention. This is where we’ll surprise him.”
Drawing a knife from the scabbard attached to her lower leg, she thrust its tip into the packed earth. “This is our camp, positioned at the widest part of the plain. Here’s the river and there’s the forest. All three barriers will ensure the legion has no way out.”
“Do we attack them on the plain?”
Boadicea shook her head. “I’ve no intention of fighting out in the open. It’s too well suited to Paulinus’s close-order tactics.” She began scratching in the earth again. “You see how the plain narrows into a long passage?”
“Hmm!”
“Well that’s where we’ll jump him.”
“Good thinking ...  the pass is far too narrow for the legion to advance in formation.”
Boadicea smiled, pleased that the youth had at least showed some understanding of military strategy. “Exactly! We’ll block the exit and pick them off one by one. You’ll see, when Nero[footnoteRef:12] learns of our victory he’ll pull his troops out of Briton.” [12:  At the time of Boadicea’s rebellion 60/61 AD, Nero was emperor of Rome.] 

“Thank Andraste[footnoteRef:13], for that.  Our folk need to start seeding or else they’ll starve this winter.” [13:  Andraste: a warrior goddess worshipped by Celtic Britons.] 

Boadicea suppressed a sigh at the young king’s lack of ambition. If she could succeed without the Trinovantian army she would tell the small minded youth to clear off.  “Tempting as it is to return to domesticity,” she said, assuming a seductive smile, “I’m not yet ready to disband our army.” She leaned over, trailed a finger lightly over the taut planes of his chest. “I’m resolved to take over from Rome. Forget about farming, we’ll attack the tribes one by one, seize their crops and animals, and force them to pay tribute to us in return for their miserable lives.”
She took his hand in hers and placed it on her belly. “You Judoc will sire a dynasty. Even now your seed takes root in my womb.” Her voice was solemn, and to the boy- king’s ears alarming. “The fruit of our coupling shall never bend his knee to any Roman. He shall be emperor over my people, over your people, over all of Briton.”
“Huh!” Judoc couldn’t believe his ears. This was the first he’d heard of Boadicea’s plans to subjugate their neighbors. But before he could question her further a stranger burst into the tent.
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never underestimate the fury of a woman scorned

Boadicea stiffened. Her lover reacted by covering himself with his bed skin. The Queen’s irritation intensified as a look of admiration appeared on the boy-king’s face.  Like father, like son, she thought, bitterly.  She turned to face the stranger. “How dare you,” began Boadicea. She broke off as two more intruders dashed into the tent.
Her eyes flicked to her pregnant daughters with an expression of exasperation. Every morning she forced them to drink bitter-water, made from rue, parsley and hellebore, and sent them out riding on her two most spirited steeds.  Instead of aborting, Lannie and Henna[footnoteRef:14]   bloomed, unlike this feeble fugitive. The matriarch’s eyes raked the trembling runt. “Where did you find her?”  [14:  Lannie and Henna:  affectionate forms of Lannosea and Heanua, the names of Boadicea’s daughters.] 

“We came upon her in the Grove of Andraste. She was throwing up,” said Henna. “When she saw us, she took off like a scared rabbit.” 
“Desecrating the sacred grove!” Boadicea’s blue eyes blazed. In history books, the queen of the Iceni was described as very tall and grim in appearance with a piercing gaze and a harsh voice. She was far more intimidating in the flesh.
Lannie gave a nervous nod of the head. “It’s my belief she’s one of the sacrifices[footnoteRef:15]. She must have escaped during the festivities.”  [15:  According to the Roman historian, Tacitus,  after Boadicea destroyed Londinium, a group of high-born Roman women were taken to the grove of Andraste, believed to lie somewhere in Epping Forest, where they were sacrificed to the goddess. After they were slaughtered a breast was cut off each victim and stuffed in her mouth. All the women were then impaled with large skewers and hung from the sacred oak trees.] 

“She’s too pretty to be a Roman,” cut in Judoc.
Boadicea clenched her teeth, “What’s your name?” 
Her question was met with a blank look. “Well?” 
The pretty runt’s voice trembled. “I’m sorry, but I don’t understand.”
Boadicea’s lips curled. “Just as I thought she’s a Ba-ba,” she said, using the derogatory term for foreigners that the Romans had usurped from the Greeks. She turned to her daughters. “Take her back to the grove. And make sure she doesn’t get away again.” 
Immediately, her daughters strode over to the frightened girl. Henna clamped hard hands round her forearms. “Let’s go.”
“You’re hurting me.” With fear-fueled strength, the victim wrenched free and stepped back a pace.  She took two shaky breaths. “Mihi nōmen est Regina Barbaria,” she said, switching from modern day English to Latin.
“See! I told you she was a Roman fugitive,” said Lannie
Judoc held up his hand. “Speaking Latin proves nothing. We speak Latin. Does that make us Romans?” The boy-king turned to Reggie and pointed to himself, “Mihi nōmen est Judoc, Rex de Trinovantes.” 
I thought Addedomaros was king of the Trinovantes,” said Reggie looking perplexed.
Judoc blinked back tears. “My father now dwells in the Otherworld.”
“Oh. I’m sorry for your loss.  Please accept my condolences, Your Majesty.” Reggie bobbed her head and then curtsied. 
As she dipped, Judoc copped an eyeful of perky breasts. 
Boadicea noticing him staring, snorted with annoyance. When she spoke it was in the official language of the Roman Empire. “Where do you come from?” she demanded, her voice vibrating with fury.
Reggie stood open mouthed in shocked dismay.
Judoc smiled at her gently. “Have you lost your memory?” 
Reggie nodded her head, managing quite convincingly to look extremely confused. “It must be the shock.”
Boadicea laughed, and when she spoke it was in her own tongue. “A likely story!  It’s obvious that she’s some Roman merchant’s whore. Look at the way she’s dressed. Take my word for it, those fine clothes were earned on her back.”
Reggie didn’t have a clue what was being said, but she didn’t need to speak Celtic to interpret the tone of voice. She looked into harsh, hostile eyes and knew she had to come up with something quickly. 
The only valuable resource she possessed was hindsight. She knew that tomorrow the queen would be defeated. Should she warn her?  Was it even possible to go back in time and affect the outcome of history? Reggie wasn’t sure. She hesitated, half convinced to ditch the idea, but the moment passed.  Weak-kneed she stepped forward. “Last night I had a dream,” she began, “and I believe it’s prophetic.” No one spoke as Reggie warned of an epic defeat, but when she advised the queen to flee, Boadicea could no longer contain her fury. 
“I’m no frightened hare that shrinks back in terror when a wolf snarls.” Furious she grabbed a spear; her commanding presence dominated the whole tent. “I would kill you now,” she continued, “but I want you to see what we do to hares and foxes who try to rule over wolves.” She turned to her daughters, “Lock her up. We’ll sacrifice her to Andraste at our victory feast.”
Reggie’s legs gave out from under her. She would have collapsed if it wasn’t for Henna’s muscular arms supporting her weight. 
“You don’t understand—” 
She was still insisting that she was on Boadicea’s side as she was frog-marched from the tent.

*	*	*

On the way to the supply tent, the princesses were confronted by a gang of louts watching a couple having sex against a tree. “Whoa! Stay back,” ordered Henna, staring hard at the small group of farm laborers turned rebels that now surrounded them.  “She’s an offering to the Goddess.” 
“Aw! Seems a waste not to enjoy her first,” said one brute, bolder than the rest. He laughed. “Tomorrow we fight, tonight we screw. We’ll hand her over when we’re through, won’t we lads?”
Henna drew her sword. She stood her ground, tense and threatening. “Better do what I say” she said, with quiet menace. 
The pack-leader shrugged his shoulders. “Let’s pay a call on the Trinovantes, boys.” He grabbed his genitals with both hands. “We’ll show their women what real men are made of.” They sauntered off, laughing. 
That could have turned nasty,” said Lannie. “Thank Andraste you called their bluff.” She paused. A look of pity crossed her face. “I wouldn’t like her to go through what we did ... not on top of being sacrificed at our victory celebrations.”
Though only one year separated them, Lannie looked much younger and more vulnerable than her feisty sister. “You have to toughen up,” said Henna, curling her lip. Turning to Reggie, she ordered her to crawl into a three foot long willow basket. She watched hard-eyed as the prisoner curled up in the foetal position, hugging her legs tightly against her chest. Then she secured the lid with a length of reed rope, knotting it tightly. “That should hold her.” She got to her feet. “She’s just a slave, Lannie. It’s not like she’s one of us.”
“I know. But I can’t help feeling sorry for her.”
Henna shook her head. “Come on. We should get an early night. We’ve got the mother of all battles tomorrow.”

*	*	*

Celtic revelry was at its peak. Throughout the camp men slipped off into the bushes pulling giggling women after them. After three easy victories Boadicea’s inexperienced army was convinced it was invincible. Not understanding that facing General Paulinus and the might of the fourteenth legion was a different proposition than storming undefended cities and slaughtering unarmed civilians; they partied instead of preparing for the fight of their lives. 
The screams of a woman who was definitely an unwilling sexual partner climbed to an incredibly high pitch, and then stopped abruptly. A violent spasm shook Reggie. She wrapped her arms around her trembling body.  Her prison was constructed from stripped willow, and offered little protection from a determined man.  Normally, she wouldn’t have been apprehensive. She couldn’t remember the last time a man had paid her attention of that kind, but the foul-mouthed louts outside had not been repelled by her age. 
Fear like a pervasive fog wrapped menacing tentacles around her, intensifying her despair. Reading about rape, beheadings and disembowlments was very different from experiencing an atrocity firsthand. She shrank into the cage. She was fast losing sympathy for the rebel cause.

*	*	*

Reggie’s teeth chattered. The dampness from the earth floor soaked her flimsy dress, chilling her skin and creeping into her bones.  She had no idea how much time had passed since she was brought here, but her body felt numb from lying in one spot for too long. She squirmed onto her right side, bent her knees and tried to massage life back into her foot. Her mind raced. Waiting to be rescued by the victorious Romans was out of the question. She had no illusions about her fate if she should fall into their hands. 
She sniffed back her tears. Now, she admonished herself, is not the time to go to pieces. After blowing her nose on the hem of her dress, she resolutely turned her thoughts to her practical problems. Was escape possible?  Slowly she ran her fingers over the woven basket. I just need to find a weak spot. Once I’m out, it’s just a matter of stealing a horse. 
Reggie’s lack of experience with horses prevented her from working out exactly how she would achieve this. But she was nothing if not determined. She dabbed her eyes and managed a small smile. “I’ll manage somehow,” she muttered with quixotic confidence. “And beside, I’ll have more chance of finding Sparky on horseback.”  Her eyes filled. Poor old dog! The forest of Ancient Briton was not the tranquil woodland of her imagination.
By the time Reggie reached for her left foot, darkness had given way to morning. She gasped. Her dress had ridden up, revealing a slender coltish leg. With trembling hands, she lifted the hem higher and inspected both limbs. Her legs—long, lean and unblemished by age spots— were the toned legs of her teenage self. She turned her hands over. The backs were no longer roped by ugly bulging veins, and the joints of her fingers weren’t big and swollen with arthritis.
Her hands and legs hadn’t looked like this for years. Could she have grown younger?  It was hard to believe, but the evidence of her own eyes seemed to indicate that she inhabited her eighteen year old body.
Once she would have laughed at the very idea. Now she wasn’t that certain. Was going back to her girlhood any less fantastic than ending up in Briton in 61AD? Was it more of a stretch than conversing with Boadicea on the eve of the battle of Watling Street?
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lone woman in a strange country

Reggie tugged the weaver under the next stake, then out to the front again. In just a few short hours, Boadicea’s army would sweep up the plain. She knew how the battle would end. The thought of ending up with a sword through her heart was a massive inducement to keep working.
Her face was bleak as she pushed her way out of the cage.  Logically, she had no choice than leave the Britons to their fate.  No sensible person would hang around to become a statistic of the worst case of genocide in British history. The fact that she had tried to warn Boadicea was no comfort. 
Her legs collapsed when she tried to stand, and she had to pull herself up by hanging onto a structure that turned out to be a poultry coop. But the weakness was short-lived. Once the blood returned to her legs, she explored the circular tent. 
Most of the floor space was covered with pens packed with livestock, predominantly rabbits and geese. Sacks of flour were stacked on top of the animals’ cages. Haunches of venison and the carcasses of pigs hung from the tent’s wooden frame. Six iron-ringed oak barrels stood in a huddle on the right of the entrance.
One was open. She dipped a finger into the dark liquid and tasted.   Beer! But not the kind to win awards. It smelt like a moldy old rag. But it was wet and her mouth felt like parched leather. She filled the dipper, drank it down, and gagged. It must be an acquired taste she decided, for the Britons were sleeping off a binge on a par with a Bavarian beer-fest. 
All in all, their inebriation was convenient as it had allowed her to dismantle her prison undetected. But she knew it was only a matter of time before people started to stir. What was more, in her twenty-first century clothes she stuck out like a donkey at a thoroughbred horse sale.
She peeped out from the entrance and glimpsed a line of washing flapping in the breeze. She watched for a while assessing the danger. Then she dashed out and snatched a shirt and a pair of pants. Her gaze drifted down to a man passed out on the dew-wet grass. She knew with a terrible foreboding that should he wrestle her to the ground, she couldn’t fight him off. And if he didn’t attack her, it would be someone else; first century Briton, she realized, was no place for an unprotected woman. 
Suddenly she had a brainwave. She would disguise herself as a male. The loose shirt and baggy pants worn by Celtic peasants was the ideal costume for hiding feminine curves. Her long blond hair was a definite problem, but that she easily resolved by filching a cap from the comatose peasant. 
Back inside the tent Reggie stripped out of her clothes including her bra and sensible white cotton knickers. Boadicea’s bolshie daughters could turn up a minute, she thought anxiously as she wriggled into dun breeches and a shirt that might once have been have been green or mustard yellow, but was too faded to tell. 
At the entrance to the tent she paused. “Once more unto the breach dear friends,” she murmured in the hope that the quote she used when facing an unruly class would give her courage.

*	*	*

The sun beyond the river lit up the slumbering camp and the backdrop of black-green fir trees that ran along the side of the forest. There was a chill in the air as Reggie sauntered along whistling. She was whistling firstly because she was trying to get into character, and secondly because it was supposed to give you courage.  Observing a woman blowing on the embers of an exhausted fire, she revved up the volume. The woman who had a monumental hangover winced.  She gave the boy a sour look, and poked at the ashes with a stick.
The merger of two separate tribes had done Reggie a massive favour. Each clan was distrustful of the other and kept their distance. As a result, her passage through the camp-site was trouble-free. The only awkward moment was when an old man caught her stealing a loaf, one of several cooling on a stone. But he just grinned, and also helped himself.
As she munched on bread, good enough to take top honours at Perth’s Royal Agricultural Show, her mind whirled with options. On balance, returning to the forest to search for the mobility scooter seemed like the best plan. She wondered where Sparky was. A vision of the wolf skins on the royal bed flashed before her eyes. Reggie shuddered. It would be a miracle if he was alive. 

*	*	*

Five minutes later, she came upon a herd grazing on the sweet grass in the flats that ran alongside a sluggish river. She approached cautiously. Nothing in a largely unathletic life had equipped her for horse rustling. She breathed a sigh of relief when she discovered that the horses’ front legs were tied together with a strap to prevent them from running away. Reggie, who hadn’t taken her lack of equestrian experience into consideration when she had formulated her plan, breathed a sigh of relief.
Even so, as she systematically assessed the herd, she wondered if stealing a horse was such a good idea.  Unlike the riding school ponies, she knew as a teenager—gentle creatures that blew sweetly into her open palm when she held out a sugar cube—these shaggy brutes would probably take off her hand. 
Reprieve came in the form of a stocky brown pony with a black mane and tail, and stout feathered legs. “Oh please God make him good-natured,” she muttered, holding out her last crust of bread. 
“Thank you, thank you,” she repeated over and over as the pony placidly munched while she fumbled with the hobble’s buckle. Then she grabbed hold of the pony’s matted mane, and scrambled onto its wide back. “I’m going to call you Pegasus,” she whispered, “because you and I are going to fly away from this nightmare 

*	*	*

Once inside the forest Reggie allowed the pony to find his own path. No matter how hard she kicked his flanks, the plodder wouldn’t adjust his gait from a slow walk. Even so, they covered a great deal of ground, but to no avail. It was as if the Sovereign had disappeared into thin air.
Hemmed in on either side by dark trees with trunks like prison bars, Reggie’s panic increased. She had discovered how deeply attached she was to modern life. And the thought of being stuck in Ancient Briton repulsed her. On top of everything else, the combat had begun. 
All day the noise of battle rolled. Somehow she forced herself to keep moving, but she couldn’t stop her mind from picturing the mayhem, the killing, the carnage. Mercifully she was spared the worst, for dense foliage muffled the hollers of the victors and the shrieks of their victims.  But not entirely. At the sound of a shrill terrified whinny, the pony did the unexpected, and bolted.
Leaves crackled under hooves, thorny branches whipped her face and arms— she almost came off when the terrified pony jumped a fallen log—but miraculously she kept her seat. 
Reggie’s heart dropped back to her chest, but then she saw something that made her gasp. Ahead of her, by no more than twenty meters, a rope was tied chest-high between two trees. “Whoa, boy,” she yelled, hanging onto his mane for dear life. Maybe the pony would have pulled up if she’d addressed him in Celtic— as it was he galloped faster.
The rope hit Reggie in the chest. She wasn’t the first to be felled by this device. Outlaws inhabited Briton’s forests. As dangerous as the bears, wolves and sharp tusked boars that roamed the vast tracts; the outcasts—deserters from the legions, escaped criminals and rebels— supplemented their income from robbery by selling the meat and pelts of trapped beasts. It was a good earner, but not as lucrative as their involvement in the slave trade. 
Roman Briton was dependent on slave labour to build roads and fortifications. The work was hard and relentless. The men, women and children toiling in the stone quarries didn’t live long, and pressured administrators never questioned a captive’s provenance.
A man emerged from the trees. He knelt down next to Reggie and felt for a pulse. Deciding his victim wouldn’t come round in a hurry, the outlaw sheathed his knife and chased off after the pony. 
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the least likely king

Reggie lay in a coma for days, untended and largely ignored. But three days after the battle she finally woke up. The outlaw didn’t think the puny Ba-ba would fetch much, but nonetheless he set off straightaway for Fort Manduessendum[footnoteRef:16].  Making no concession to his prisoner’s condition, he rode the pony while Reggie followed groggily behind. Whenever she stumbled, he cursed and jerked the rope tied round her waist.  [16:  Manduessendum: a Roman fort founded around c AD 50 on the Watling Street Roman road. The battle between Boadicea, the rebel queen of the Iceni and the Roman general, Suetonius Paulinus may have taken place near Manduessendum.] 

Their route took them along the river valley where the fighting had taken place. Immediately after the battle, General Paulinus sent out a work party to clear the bodies. So many were thrown into the Anker, that its channels became clogged. The river was a vital supply route. He discontinued this method of disposal and left the remainder to the carnivores. 
Reggie staggered across the killing field with her eyes shut tight, and even the desensitized desperado had trouble hanging onto the contents of his stomach. Suddenly, there came a long, low howl from the forest. Reggie’s eyes snapped open. The outlaw pulled up the pony and stared into the trees. “The fort is a two hour ride away and the sun is falling.” He pulled a long sword from its sheath. “I’ll be relieved when we reach the fort,” he said, “mighty relieved.”

*	*	*
 
A giant with a slit nose stood outside the gatehouse. He eyed the white-faced prisoner dubiously. “What’s the matter with him?”
“Weak stomach,” the outlaw said, shortly.
The guard looked Reggie up and down. Turning to the outlaw he said, “Times must be tough if you travel five miles for an as.”[footnoteRef:17] [17:  As (plural asses):  the lowest value coin issued by the Roman Empire.
] 

“Come on!  He’s got to be worth five.”
“In your dreams.”
The outlaw shrugged. “Let’s see what Titianus has to say.”
“Please yourself,” said the keeper-of-the-door. “You know the way.”

*	*	*

Behind an enormous alabaster table, two identical Nubian slaves flanked a well-fed man, with one too many banquets under a too tight tunic.  On his head he wore a pileus. The brimless cap identified Flavius Titianus as a freed slave.
Having experienced life on the other side, ought to have made the dealer sympathetic. In fact the reverse was true. With a calculating look that turned human beings into meat on the hoof, his cold eyes passed over the youth’s quivering frame from the felt cap pulled low on the forehead, down past the sloping shoulders and underdeveloped chest, to skinny legs in baggy trousers that fitted closely round small ankles. As a marketing strategy, Titianus invariably assumed a contemptuous expression to rattle sellers into dropping the price, but on this occasion his sneer was genuine.
He shifted well-padded buttocks on the high-backed chair. “Any other time I would reject such inferior stock, but the colony is in desperate need of slaves to rebuild the cities razed during the insurrection. It’s going to take hundreds of laborers to mine sufficient stone to restore the private houses, public buildings and temples to their former glory.” 
A look of exasperation crossed his flabby featured face. “Generally after a victory, the military sell me the captives as a job-lot.  By rights my pens should be crammed with the sub-human brutes.” He glowered at the disguised girl. “This beardless Ba-ba won’t last a month in the quarry. I’ll give you an as for him, take it or leave it.”
The outlaw’s face fell. “He must be worth two, at least.” 
I’ll toss you for him.” The dealer opened a drawstring bag, removed two copper coins, and placed them on the table. “Double or Nothing!”
There was a pause while the outlaw considered the odds. “My call?”
Titianus nodded.
“Right, you’re on. Toss!”
With a practiced flick of the wrist, the dealer flipped one of the coins, caught it and covered it with the palm of his other hand, “Call!” 
“Tails.”
Titianus uncovered the laurel-wreathed head of Emperor Nero. The outlaw scowled. “By Fortuna, you’re a lucky dog.”
Titianus returned both coins to his coin bag. “Tell Marcus I said you can have an hour in the women’s pen.” It was a concession to take the edge off the loss. It wasn’t wise to alienate one of his regular suppliers.
“On the house?”
“Certainly. Glad to. Wouldn’t be hospitable not to offer. Plenty of pussy here. Just be careful not mark them where it shows. Every bruise costs me. The punters like the sluts flawless.”
“No worries.” On the way to Manduessendum, the outlaw’s mind had been crowded with images of whores, wine and gambling dens. Ah well, he thought, one out of three isn’t bad.  He released Reggie and coiled the rope over his shoulder. Then without a backward glance, he headed for the female quarters.

*	*	*

“Sit.” Titianus spoke as if he was addressing a dog, and pointed at the flagged floor.  Reggie waivered.  She believed the old wives’ tale that sitting on a cold floor gives you piles. 
The slave dealer glowered down at her, his face thunder black, but his expression lightened when Reggie obeyed. “Maybe buying you isn’t such a bad idea. The quarry-master always complains he can’t get you brain-dead baboons to understand simple instructions. He’ll shell out big time for an interpreter.”
Aware she was being considered for a supervisory role, Reggie hesitated. She had been on the point of revealing her gender. But after what had just transpired, she thought it was best to keep up the charade. Nothing, she decided, could be worse than being sold to a brothel.
Titianus unrolled a sizeable book scroll. Finding the place, he dipped his pen into an inkpot and roared, “Name?”
“I can’t remember…I fell off my pony and bumped my head.”  She felt her face redden under the slaver’s penetrating gaze.
“Don’t lie to me.” Titianus rose from his chair and strode towards her. In his hand he carried a flat leather strap made of ox-leather. The dealer’s bull-like frame loomed over Reggie. “The last time I used a flagellum was right after I bought the dealership from the former owner. That troublemaker died from his wounds.” He flicked the strap. “What’s your name, boy?” 
Reggie’s heart was beating so fast she couldn’t think.
The dealer’s scowl deepened. “I thought a weakling like you would have pissed your pants by now.” He raised his right arm. “I asked your name.” 
“Judoc,” she squeaked, blurting out the only male name she knew from the period that wasn’t Roman in its origin. “My name is Judoc.”
Titianus sat down heavily. He breathed out a small laugh and when he spoke his voice cracked. “Well, well, well! What a prize ...  I never expected—”
He paused and slowly shook his head as if he was lost for words.
Reggie was confused by the dealer’s response. She stared at him, trying to understand.
“Greetings King Judoc,” said Titianus, with a nod of sneering contempt. “The General has posted a reward for your head, Sire.” He rubbed his hands together. “This is my lucky day!”
For a moment the room seemed to spin. Reggie took a deep breath to steady herself. “You’ve made a mistake,” she said staring at him in dismay. “Look at me I’m just a farm hand. In my tribe Judoc is as common a name as Marcus is in Rome.”
“Oh!” The ‘oh’ sounded skeptical. Titianus flicked her a measuring glance, and rose to his feet. “You’re the right age,” he said stepping closer, “and you speak Latin like a noble.” He grabbed her hands, and turned them over. “Just as I thought, you’ve never done a day’s work in your life.”
Trapped like a fly in a web of her own making, Reggie’s heart thudded. She looked down, sure that her guilt must show in her face, terrified in case she gave herself away.
The dealer’s fist tightened round the flagellum. “Do I have to beat the truth out of you, Sire?” 
If I told you the truth you’d never believe it, thought Reggie. She raised her head and stared at him at him with the hauteur of a head teacher addressing a misguided schoolboy. “I wouldn’t like to be in your place if I’m too injured to talk.” 
Titianus was so knocked off balance by the youth’s audacity that his mouth dropped open. “You mean ... you really are the king?” 
Reggie looked down her nose with more arrogance than Nero himself could ever possess. “I cannot confirm my identity until my memory returns.”
Titianus looked down at the flagellum in confusion. He licked his lips and his eyes darted nervously to the boy. “The General comes from an aristocratic Roman family. He may object to a former slave, flogging a royal, even one whose subjects are stinking apes. It would not be good for the future of my business if I did something contrary to his wishes.” 
He blew out his cheeks and exhaled noisily. “Go to the garrison and ask to speak to the General,” he said to the slave on his right. “Tell him Flavius Titianus begs an audience as a matter of urgency.”
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the lion’s den

General Gaius Suetonius Paulinus sat by the fire with his boots on the hearth, reading a history of the war against Hannibal[footnoteRef:18]. He stood up as the slave dealer came in, and smiled.  “This is good news—” Then he saw the cringing child. The cavernous room rang with the great man’s laughter. “Ye Gods, Titianus!  Coalemus must be dancing round in your head.”  [18:  Hannibal Barca was a Punic Carthaginian military commander, generally considered one of the greatest military commanders in history.] 

The insult went over Reggie’s head. She had never heard of the god of stupidity. But Titianus stiffened. His expression darkened to a resentful scowl. “He told me right to my face that he was King Judoc.”
“That’s not true,” cut in Reggie, blinking up at the General, an indignant flush on her high cheekbones.
Titianus looked set to burst a blood vessel at the young slave’s temerity. He opened his mouth to speak, but the General silenced him with an imperious movement of the hand.  “What exactly did you say?” he asked Reggie, his face impassive.
The faint flush on her cheeks deepened. “I may have implied I was the King of the Trinovantes.” 
“Implied?”  
“Er ... yes.  It means—” 
“I know what it means.” The brief sidelong smile he sent her was devoid of humor. “I’m just surprised that you do.”
“I—”  
Unable to think of a reply that would satisfy him, Reggie could only look at him in dumb despair.
“Why are you pretending to be someone you aren’t?”
The General’s deep, gravelly voice made the question more menacing to Reggie. She searched his severe face, but knew it was fruitless to expect sympathy or compassion from a brutal war criminal. 
“I’m sorry.” She lifted her hand in a helpless pleading gesture. “I wouldn’t have, but he threatened to beat me.”
“I wouldn’t have shown so much forbearance.”
Titianus gritted his teeth.  “Don’t worry General, I’ll tear out the young bastard’s tongue for his insolence.”
“Surely a beating should suffice.” Paulinus glanced from the swarthy ape to the white-faced child. He frowned. “I suppose he is for sale.”
Titianus nodded.
“I’ll give you two asses for him.”
The dealer’s eyes gleamed with avaricious cunning. “The quarry-master offered me five, Your Excellency.”
“It’s a generous offer. I suggest you take it,” said Paulinus. “Now I do have a meeting with my adjutant, so if there’s nothing further ... continue prosperous and fare well.”
Furious at losing a sale, Titianus bit back the obscene word that automatically came to mind. Instead, he aimed his foot at Reggie’s stomach. The force sent her flying. 
Titianus glared down at her. “Get up, you lily-livered sack of shit.” 
White-faced, Reggie staggered to her feet. Her eyes didn’t seem to be working properly. She stood swaying in bewildered alarm. 
“This is nothing to what I’ve in store for you,” continued Titianus, staring at her with a terrible intensity. Then twisting her arm up across her back he shoved her across the General’s compartment. 
At the door he paused and smiled. “A thousand apologies for wasting your valuable time, Your Excellency. May the gods guard your well-being.” 
Paulinus nodded stiffly. He looked from the dealer’s chilling smile to the slave’s terrified eyes, and a rare expression of pity broke across the veteran soldier’s rugged features.  He withdrew a ring from his index finger. “Well Titianus, is this sufficient to purchase the boy?”
The slaver gazed at the heavy gold ring as though he could hardly believe his eyes. He stretched out his hand. “It’s a deal. He’s all yours.”

*	*	*

General Paulinus carelessly threw back the long purple cloak that hung from his massive shoulders revealing a molded leather breastplate heavily studded with silver and worn over a short tunic of white wool. Around his thick waist he wore a very wide leather belt lavishly inlaid with bronze and gold.  A sword hung at his side; the hilt glinted with colored stones. His short-cropped hair was grey and his strong face was deeply lined, but at an age at which his contemporaries were either dead or retired, the veteran campaigner was the most formidable general of his time. 
“I suppose I could start by asking your name,” he said, looking down his Roman nose, as if he was already regretting his impulsive purchase. 
The irony of her situation was not lost on Reggie. She’d never expected that the one person to show her any kindness would be a man she thought of as a monster—a war criminal. 
“Well?”
“Er…Judoc.” 
The General’s dark eyes narrowed. He’d managed men all his life and nothing got past him. “Where do you come from?” he asked, his tone several degrees colder. 
“Londinium.”
“You are a long way from home.”
Reggie sighed and nodded her head. 
“How did you get here?”
She didn’t have to grope for a plausible explanation. The sacrifice of the female captives in the Grove of Andraste was all too fresh in her mind. “I was taken captive by Queen Boadicea’s soldiers during the siege of Londinium.”
“Why didn’t they kill you like the others?’
“I disguised myself as a woman.”
Scornful eyes slashed like razors. “Wasn’t that the act of a coward?”
“Yes, I suppose it was.” Even though she was lying, her face burnt with mortification. 
“We found the remains of the victims in the forest. Why weren’t you butchered like the rest.”
Reggie chewed at her bottom lip. “I escaped.”
“Resourceful and fortunate.”
Fortunate! Reggie had never felt more wretched in her life. “I can’t imagine how you can possibly think that,” she blurted out.
The bodyguard standing beside the door stiffened. No one answered the General back. Even Tribune Agricola[footnoteRef:19], his high-ranking protégé, used discretion when addressing him. [19:  Gnaeus Julius Agricola lived from 13 June AD40 to 23 August AD93. He was the Roman Governor of Britain responsible for securing the Roman grip on what is now England and Wales, and for conquering much of Scotland. He is among the best known of Romans, as a result of his biography, De vita et moribus Iulii Agricolae, written by his son-in-law, Tacitus, in AD98. ] 

But instead of anger, there was a spark of amusement in his dark penetrating eyes. “I’m looking for someone to replace my page. He was killed in the conflict Are you familiar with the duties of a body servant?”
“Y—yes … no—” 
“Well which is it?” 
“I don’t know,” she said faintly. “I can’t remember a thing.”
Paulinus raised a grizzled eyebrow.
“You see I’ve lost my memory. It happened when I fell off my pony…I hit my head on a boulder.” 
“You won’t be much use then. I shall hand you back to Titianus.”
“Oh, no.”
The General’s heavy lidded eyes gazed at the haunted expression in the bluest eyes he’d ever seen. After an uncertain pause, he said, “I suppose I could train you.”
Relief washed over Reggie. She dropped to her knees, “Thank you, Sir. You won’t be sorry. I’ll do my very best.”
His heavy brows snapped together. “You better. I am a harsh taskmaster, isn’t that right, Pollux?” 
The bodyguard snapped to attention. “Yes, Your Excellency, downright inhuman.”
A very slight twitch of the lips was the General’s response to the slave’s impudence, “This scruffy individual is my new page, Pollux. His name is Judoc. A singularly unfortunate choice, but it cannot be helped. He requires clothes as befits my personal servant.” He held a piece of linen in front of an aquiline nose. “And a bath.”
Reggie’s shoulders sagged and small moan escaped from her mouth. Pollux gave the boy a spiteful look. “Would that be the soldiers’ bathhouse?” he asked
“Take that smile off your face,” said the General, “before I knock it off.” 
The bodyguard’s grin faded instantly. 
The General’s head twisted back to Reggie. “I doubt you’ll emerge any cleaner from that cesspool. Use my private facilities.”
Reggie released her breath.  She had feared her secret was about to be revealed in the most public of circumstances. “Thank you, Your Excellency.” she said, and bowed. 
The General studied his new slave with hooded eyes and an impassive expression. He turned to his bodyguard, “Take this boy to my bath-house, and then find Tribune Agricola. Inform him that the soldiers’ bathhouse is off limits until it’s been drained and cleaned.”
“Right away, Your Excellency.”  
“And you, Judoc, go with Pollux. When you are clean and dressed appropriately, return.”
Reggie copied the guard and bowed. “Yes, Your Excellency.” 
Her feet dragged as she followed Pollux like a lamb to the slaughter.
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be careful what you wish for

After stopping off at the quarter-master’s store to collect a uniform for Reggie, the slaves arrived at the bathhouse. They entered through an external door at the side. The bodyguard, whose conversation was limited to a seemingly endless list of ‘don’ts’, added another. “It’s quicker to nip in through the General’s private entrance, but you need to be careful. It’s half-rations for a week if you’re caught.”
Reggie crossed her arms. “Why?”
“That’s just the way it is.” He tossed her tunic onto the nearest couch. “Remember, if you know what’s good for you.” 
They were standing, in what she supposed, was the General’s dressing room. An array of archaic razors and scissors was lined up precisely on a stand next to a backless chair with elaborately curved bronze legs. Two bull elephants had been killed to provide ivory for the wide seat. Not to know, Reggie ran her hand over the surface. She felt privileged. Up to now everything about Briton had been disappointing. This was more like how she had imagined it would be.
“Isn’t this something?”  The bathhouse commissioned by the General’s predecessor was amazing.
“It’s alright for some.”
Reggie’s eyes widened at his tone, but she was too stunned by the opulence of her surroundings to probe. No expense had been spared in the construction of Aquae Mars. Built on a hot spring of water that bubbled to the surface along a labyrinth of limestone channels, the bathhouse— dedicated to the god of war— put to shame the most luxurious spa of the twenty-first century.
“The swimming pool is this way, follow me.”  Pollux led the way down a wide corridor with stuccoed walls embellished with celestial imagery.
The heavenly theme continued.  A midnight-blue sky and gold stars adorned the domed ceiling.  Beneath its arch, garish naked statues of Roman deities disported beside a colonnaded lap-pool.
 Finally, Reggie’s conscience kicked in. She pursed her lips. “I suppose this extravagance has been paid for by the Britons.” 
There was no place for doubts about the rights of conquerors to reparation in Pollux’s world. “Naturally,” he replied, looking longingly at the geothermally heated pool. “You don’t know how lucky you are. Slaves don’t get to use the communal baths, let alone the General’s private facilities.”
Reggie smiled uneasily and examined the statutory.
“I’d hurry up and get undressed if I were you. Old Blood and Guts expects the gods themselves to jump if he raises so as much as a finger.”
“Oh,” Reggie faltered, “Yes of course. Absolutely.”
“Well, enjoy yourself,” Pollux said, in a tone that bordered on sarcastic. “As for me I’m off to give the soldiers the bad news.”
“You sound pleased.”
“Upon my oath!” He walked over to the side of the steaming lap pool, and stared down at the imperial standard emblazoned in mosaics on the bottom. “Do you know how much I long for what they have?” 
Reggie who would have done anything to avoid what he wanted so much, let out a deep sigh before saying, “I don’t blame you for feeling resentful.  But when all’s said and done, the soldiers deserve some compensation. They do put their lives on the line.” 
“I’d trade places.”
Gazing into Pollux’s bleak eyes, Reggie realized that he meant it literally. “Is it really so bad being a slave?”
Pollux gave a silent groan “It’s—” he broke off. His eyes narrowed in suspicion.  He cleared his throat nervously. It sounded loud in the cavernous room.  “—er, it depends on the master ... there’s none better than the General.”
Reggie stared at him with an expression of disbelief. General Paulinus? The butcher of Briton? She wasn’t buying it.  She edged closer to the bodyguard. “Have you thought about running away?”
Pollux put a finger up to his lips.  “Are you insane?” he hissed.
“It isn’t insane to want to be free.”
The bodyguard shot the rash youth a quelling look. “Have you ever been present at a crucifixion?”
Stunned that crucifixion— the barbaric method of execution used to put Jesus to death—was being used here, and on slaves, Reggie could only shake her head.
Pollux wagged his finger at her. “You will. Just hope it’s as a spectator and not as a participant.”
“I can’t believe … is the General really such a monster?”
“Let’s say he merits the fear, men have of him.” He turned his back and made for the exit. 
At the door, he glanced back. “Not everyone’s as forgetful as me. Watch your tongue if you want to keep it.”
“What do you mean?”
“You seem like a smart young fellow, figure it out.” A moment later he disappeared through a massive nail-studded door.

*	*	*

The door opened directly into a communal pool located on the other side of a shared wall, constructed of two feet square custom-made bricks marked with the stamp of the legion that supervised their production. As a rule, the bricks muffled the soldiers’ high spirits to a level the General found acceptable. But nothing available in either the first or twenty-first centuries could block the uproar when Pollux announced the bath was to close by order of General Paulinus.
It wasn’t only the Britons who resented the General’s severity. His own men disliked the despot who had turned their soft billet into a boot camp. Closing the thermal baths was the final straw in a long line of grievances. The fact that many a soldier with an open wound succumbed to bacteria that abounded in warm and filthy water was never considered. Paulinus was a killjoy. Always was, and always would be.
Powerless to hurt the author of their misery, the men turned on the messenger. They held Pollux under water until he stopped struggling. His sunken body was obscured by the murky water.  Confident that the corpse wouldn’t be discovered until the pool was drained, the soldiers recommenced their recreation. 

*	*	*

With no idea that one of life’s ironies was taking place on the other side of the wall, Reggie picked up a tunic with the Paulinus family crest embroidered across the front in gold thread, and held it against her. Generally the sleeveless shift was worn mid-thigh. The one supplied by the quartermaster was the smallest the garrison stocked, and still hid her shapely feminine calves. She breathed a sigh of relief for the outfit didn’t come with pants, and to make matters worse, it didn’t come with under garments.
Forgetting she was playing a male role, Reggie sat down at the General’s dressing table, and began brushing her hair.  Only the highest officials of Imperial Rome were entitled to sit on the curule, also known as a chariot chair. Had he not also been Governor of the colony, General Paulinus would not have been permitted to lower his rock-hard buns on its ivory seat.
Serenely oblivious to her crime, she surveyed her face in the polished-metal mirror.  She had to bite her lip to stop herself crying out. In her mid-fifties Reggie came to the conclusion that the effort involved in fighting the corrosion of time was better invested improving her mind. Now as she gazed at her teenage face, she wished she’d taken better care of herself. 
She had forgotten how pretty she used to be. In fact, she’d always been rather disappointed by her appearance. As a teen, she considered herself the typical girl-next-door. But though she had yearned to swap her wholesome prettiness for elegant sophistication, she loved her Rapunzel hair. Her mother used to say it was her crowning glory. Reaching out, she fingered a silky tress, and sighed. She daren’t let General Paulinus find out she was a woman. Look what happened to Boadicea’s daughters, and they were Celtic princesses! “Desperate times call for desperate measures,” she muttered, and reached for the scissors. 
Far from an antiquated curio, the implement was considered cutting edge technology in the first century.  A brand new invention, pivoted shears were not in common use, and this bronze pair was one of the few in existence, not only in Briton, but Rome itself.
It was fortunate that General Paulinus was enthusiastic about new gadgets, for the older version which had to be squeezed and then pulled apart was much too complicated for technologically-challenged Reggie. 
Once done, she stared at her reflection, and immediately clapped her hand over her eyes. Oh my God, could I look any worse, she thought peering through splayed fingers at her uneven, spiky hair cut? “Ah well, in for a penny, in for a pound,” she muttered, and reached for a razor.
Using it was both challenging and painful. It wasn’t that Reggie was particularly clumsy. Safety razors were yet to be invented, and cutting one’s own self while shaving was a common occurrence. It was the reason for the proliferation of barber’s shops. And why wealthy Romans kept a body slave whose job it was to cut their hair and shave their beards.
By the time Reggie finished, she was bleeding from multiple nicks, but at least she hadn’t scalped herself. She reached out for a vial labelled Achillea Millefolium. Her teacher’s brain was packed with trivia. She knew the oil— derived from the herb, Yarrow, and named after the great Greek warrior— was used to treat battle wounds. “If it was good enough for Achilles, it is good enough for me.” She took a linen pad from a stack on the shelf, and saturated it with the sickly-sweet blue oil. 
Having done all she could to staunch the blood flow, Reggie disrobed, washed and then donned her uniform. The transformation from ragged Celtic urchin to the Governor of Briton’s pageboy was completed in a trice.
On the whole, she was satisfied with her appearance. The shapeless tunic fell well below her knees, and gave no hint of the slender curves beneath. Her willowy legs appeared shorter than they actually were, due to a particularly ugly but robust pair of sandals, and her shaved head added the finishing touch. But as she checked her appearance, she pursed her lips. There was nothing she could do about the femininity of her features, the arched eyebrows, the bow-shaped lips.
Suddenly, her eyes widened. She sat up sharply in the chair, breathing hard. She had read that many Romans preferred young men as sexual partners. She covered her face with her hands. “Oh no! Is that why General Paulinus bought me?”
Most people, colleagues and neighbors thought of Reggie as shy and timid. But though she was reserved and modest by nature, fundamentally she was plucky. It was a quality that was un-called for in her hitherto mundane existence. But now when she needed to be brave, her innate courage came to the fore. “Instead of looking for dragons, look for somewhere to hide this hair,” she told herself sternly. 
Discounting the dressing table positioned in the centre of the room, she inspected the other piece of furniture, a tall lacquered cabinet, solid oak, the door some two inches thick. Metaphorically, she rolled up her sleeves. And then with a huge amount of huff and plenty of puff, she endeavored to move it just a few inches away from the wall. 
The cabinet weighed a ton, at least that’s how it seemed to Reggie. Oh why is everything always so difficult, she thought, her pixie face, all pink and shiny? She looked at her slender arms, and sighed. “I could do with some muscles like Boadicea’s daughters, instead of these useless sticks.” 
Not prepared to admit defeat, she stood in front of the cabinet with her head a little on one side, considering. Suddenly she grinned. A moment later she began flinging out the cupboard’s entire contents. She returned to the battle with optimism. But though Reggie pulled and pulled, it obstinately refused to give up ground. What seemed a good idea in theory was not in practice.
“Damn and double damn!” She kicked an inoffensive boot that lay where she had flung it. “There’s no way an inanimate object will get the better of me.” She took a calming breath. “I am intelligent woman it’s just a matter of using my brain. 
The lecture did the trick. From the clutter of uniform and weaponry surrounding her in chaotic heaps, she selected a sword. Her idea was to use it as a lever. With no clear idea of how to go about it, she slipped the blade between the back of the cabinet and the wall, and jerked the hilt towards her. She felt like cheering when the immovable mountain conceded, by moving. Albeit but a grudging inch. Praying that Pollux wouldn’t suddenly walk in on her, she shoved the golden tresses into the hard-won gap. 
Half an hour passed, or so it seemed to Reggie who had no way of calculating time.  A frown spread over her elfin face. For the life of her, she couldn’t recall if she was meant to wait for Pollux to return. Maybe she was supposed to make her own way back? Her hands sweated. Telling herself not to be such a wimp, she wiped her clammy palms on her tunic. Then after scowling at her reflection one last time, she squared her shoulders and strode across the room.
Intent on projecting a vigorous male image, she exited the bathhouse through the wrong door. 




[bookmark: _Toc439969035]XIII

tribune agricola is amazed

General Paulinus bitten by a malaria carrying mosquito[footnoteRef:20] when he became the first Roman to cross the Atlas Mountains in North Africa still experienced fevers and chills, years after contacting the sickness. As he crouched over the fire on a dismal afternoon that was a perfect match for his spirits, he looked for solace in The Aeneid[footnoteRef:21]. Two hundred years earlier, Cato the Censor[footnoteRef:22] called for the destruction of Carthage on the grounds that the rebellious nation would never accept Roman rule. He wondered if the stern old censor felt as badly about the Carthaginian slaughter, as he did about massacring the Iceni. [20:  Malaria was a very common disease at the time, responsible for many deaths, and transmitted among humans by female mosquitoes of the genus Anopheles.]  [21:  The Aeneid is an epic poem written by the Roman poet, Virgil. It describes the three Punic Wars between Rome and Carthage which ended with the latter’s utter destruction.]  [22:  Cato the Elder (234-149 BC) also known as Cato the Censor convinced the Senate that Carthage must be totally destroyed and the population wiped out. ] 

He glanced up as Reggie came in. “Didn’t Pollux tell you to use the slave’s entrance?”
“Yes, but I forgot.”
The General cocked an eyebrow at her. “I forgot, Your Excellency.” With that curt reprimand the General went back to the Punic Wars.
Ten minutes passed but it seemed much longer to Reggie. Unaware she was not permitted to break the silence, she asked him if there was anything he wanted her to do. 
Paulinus put down the scroll. “Don’t speak without leave,” he said sternly.
“Please forgive me.” She gave a nervous laugh. “You see I’ve never been a slave before. 
The General’s eyes narrowed. “I thought you’d lost your memory.”
Reggie searched the floor, avoiding eye contact with the General. “Er, yes ... I have.” 
“Well how do you know you weren’t a slave?”
Reggie lifted her head and stared helplessly into his penetrating eyes. Finally she said, “I don’t.”
“I understand this condition arose as the result of a bump on the head?”
“That’s correct, Your Excellency.”
“Hmm!” Paulinus paused to roll the long scroll of papyrus onto the left-hand stick.  After he’d placed the hand-copied volume in its storage box, he said, “Do you think a smack round the ears might help in its recovery? Because I am tempted to give it a try.”
Reggie forgot she was pretending to be a boy and her post-modern feminist sensitivities appeared along with two red spots on her indignant cheeks. “Don’t you dare touch me,” she said, gritting her teeth.  
The General, chosen to govern Briton on the strength of his record for subduing troublesome colonies, was rendered speechless. To make things worse by the time he’d decided to carry out his threat, he was interrupted by a sharp rap on the door.
“I hope,” he said resuming his seat, “you are capable of answering the door?”
A relieved smile touched Reggie’s mouth. “Yes, Your Excellency.”

*	*	*

Reggie pulled the nail studded door open, and then stepped back in surprise from the quintessential Roman hero. Her eyes widened. The military tribune’s pleated tunic barely covered his massive bronzed and oiled thighs. “Is His Excellency expecting you?”
Ignoring her completely, the tribune swept through the door. Reggie’s jaw dropped as he strode past, resplendent in plumed helmet, scarlet cloak, Greek style armour, and a molded leather breastplate that imitated the musculature of his chest. 
Gnaeus Julius Agricola, favoured son of an ancient and distinguished family stretched out his arm. “May your name be ever bathed in the glory of your great victory.” 
Paulinus smiled at his young protégé. “It was a good result. Mars be praised, we lost but four hundred men.”
“Nero has to be grateful,” Agricola continued with the zeal of a born flatterer. “It wouldn’t surprise me if you received a triumphus[footnoteRef:23]. [23:  The Roman Triumphus was an honour bestowed on a Roman general to celebrate a glorious victory. It began with a public entry into Rome and a triumphal procession through the crowd-lined streets, not unlike a modern ticker tape procession.] 

“I don’t seek honors,” the General said with a quiet dignity. “It’s enough to have secured Britannia for the Empire.”
Agricola suppressed a snort. “Quite so … virtue is its own reward.”  He glanced at the vacant couch. “I hope my visit is convenient, Sir?” 
“Of course, Julius.” Paulinus smiled at the officer who was young enough to be his grandson. “I’m always glad to see you. Sit down and tell me all the news.”
Agricola removed his cloak and plumed helmet then sat down on the couch facing his commander, even so he looked uncomfortable. The General put that down to the fact that he was wearing ceremonial armour, a pretentiousness of which he disapproved, but the young man’s apprenticeship to war was recent. In time he would learn there was more to soldiering than splendid uniforms. The General’s face darkened. So many fallen comrades, he thought as he tossed a log on the fire. His back was turned, and he didn’t see the horrified expression on the tribune’s sweat-covered face. 
I’ll never get used to this god-awful climate, Paulinus muttered, shivering, despite the temperature in the over-heated room. He glanced at his adjutant. The young officer was fidgeting with the hilt of sword, drawing it up and down in its sheath. “If you’ve got something to say, spit it out, man.” 
Agricola swallowed. He had only been attached to general headquarters for a couple of weeks and his commander’s blunt manner made him nervous. “Don’t take this amiss, Sir,” he began, sitting stiffly erect, as if he half-expected his words would bring on an explosion, “but I would be failing in my duty if I didn’t warn you that the troops are furious.” He paused, and lowered his voice, “There’s talk of mutiny.”
“Idle threats,” Paulinus said with a curt nod.  He leaned forward to warm his hands before the blazing fire.  “I’m not surprised, Julius. I knew there’d be a backlash, but it had to be done.” 
He turned to face Agricola. “Good leadership comes at a personal cost,” he said with a wry smile. “Do you realize that over seventy per cent of men injured in the field die from their wounds? I’ve been concerned about the pitiable survival rate for a long time and I’m not alone. There’s a growing body of knowledge that soaking open wounds in filthy water is the reason so many turn gangrenous. I closed down the bathhouse as a preventative measure. It’s for the men’s own good.”
“Oh!” Agricola stared at Paulinus open-mouthed. “I didn’t know it was closed. In point of fact, I came to see you about an entirely different matter—”
“Am I to understand that Pollux did not deliver my message to drain and clean that disgusting piss-pot?”
“This is the first I’ve heard about it, Sir.”
A murmur of anger greeted the Tribune’s reply. “Take it from me, his cushy life as my bodyguard is over.”
Agricola smiled approvingly. “No doubt he’ll regret his idleness when he’s hauling granite in the quarry.” 
“But that’s not fair,” broke in Reggie, “Pollux went off to deliver your instruction. I saw him go into the bathhouse with my own eyes.”
Agricola stared at the slave in the badly fitting uniform as if he couldn’t believe the evidence of his own ears. He grinned in anticipation of the General’s outburst.
“Judoc,” Paulinus said in a chilling tone, “go to the bathhouse. Find out what has delayed Pollux.” He dismissed her with a chop of his hand.
Agricola sniffed disdainfully. “How long have you had him?”
“Not long enough to teach him his place.”
“I’d be delighted to lend a hand in his instruction. Believe me I’ll soon whip him into shape.”
“I prefer to break my own horses and train my own hounds,” murmured the General.
“I see what you mean, Sir. Dogs and slaves can only have one master.”
“My sentiments entirely.” The General paused for a moment and sighed. “You mentioned there’s trouble in the ranks. What in the name of Hades are they bitching about now? ” 
Agricola smiled uneasily. “The men expected to receive a share of the proceeds from the sale of captives. After all booty is the reason most enlist.”
“I’ve no time for men, who view the army as a means to an end,” said Paulinus half rising from his couch, “When I was a young man I deemed it an honor to fight for Rome.” He looked hard at his protégé before carrying on. “I have no time with those who take up soldiering out of greed.”
 Agricola nodded his head up and down. “Me too,” he lied. “One day, Zeus willing, I hope to emulate your awesome greatness.” That part at least, was true. 
Paulinus winced. When he’d learnt that the son of an old friend was stationed in the colony, he’d arranged to have him transferred to his staff. He’d been disappointed to find that his protégé wasn’t at all like his forthright father. But as the senator had been put to death for speaking his mind, perhaps it wasn’t surprising that young Julius was diplomatic. 
Making an effort to be civil—his friendship with the martyred senator went back to his boyhood—he acknowledged the compliment with a polite smile. “Would you like to try my new reserve?”  His hand hovered over a jar of imported port.  “It was dispatched from Genoa, and despite a dreadful storm in the Bay, I didn’t lose any.” 
Agricola nodded. He rolled the liquid in the glass before lifting it to his nose. Wine appreciation was something he knew all about.  “Sweet and fruity with caramel notes,” he said, a look of smug satisfaction on his conceited face. 
“Mmm! It’s coming along ... but as with most things it needs time to mature.” 
Agricola’s cheeks flamed.
Paulinus watched with amused exasperation as the young officer tried to get control of his temper. It was obvious he had interpreted the comment as criticism of his inexperience. He was tempted to give him a good shaking. He abandoned the thought, telling himself wasn’t the lad’s fault he’d been denied a father’s manly influence. He smiled at Agricola as a father would smile at his son. “I’ve mentioned your courage under attack in dispatches.” 
“That’s exceptionally kind of you, Sir.”
Paulinus waved his thanks aside. “Well deserved, Julius.” He paused, as if reliving the battle. “Of course, Boadicea’s raggle-taggle band didn’t have a hope against us,” he continued, unintentionally nullifying the compliment, “they weren’t properly armed ... only the elite core wore body armour … and as for their weapons—”
A frown appeared on his face. “I still don’t understand how that harpy escaped. You did get the troops to check the bodies thoroughly?”
“Definitely!  Boadicea wasn’t among the dead, and neither were her daughters.” 
“Damn! While she and her daughters are at large, the colony will never be at peace.”
After a small pause Agricola said, “I heard a whisper that the Trinovantian king has been captured?”
Paulinus shook his head. “That rumour started with Titianus. The stupid oaf mistook the pup that opened the door to you for the son of Addedomaros. ”
“Was he drunk?”
“It wouldn’t surprise me.” 
“I’m amazed you kept the boy.”
The general fingered an itchy two-day growth, “I’m already regretting the impulse… another drink, Julius?”




[bookmark: _Toc439969036]XIV

don’t kick a cat if the owner is around

“I wish I’d been with you when you rode to relieve Londinium,” said Agricola. His secondment to Headquarters coincided with the Battle of Watling Street, and he hadn’t been involved in the General’s attempt to save the threatened township. 
General Paulinus shrugged. “As it turned out Julius, it was a vainglorious display. I didn’t have the numbers to go up against Boadicea’s army.”
“Still at least you evacuated the city before she attacked. If it hadn’t been for your intervention, every single inhabitant would have been killed.”
“The citizens of Londinium are Romans. I couldn’t stand by while they were butchered by that appalling woman.”
“Well civilian deaths would have been higher without your intervention. You handled the evacuation with your customary brilliance. It was a pity about the buildings though.  I heard tell the ash from the fires was up to a horse’s withers.”
“Yes and it’s just as bad at Camulodunum[footnoteRef:24] and Verulamium[footnoteRef:25].” The General’s jaw clenched. “I blame the procurator. If he had respected Prasutagus’s will, this would never have happened.”  [24:  Camulodunum is the Ancient Roman name for what is now Colchester in Essex. It was an important town in Roman Briton, and the first capital of the province. ]  [25:  Verulamium is the Ancient Roman name for what is now St Albans in Hertfordshire. ] 

“I heard he fled to Gaul[footnoteRef:26] rather than face you.” [26:  Gaul is the Ancient Roman name for the territories where the Celtic Gauls lived, including present day France, Luxembourg, Belgium, most of Switzerland, and parts of Northern Italy.] 

“He always was a snivelling coward.”
“At least Postumus[footnoteRef:27] had the decency to fall on his sword.” [27:  Poenius Postumus was praefectus castrorum of the Roman Legion II Augusta stationed in the general area of Exeter. He ignored the request to support the governor, General Gaius Suetonius Paulinus in putting down the rebellion. On hearing of the governor’s victory at the Battle of Watling Street, he committed suicide.] 

“Don’t speak his name,” said Paulinus “I can’t believe the mongrel ignored my call for support.”
There was a pause while Agricola considered his answer. Prior to his secondment to the General’s staff, he had served in the Second under Prefect Postumus. He understood perfectly why the prefect hadn’t come to the aid of the fourteenth legion.  For with Paulinus defeated, he was next in line for governor. In Postumus’s place he’d have done the same. 
“Most likely, he didn’t want the Second to share the same fate as the Ninth,” he said, finally. “Weren’t they wiped out when they went to the aid of Camulodunum?”
The General glared. “Fear is no excuse for failing in your duty.” 
The tribune caught his breath.  Paulinus was a fanatic, a blood and guts, lead-from-the-front general— the sort that got you killed. He stifled a groan. “Duty to Rome comes before all else,” he said with fake sincerity, “to live without honor is a disgrace.” 
His response earned him an approving smile. Encouraged he pressed on. “At least Postumus’s cowardice didn’t make a blind bit of difference to the outcome. The Battle of Watling Street will go down in history as one of this century’s greatest victories.”
“I wish those miserable bastards in the fiscal office thought like you. They keep on beefing about the cost of military defence. Damn short sighted if you ask me!” sighed Paulinus. “I must confess I find the dual role of general and governor harder than I anticipated, Julius.”
Agricola blinked.  Where Paulinus was now, was exactly where he hoped to be. An invitation to sit in on the civil finance committee could be a stepping stone. He sipped his wine and tried to think of a way to ingratiate himself. Name dropping had impressed Postumus. It was worth a try. “Did you know that the new procurator is a family friend, Sir?”
Classianus!” Paulinus was incredulous.
“Yes. I’ve known him all my life.”
“What’s he like? I don’t want another back-stabber on my staff.”
“You’ve nothing to fear on that score, Sir.” 
“Nothing in his political opinions I ought to be aware of?”
“No. Classicianus is as sound a man as any I can name.” 
“That’s good to know. Ye gods, my blood boils when I think of Decianus[footnoteRef:28] plotting behind my back. I’m sure he encouraged Postumus to ignore my request for support.” [28:   Catus Decianus was the procurator of Roman Britain in AD 60 or 61. He is blamed for provoking Boadicea to rebel.] 

Agricola stiffened. “It’s no use asking me about plots,” he said quickly. “Prefect Postumus may have been my commanding officer ... but he hardly knew I was alive.”  He helped himself to an olive. “Er… there has been some talk in the mess,” he began to divert the General, “some of the men call you a slave-driver.”
“I don’t ask any more of the men than I do of myself. We’re all overworked. There’s no point in whining about it.” 
“Er…I just thought you ought to know.” Agricola spat the pit onto the floor, and tried another topic.“Do you plan to meet up with Classianus soon?”
“I’ll give him a week or two to settle in.”
“He’ll appreciate your thoughtfulness.”
“Ye gods, Julius, I don’t think I’ve ever been called thoughtful before.”
“Well you are ... look what you’ve done for me.”
Paulinus smiled. “Your father was an old friend.”  
“But I’m not the only one… there was talk in the mess that you were going to free your body-slave.”
“I certainly meant to free Franco, but the poor old fellow took an arrow meant for me.”
“That’s a blow. You won’t find anyone with his experience in this backward hole.”
Paulinus nodded glumly. “I’ve taken on young Judoc as his replacement, but I don’t think he has ever shaved anyone.”
“Never?”
“Never.”
“Zeus! You aren’t about to let him learn on you, are you?”
“Do you take me for Maximus Stupendous?” 
Agricola grinned. “Why don’t you commandeer one of the legion’s barbers?”
“Who would you suggest?”
“I don’t know.” He smiled smugly. “I brought mine with me. Tonio has looked after me since I was a boy.”
Paulinus fingered his two-day growth. “I’ve been thinking over what you said about friction in the camp, and it strikes me that the barber’s shop would be a good place to find out who’s stirring up trouble. Would you like the job of routing out the troublemakers?”
Agricola’s eyes shone. A special assignment!  One he’d enjoy cutting his teeth on. He could hardly keep the delight from his voice. “Yes, of course, Sir.” 
“Very good.  I suggest you attend on a daily basis … oh wait a minute. It will look dodgy if you suddenly start patronizing the barber’s when you’ve got your own body-slave.  Ah well! I’ll just have to give the assignment to someone else—”
“Hang on a moment,” said Agricola, leaning forward eagerly, “why don’t you requisition Tonio? That way, not only will I have a legitimate motive for attending the barber’s shop, but I’ll have a genuine grievance against you.”
“Hmm, yes! I can see how it would allay suspicions you were there to spy,” agreed Paulinus. “But are you sure?” His lips twitched. “I don’t want to pressure you.”
“I certainly don’t feel pressurized. How could I when it was my idea?”
“In that case send him over. Then hotfoot it to the barber’s.” 
Once the door closed behind Agricola, Paulinus rubbed his whiskery chin. His body shook. 

*	*	*

Racing up the passage Reggie came face to face with Julius Agricola. The tribune stood posed in the doorway—heroic and manly in his armour and battledress. The scarlet cloak draped casually over one shoulder was pinned to his tunic by a massive gold brooch set with emeralds from diggings on the Red Sea, known to the Romans as Cleopatra’s mines.  The precious stones sparkled under the candles in the plaster wall-sconces. 
Agricola pointed at Reggie with his swagger stick. “You shouldn’t be in here.” 
At their first encounter, Reggie had thought the tall, broad shouldered tribune was the embodiment of her romantic fantasies, but now she wasn’t so sure. There was a disdainful expression on his face that she didn’t like, and she didn’t care for his tone.
“This passage is for your betters,” he continued. “If you use it again you’ll wish you were never born.”
Reggie gulped. “Sorry! But I need to speak to General Paulinus, urgently.”
Agricola slapped his stick sharply against his boot. “That’s no excuse. I see I shall have to teach you some manners.”
Reggie backed away. She looked desperately at the General’s door. 
 “You’re wasting your time looking for help from that quarter,” he said with a smirk, and flexed the cane between both hands. “Come here.” 
Reggie hesitated.
“Are you deaf?”
“No.”
“No, Tribune Agricola.”
Reggie gaped. Agricola! This was Julius Agricola, the man regarded as the greatest governor of Britain.  “Yes Tribune Agricola,” she said, shocked.  Everything she read about him was laudatory. She hadn’t expected to find the recipient of triumphal regalia to be an arrogant, narcissistic bully. 
While she was still reeling from the discovery, Agricola uncurled his fist and let his stick drop to his feet. “Pick it up.”
Reggie would have liked to refuse, but she didn’t have the courage. As she bent over, Agricola raised his foot and sent her flying.
He started towards her, his handsome olive face flushed with excited anticipation.
“Don’t,” she cried out.
The heavy door creaked open. The General took a step into the corridor and saw Reggie half sitting, half kneeling with her hands flat on the ground. Agricola was standing in front of her, a raised cane in his hand. “What’s going on?” 
“I caught this slave taking a short cut,” Agricola replied. 
“I’m sorry. I was—”
Paulinus interrupted her impatiently, “Didn’t I instruct you to use the slave door?”
“Yes but when you hear what’s happened, you’ll—”
Paulinus flapped a hand. “Get up, and go inside. I’ll deal with you later.” 
Reggie knew there was no use protesting. She was a slave and had no rights. Anything could be done to her. She could end up working in the quarry with a back cut to ribbons. Breathing in shallow, painful gasps, she stumbled toward the door on legs that felt like cotton-wool. 
As she passed Agricola, he smirked.




[bookmark: _Toc439969037]XV

in vino veritas

The tribune’s eyes shone in anticipation. It was an expression Paulinus saw often on the faces of guests at Emperor Nero’s feasts where torture was served up as entertainment. As the most senior General in the Roman army, he was obliged to attend, but the cruelty sickened him. For though his governorship of Briton was marked with violent oppression, it was policy—a necessary evil—and the only way to preserve the Roman Empire when troops were thin on the ground and colonies were clamouring for independence. 
The General waited until the door closed behind the miscreant, and then he bent down and picked up Agricola’s swagger stick. Holding it out, he said, “While I agree that Judoc needs to be shown the errors of his ways, I reserve that pleasure for myself, Tribune.” 
Agricola’s jaw dropped. “Tribune!”  In private the General always called him ‘Julius’. He opened his mouth to explain, but Paulinus’s imperious hand silenced him.
“Dismissed,” he said with all the hauteur of a General of Rome.

*	*	*

“Thank you,” said Reggie, as her glass was refilled. She was perched on the edge of a couch in front of the fire. Her agitation soothed by the beginnings of inebriation brought on by drinking port on an empty stomach. Even so, she was bewildered by the General’s concern.
In the corridor Paulinus appeared to approve of Tribune Agricola’s brutality, but from the moment he had entered the room, she had been conscious of a change in his attitude. Rather than bawling her out, he was treating her like an invited guest. She didn’t understand, and felt nervous sipping port from glasses that would have graced the cabinets of the world’s top museums. 
General Paulinus put down the decanter without topping up his own drink. “What do you think of the vintage?’ he asked as she took a sip. 
Reggie held the glass up and studied the color. “Quite acceptable,” she said nodding wisely. “In another five years it will be excellent.” 
Grizzled eyebrows snapped together over an impressive Roman nose. Paulinus subjected his chattel to a penetrating stare. “Ah, a connoisseur!”
Reggie’s stricken gaze dropped to her lap. She rubbed her moist palms against her bare knees. “As a slave I must have worked in the kitchen,” she said in a clumsy attempt to cover her slip. “Naturally, I would have sampled the leftovers. Every job has its perks.”
The General smiled. “Yes, indeed!  So what else did you do, in your former life?”
Reggie frowned. “I never said I worked in the kitchen. I just think that I might have. Where else would I have sampled a fine vintage like this?”
“Where indeed,” he said, and poured more port into her glass.
Reggie who couldn’t think of a suitable reply, finally remembered why she’d been in such a hurry to speak to him. A frown appeared on her face. “I have some terrible news—”
“Oh?”
“Yes ... about Pollux.”
“Don’t tell me he’s run off?”
“No,” she said quietly. “He’s drowned. The maintenance men found his body when they drained the bath.”
Paulinus’s jaw hardened into an uncompromising line. “I’ll see those responsible on the cross.” 	
“But,” argued Reggie—always quick to point out alternative readings. “It could have been an accident. Maybe he fell in. Could he swim?”
The General’s laughter contained no humor. “Are you serious?”
“Of course I am.”
He raised his eyebrows.
“Of course I am, Your Excellency,” she said with alcohol-fuelled sarcasm.
General Paulinus surveyed his slave with a forbidding eye.  Beneath hooded lids, his dark eyes glinted. “I should point out I am more intolerant of insolence than Tribune Agricola.” He casually dealt her a clip on the ear. 
The hurt to Reggie’s pride was worse than the pain. “I’m sorry, Your Excellency,” she said through gritted teeth, “It won’t happen again.”
“It better not,” said the General, “the colony is in urgent need of laborers…even a pipsqueak like you.” 
The warning delivered in a calm and uninflected voice scared her. She shivered, even though she was seated close to the fire. She could only guess at the conditions in the quarries, but undoubtedly they were horrific. “Er,” she cleared her throat nervously, “do you think Pollux was murdered to get even with you, Sir?”
“Of course!” he said, standing ramrod straight with his hands clasped behind his back. “Petty revenge is the way the powerless even the score. Pollux’s death was a deliberate attack on my authority.”
Reggie flashed him I can’t-believe-what-I’m hearing look. “Is that all that bothers you? What about Pollux? He was a human being. His life had value.”
“Thanks for your concern,” said the General with a dismissive wave of his hand, “but my loss is negligible. Pollux was old, and as slaves go, not particularly valuable.”
Heartless bastard, thought Reggie, shaking her head. 
Paulinus mistook her indignation for ignorance. “I see you are confused. To put it simply, I am Rome’s representative, and an offence against me is an offence against the Emperor.” His hawk features softened. “I suppose,” he continued in a lofty tone, “it is hard for a Ba-ba to understand.”
Reggie gasped. She was so angry at being patronized that she forgot she was playing a part.  “Not at all,” she said, raising her head arrogantly. “I presume you are referring to the crime of laesa maiestas[footnoteRef:29]?” [29:  Laesa maiestas: The Law of treason refers to any one of several ancient Roman laws throughout the Republican and Imperial periods dealing with crimes against the Roman state, or Emperor.] 

The General’s eyebrows shot up. He looked at her appraisingly. “For a slave you are well informed, Judoc.”
Reggie’s eyes flickered frantically. She spread her hands, sloshing wine from her glass in his direction. “I must have heard the expression when I was waiting tables.”
The General’s expert eye noticed the flushed face and rucked up tunic. “Quite!” He grabbed her tilted wine glass and put it down on the table.
“As I was saying maintaining discipline is my first priority. Failure to take action against the offenders will do irreparable damage to my reputation. Do you have any idea what it would be like for the Governor of Britannia to be recalled to Rome in disgrace?”
“Well?”
Reggie blinked at him. Her eyes didn’t seem to be focusing properly.
“Are you alright?” 
“Of course I’m alright.” She giggled and reached for her glass.
“Oh no you don’t,” said the General and pushed it way. 
“Bloody rude way to treat a guest.” 
The General’s lips twitched. “I should beat you.” he said, trying not to laugh.
Reggie didn’t answer. 
He leant over her, lantern jaw thrust out. “Did you hear me?”
“Loud and clear, Your Excellency.” A moment later, her head fell back, her mouth opened, and she began to snore.




[bookmark: _Toc439969038]XVI

confined to barracks

Reggie replaced the papyrus manuscript in its box. Once the thought of reading an ancient handwritten scroll would have thrilled her, but she was no longer content to substitute imagination for experience. 
The rejuvenating process that began when she left the twenty-first century had slowly evolved over the ten days she had spent with the General. Now she didn’t just look eighteen, she felt eighteen, and as restive as a caged bird. She would have liked to explore the fort, but each request to leave her gilded prison was met by a firm refusal from the bodyguard who had replaced Pollux, a granite-faced giant who never spoke and studiously refused to look at her. With no duties beyond dusting priceless artifacts, every minute seemed like ten to Reggie who was becoming more nervous and ratty by the hour. 
Her light workload was the result of the General’s decision to divide the role of personal attendant.  It was Tonio—Agricola’s former body-slave— who dressed and shaved him. Any messages were delivered by legionnaires, hand chosen because they could handle themselves should they be set upon like Pollux.  As a result, she felt like a fifth wheel.
Time hung heavy, and the situation was made worse by the General’s frequent absences. During the day, he was caught up in a veritable storm of administrative activity that required his presence, and most evenings he hosted a mess dinner.
Last night, he had given a party for the senior centurions in his private bathhouse.  Reggie heard about it from Tonio who complained about the extra work involved.  She had hoped to be called on to help, but the call never came. 
Mentally, she gave herself a hard shake. She ought to be reeling with relief.  Solitary confinement ensured her secret remained secret. Reggie was, in fact put out. With a sigh she admitted the truth. She was inexplicably attracted to a man who avoided her like the plague.

*	*	*

Curled up on the couch, Reggie fantasized about being crushed in the General’s strong arms. She jumped when the slaves’ door opened. 
“Tonio! I thought you had abandoned me,” she said, springing up to greet him, for they had become firm friends. 
“Blame Blood and Guts.”
“What’s he done now?” she said, smiling hopefully up at him, because talking about the General helped her cope with the agony of a teenage crush.
“I didn’t get any sleep at all. I was up all night waiting hand and foot on his cronies. The old bastard certainly knows how to throw a party.”
“I wouldn’t know,” Reggie said, unable to disguise the despondency in her voice.
“I didn’t mean to rub your nose in it, young ’un.” 
“Great Hades, as if I care,” she said using one of the General’s expressions, and then laughed— unconvincingly. “Go on,” she said, hungry for the details, “was it very grand?”
“Mamma mia! You should have seen the slaves-girls.” With his hands Tonio described a voluptuous female figure. “Woof, woof.”
Reggie turned scarlet.
“They were newbies,” he went on, grinning broadly. “Paulinus sent the army into the forest to flush out the outlaws, and they discovered dozens of rebels…survivors from the recent battle.  Rumour has it that they are to be sent off to Londinium to work on the re-building program. That was the motive for last night’s orgy.  I mean there’s no sense in letting the women leave without screwing them first.”
Reggie felt sick. In her head she saw a replay of the rape she imagined took place.  However, Tonio was too caught up in his story to notice her distress. 
“Mind you, they were a bit brawny for my taste. Give me a plump, cuddly little Hispanic any day—not that I got a leg over. I might as well be a eunuch for all the action I got.”
Reggie seethed. But she couldn’t say anything without blowing her cover. And besides, she didn’t want to make an enemy of her only friend. “You’ve got to be kidding.”
He laughed. “Course I am. Where’s there’s life, there’s hope, eh young’un?” 
Reggie nodded, appalled that like his masters Tonio saw no wrong in abusing their female captives. “So what was the food like,” she asked, moving onto a safer topic.
“A feast … I can’t remember a finer.”
“Just my luck to miss out.”
Tonio glanced at the hearth. He frowned at the damped-down fire, picked up the poker, and stirred up the embers. As he carefully placed sticks of kindling on the rising flames, he snapped, “Neither of us will be attending any banquets if the old bastard catches his death of cold.” 
He walked across to the shutter Reggie had opened to let in some fresh air, and pulled it shut. 
“It’s like a sauna in here,” grumbled Reggie. 
“That’s how the General likes it. He caught malaria when he crossed the Atlas Mountains, and he feels the cold something rotten.” 
Reggie knew that in AD 41 General Paulinus was the first Roman to cross the mountain range that acted as a barrier to the Empire’s conquest of Central Africa. But she had never read anything about him contacting malaria. “Oh,” she breathed, “I wondered why he sat on top of the fire in the middle of summer.”
“Well now you know, make sure you don’t let it go out.” He pulled a mock hard-done-by face. “I mean it isn’t as if you’ve got anything else to do.”
“I’d rather be busy.” She sighed. “It’s boring having nothing to do.” 
Tonio shook his head in disbelief. “Take advantage where you can young ’un. You never know what’s in store. I mean look at me ...who’d have thought Aggro-never-over would give me to the General?”
Between giggles Reggie said, “Aggro is nothing like Tacitus described.” 
“Who is Tacitus when he’s at home?"
Oops! The fabled historian of the Roman Empire was only a toddler in 61AD. “Just someone I used to know,” Reggie, said quickly.
Tonio muttered something unintelligible.
“I didn’t catch that.”
“I said he can’t have known Aggro very well.”
Reggie agreed. Her copy of The Agricola by Gaius Cornelius Tacitus was going straight to the bin, if she ever made it home. “My thoughts entirely, but then, General Paulinus isn’t anything like I thought he’d be either,” she said switching back to her favorite subject. “In fact, he’s surprisingly nice.”
“Nice!” said Tonio, staring at her in disbelief. “Yesterday he sentenced the fifth cohort to decimation.”
“Decimation?”  Reggie’s brow creased. “I’ve heard of it, but I’m not clear on the details.”
“You don’t know much, do you?”
“This is the first time I’ve had anything to do with the military,” Reggie said quickly.
“That explains it. I didn’t have a clue either before young Aggro took it into his head to enlist.” He reached for the decanter conveniently situated on a side table next to the General’s couch.
 “To bring you up to speed,” he said, knocking back the port straight from the flask, “decimation is a form of discipline designed to punish large groups of offenders without weakening the army too much.” He paused and took another swallow. “The cohort selected for punishment is divided into groups of ten, and that’s why it’s called decimation.” 
The former schoolteacher’s lips tightened as he continued to pour more of Paulinus’ special reserve down his throat. “There has to be more to it than that?” she said, wishing he’d put the decanter down.
“Of course there is,” he said making a face. “Do you really want to hear the nitty gritty?”
Reggie nodded. “Best if I know what sort of man he really is,” she said quietly, almost to herself.
Tonio placed the cut glass flask on the table, and hesitated, but only for a second or two. “Each group draws lots, and the poor fellow who selects the short straw is clubbed to death by his comrades.
“How many men are there in the cohort?”
“Fifty less than yesterday.”
Reggie stared at him horrified.
“Of course,” he said, as he sprawled out on the cloth of gold couch that the General had shipped to Briton from his summer villa on the Adriatic coast not far from Pisaurum[footnoteRef:30], “under normal circumstances the death of a slave wouldn’t warrant such a harsh punishment—” [30:  Little is known of Paulinus’s' family, but they are believed to have come from Pisaurum (modern Pesaro), a town on the Adriatic coast of Italy.] 

“This was over a slave?”
“Yes, Pollux ... didn’t you know?”
“I had no idea.” Somehow knowing the punishment was amends for the bodyguard’s murder, put a patch over the tear that had opened up in her heart. “Paulinus must have been fond of him.”
Tonio’s lip curled. “Pollux was the General’s envoy.  Paulinus said killing him amounted to mutiny. And mutiny is a capital offence.” 
“A capital offence?”
“Execution,” said Toni, helping himself to a sticky cake.
Reggie frowned. “How did the General know it was the Fifth?  Did they confess?”
Tonio shook his head. “Course not. But it stands to reason... the Fifth had the bathhouse to themselves.”
“Well I think that’s terrible  ... I can’t believe he’d do such a thing.”
“Ah, well that’s generals for you. Paulinus isn’t the first to practice decimation against his own men, and he won’t be the last.” 
Reggie sat down heavily on the facing couch. “He’s a monster,” she said accepting the truth with a hopeless feeling.
Tonio pondered this for a moment. “He’s a Roman,” he said, dropping sticky crumbs onto the delicate silk upholstery, “ 
Reggie gave him an exasperated look as he reached once more for the decanter. “That’s the General’s special reserve you’re knocking back.” 
When Tonio grinned, his black button eyes disappeared completely into his plump cheeks. “Don’t worry so much, young’un. Add some water. He’ll be none the wiser.” He held the flask out to her. “Take a drop yourself.”
She shook her head.
“Go on. The old bastard’s taken the remainder of the cohort into the forest. I heard him tell Aggro that fugitives from the battle could be hiding out with the outlaws. He won’t be back for hours.”
Reggie didn’t want to offend Tonio. “I’m not keen on port.”
“That’s because you’re a Ba-ba and brought up on beer. He smiled at her encouragingly. “Go on ... nothing is half as bad after a drink.”
“Thank you Tonio, but if it’s all the same to you I’ll stick to water.” She smiled to take the sting out of her refusal.
Tonio opened his mouth to argue at the same time as the General’s bugle-boy summoned the gatekeeper.  Nervously he wiped his mouth on his sleeve. “What’s brought him back?” He got to his feet, tugging at his tunic that had ridden up to reveal well-padded thighs.  “I’ll look in on you around the same time tomorrow,” he said, and nipped over to the slaves’ door. It closed behind him as the gatekeeper admitted the cavalcade into the fort. 
Immediately, Reggie raced to the window and flung the shutters open.  The General looked solidly impressive astride a magnificent black steed. Her cheeks burned. “He’s a monster!” she said over and over again, all the time punching her fists against her thighs in angry denial. “What sort of women falls for a monster?” 
Ten minutes later, the General hammered on the door. She pulled it open.  Her stomach clenched. Framed in the doorway the General was massive, his dark features and blatant masculinity even more compelling close up. 
Reggie pressed her lips together as he strode into the room. She had heard about the ‘Stockholm Syndrome’ so she knew hostages often fall in love with their captors. “Well it’s not going to happen to me, she vowed. “General Paulinus is everything I loathe ... everything!”
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another zone in time and space

Inspector Dexter smirked as the police excavation unit began to break up the concrete. He turned back to the suspect, “You’re not fooling anybody Mr. Price. I know you killed her. You may as well tell me where she is, because the sniffer dogs will find her.”
In vain, Ennis objected, insisting that he was in bed with a virus when Reggie disappeared, but twenty years of similar protestations had turned the inspector into a skeptic. “If I were you I’d start looking for someone to take your dog because you’re going to jail, nothing surer.”
Ennis jerked two fingers as the Inspector exited through the sliding glass door. The rude gesture provided a brief moment of satisfaction on what was turning into the worst day of his life.

*	*	*

Outside in the garden a cadaver dog was sniffing into the geraniums, in the exact same spot where Sparky had buried a marrow bone. He glanced nervously at the German shepherd as he approached, “What are you looking for?”
Busy and conscientious Jackson gritted his teeth. He had no time to deal with stupid interruptions from the public, as it was, he was working a double shift. “Bones if you really want to know.”
The Jack Russell terrier bared his teeth. “I wouldn’t touch my property, if you know what’s good for you.”
The shepherd’s subordinate, a big-eyed spaniel gazed at Sparky as if he was a bit touched in the head.  “You’re not seriously considering taking on Jack the Ripper, are you?”
“Yes.  And you too, if you’re not careful. I’d watch your step, Missy!”
“Huh!—”
“Really Dora,” intervened Jackson, “I’ve got a lot on my plate. I’m expected to come up with results. How can I do my best work with this racket going on?” His tone implied it was her fault.
The spaniel made little protesting sounds. She pointed a quivering snout at the bystander. “It’s him that’s causing the ruckus.”
Jackson squatted on his haunches, and lowered his head on a level with the small Jack Russell’s. “I’m asking you to leave. I won’t ask next time.” He smiled. His smile was the antithesis of friendly. “Well,” he snarled.
Sparky didn’t have the nerve to call his bluff. He gave the shepherd a frightened glance, and bolted for the doggie door. He couldn’t get through it quick enough. 
As he burst into the kitchen, Ennis yelled, “For Pete’s sake, Sparky ...  give it a rest.”
His dog jerked his head towards the garden. “There’s a fellow on a jack-hammer breaking up concrete, and you complain about a minor altercation.” With an outraged expression, he lay down on the floor of the Sovereign still mumbling about what he’d do to the thug if he was just a few years younger.

*	*	*

A few minutes later later, Ennis drove over to the sliding door. He opened it a crack. “Vandals,” he bawled. “That paving is brand new. You better put it back exactly the same or I’ll sue the pants off you.” 
Dexter ignored him. He lit up a cigarette and wandered down the garden.  As he walked up to the dog handler, he couldn’t help thinking that the unit was a waste of money. “Bleedin’ dogs wouldn’t notice a decomposing body if it was served up in their food bowls,” he muttered. 
Just then Dora danced up with a bone in her mouth. Looking terribly pleased, she dropped it at her handler’s feet. 
The Inspector peered at it in disgust. “Aren’t they meant to detect dead people?” 
“Well, to be fair, Sir, a bone’s a bone. You can’t expect them to differentiate.”  
Dexter sighed. His head ached from the clang-bang of hammer against concrete, and all this dust was bound to trigger his hay-fever. He took a long drag on his fag and flicked it in the rose garden. “If you have any joy, let me know.” He paused, and then trotted out his regular joke. “I’ll be in the house beating the truth out of the suspect.” 
The young constable glanced at his watch. “Will it take long?”

*	*	*

“I’d like to give you a chance to tell your side of the story, Mr. Price,” began Inspector Dexter, one eye on the backyard where Dora the Explorer was peeing on the thermal imaging equipment. “Once you’ve confessed it will be a load off your mind.”  He moved closer and patted Ennis on the shoulder. “I understand if you hit her. Some women ask for it, don’t they?”
Ennis flushed. “I’ve never hit a woman in my life. I was brought up to respect women.”
“That’s not what I heard! Your neighbor said you’re always rowing.” He moved his face closer to Ennis’s. “Did you just give her a tap, to show her who’s boss and then she fell over? Was it an accident?”
“Of course I didn’t,” Ennis protested. “How can you say such a thing?”
“You have to admit it’s a coincidence replacing the lawn with concrete on the day she went missing.”
“How many times do I have to tell you?  We can’t afford a lawn. We’re pensioners!”
Earlier in the morning, the Inspector had received an email from the Divisional Commander outlining his budgetary concerns. He placed a nicotine-stained hand on Ennis’s shoulder. “Mr. Price,” he began, “it would definitely count in your favour if you confessed.”
“I didn’t kill her,” bellowed Ennis. “How many times do I have to tell you?” 
Dexter snorted a scornful laugh. He opened up the victim’s file “The last time you saw your partner was on the fifth?”
That’s right,” agreed Ennis. “I wasn’t feeling well, so Reggie brought me breakfast in bed. Then I dropped off to sleep, and when I woke up she wasn’t there.”
“What time would that be, Sir?”
“I don’t know…around eleven, I suppose.”
“Weren’t you worried when she didn’t come back?”
“What sort of question is that? Of course I was worried.”
“So worried that you didn’t report her missing for two days?”
“I told you we’d had a bit of an argument …I thought she might be staying with a friend until she got over it.”
“Makes a habit of clearing off after a quarrel, does she?”
“Of course not.” 
“So this was unusual?”
Ennis nodded.
“And she didn’t take her clothes or any personal possessions?”
“Apart from what she was wearing, all that’s missing is her handbag.”
“Would that contain her wallet?”
“Yes, I guess so.”
“Did she carry large sums of cash?”
“Not really. No one does these days, do they? She might have had a fifty in her wallet.”
“In that case why hasn’t there been a transaction on her bank account for two weeks.” Dexter lowered his voice. “Was there another man?”
“Good grief! She would have been seventy in November.”
“You used the past tense,” said Dexter, bubbling with excitement. “So you admit she is dead.”
Ennis’s brow creased with anguish. “I don’t know. Have you checked the hospitals?”
“First thing we did. No one has been admitted answering Ms. Barbaria’s description.” 
“What about her car. It was in for a service. Did she pick it up?”
“No. We checked. It’s still there.”
“She has to be somewhere,” insisted Ennis. He paused.  “A woman claiming to be a psychic called me last night. Have you thought about bringing in a clairvoyant?”
Dexter snorted. “Mr. Price it doesn’t take a clairvoyant to know what happened here. You were alone in the house with your partner on the day she disappeared. I’ve talked to the neighbors and no one saw her leave.” A beat later he said, “Was she insured? Are you the beneficiary?”
Ennis’s face flushed to the dirty brown color you get when you mix red with green. “I’m not answering any more questions without a solicitor.”
“Fine. You can call from the station.”	
Ennis’s mouth opened and closed like a beached fish. “The station,” he spluttered. “Am I under arrest?”
“We would simply like to take a statement. If you are innocent, you have nothing to—” Dexter broke off as his mobile rang. “Excuse me, I have to take this.” 

*	*	*

While Inspector Dexter was on the phone to his Superintendent, Ennis brooded. The policeman was far too confident for his liking. Right now he was boasting that an arrest was imminent. Sparky jumped onto his lap. What he saw in the Chief ’s face alarmed the small dog. He uttered a long, low mournful wail, and then he buried his head in Ennis’s arm-pit.
“Don’t fret,” Ennis said softly, “I’ll ask the neighbours to take you. It shouldn’t be a problem, they’re dog lovers.” He tweaked the small dog’s ears, “You’ll be able to play with Brutus. That will be fun, won’t it monkey?”
Sparky, who would never use fun and Brutus in the same sentence, howled. He didn’t usually blub, but he couldn’t help himself. 
For once Ennis didn’t have a go at him. “I feel like howling too,” he blurted out. “Our only hope of coming through this is for Reggie to come home.”
The small dog stiffened. But as he looked in horror at Ennis, a tear slid down the old man’s cheek. Sparky couldn’t bear to see the Chief in such a state. I’ll have to go back for her, he thought with a resigned shrug, I hope his anxiety doesn’t interfere with message reception.
The dog’s misgivings were unwarranted, for no sooner had he planted the idea than Ennis’s drooping head snapped up. “Would it be alright to take my dog over to the neighbor’s place?” he asked the inspector. 
Dexter didn’t remove the mobile from his ear.  “Make it quick, then.”

*	*	*

At the end of the drive Ennis switched the scooter to overdrive.  Immediately the blue screen appeared, and a familiar call to action emerged. 
GitResetSoft>openlastfile/?
The question mark flashed. Ennis hesitated. 
1 second to shut down
“This is not the time for shilly-shallying,” squeaked Sparky as he placed a sweaty paw on the touchpad. 
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the eve of the battle of watling street – mark ii

Ennis’s forehead wrinkled. This had to be a system error. Instead of materializing on a headland overlooking Botany Bay, he was in a clearing in the middle of a densely wooded forest, very similar to the illustration on the calendar Reggie had given him for Christmas. A look of shame crossed his face. 
Usually, she gave him a Jack Russell terrier calendar. In a joyless life, seeing a new dog each month was one of those small, simple customs that gave him pleasure.  Last Christmas she presented him with Historic Woodlands: Britain’s Native Forests. He told her to throw that heap of shit in the bin. “Ah well, puppy,” he said with uncharacteristic self-awareness, “no wonder she took off. Who’d want to live with a bad-tempered old sod like me?”
The little dog, busy rooting through a heap of leaf mould at the base of a vast beech, didn’t answer. An all too familiar scent filled his nose. Without waiting for Ennis’s say-so, he set off on Reggie’s trail.

*	*	*

He was about to enter the Grove of Andraste when he heard a human scream, and the Regulator shot through a gap in the trees. She stared right at him with huge unseeing eyes, and then sprinted past. Moments later two women on horseback careered after her, hollering.
Sparky froze. His birth kennel was close to the Bromley Hunt Club.  One afternoon, he dug a tunnel under the fence and set off to explore the world. His big day out took a turn for the worse, when he was chased by the pack. But for the compassion of a nubile young vixen who led him into her burrow, he would have been torn to pieces. Danger is powerful aphrodisiac. Engrossed in reliving his first sexual encounter, he lost interest in chasing after Reggie.

*	*	*

A short way behind, Ennis rumbled along the rutted track. The top-of-the-line scooter came with oversize wheels and luxury air suspension, but even so, it was a rough ride. Strangely, the jolts did not bother him. For a man, who when asked how he felt, routinely replied—“Like I’ve been bashed, then run over by a train.”—he showed no sign of discomfort. 
Rejuvenation, the upside to the time travel experience, had transformed him from a chronic invalid into the strapping youth of his twenties. But the renewal was not merely confined to his physical appearance.  The relief from constant pain had worked a miracle on his frame of mind. For the first time in years Ennis felt happy. He credited his optimism on his successful escape.  There’s no way they’re framing me, he thought, and began mulling over options.
Starting a new life was a prospect, but though he had the way, and certainly the means, hiding out in the past for ever was further than he was prepared to go to avoid a jail term. In any case, he wouldn’t have to. In a flash of inspiration, it occurred to him that he ought to revisit the day Reggie disappeared. But this time, he wouldn’t let her out of his sight. 
He scrolled through the Sovereign’s data base. The disappearance of Regina Barbaria didn’t register — for though to Ennis, the event was earth-shattering—on a world scale it rated less than zero. Normally, the omission would have him yelling and swearing in frustration, but the cotton wool around his brain had blown away. He whistled as he input the time coordinates.
Not looking straight ahead was his first mistake. An enormous tree, which had been snapped off at the base in a recent storm, blocked the path. I must have hit a brick wall, was his last thought before he lost consciousness.

*	*	*

Ennis stirred in the undergrowth. His face, which was lying on a nettle, stung, and his head ached. He turned over. The movement woke a warm-blooded creature nestled against his back. The animal immediately got to its feet and began to lick his face.  The sensation was obscurely comforting.  Ennis’s eyelids drooped. A moment later he was snoring.
A pressing need to piss woke him, ninety minutes later. He stumbled to his feet and stood blinking blankly into the night sky, where a silver glow shone dimly through the dense forest canopy.  Try as he would, he couldn’t remember where he was, or what had happened to him. The excessive affection from a stray pup was also puzzling. But right now, no way near as bewildering as not remembering his own name. 

*	*	*

Sparky couldn’t stop wagging his tail. When he’d discovered the scooter upturned and Ennis motionless in the undergrowth, he thought the Chief was a goner.  Now seeing him irrigating a birch sapling, he followed suit.
Nothing is more satisfying than a good, long piss. The small dog was still drenching the fungi at the base of a good solid oak when Ennis headed off. 
“Hey, wait for me,” he called out in alarm.
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killers of epping forest

A pack of grey wolves came out of the north and turned east. The leader, a scarred veteran of seven summers, slowed to a stop. He could smell blood. He sniffed the air.  A wounded animal, not pig, not deer, and not bear. That left man. Fear of man had been acquired through experience. The wolf lifted his stump. He had mutilated the leg himself, attacking the foot trapped in a snare with his teeth, gnawing through the bone like a butcher’s saw.
“It could be a trap,” he said in a low voice to his lieutenant. “To draw us out while the rest lie in wait. Besides, game ain’t scarce. Pig tracks are everywhere.”
“There’s only two ...  I checked their tracks… just a rat-sized dog and an injured human,” said his second-in-command, in an offensively jeering tone.
The leader stiffened. Always there was an ambitious youngster waiting to tear him to shreds. He glanced at his rival, sizing up the opposition. When those shoulders broadened and his thighs filled out he’d be a definite danger.
He drew back ready to spring, but changed his mind. There would be other times to finish off this foolhardy youngster. “OK,” he snarled, “but we better hurry. We need to corner him before he reaches his den.”

*	*	*

Moaning firs bent towards Sparky, reaching out, flailing and thrashing like multi-armed monsters. He told himself to stop imagining things. An owl hooted followed by a strangled shriek that died away to nothing. The little dog increased his pace, tripping over logs, slashing his legs on stumps, bruising his paws on twigs that cackled with venom. Then the howling began. Very faint and low it sounded far behind him. He stopped. Pricked his ears. The pampered pet had neglected to hone his senses— but instinctively, he knew that call. In a frantic flap, he shrieked, “Where are you? It’s me ... Sparky.”
He found Ennis curled up in the dry leaves. This time he’d passed out under an oak that was already old when giant lions stalked Epping Forest. The faithful little dog crouched down beside him, licked the blood that trickled from a cut on his forehead. “I know you’re in a bad way, but you’ve got to get up. Hurry, they’re after us.”
Ennis moaned, and turned over. Forsaking everything he’d learnt from his mother, Sparky nipped him hard on the earlobe.
Ennis yelped. He opened his eyes. “What did you go and do that for?”
“There’s no time to explain, just get up.” Abandoning argument, he pulled at the frayed cuff on Ennis’s old-man cardigan.
A low cry, composed of numerous cries pierced the stillness of the night, hungrier than the howls of were-wolves from best-forgotten dreams. Man and dog ceased their tug-of-war. They both looked behind them, staring fearfully into the hard steely darkness that encased them. 
The realization he was prey shocked Ennis out his daze. “We’ll have to make a dash for it, Sparky”
The little dog didn’t need telling twice. He took off immediately, running hard, falling over unseen obstacles in his panic. He pulled up when he saw a pair of eyes, burning like coals up ahead. Tail tucked between his leg, he looked around fearfully. The eyes drew closer. Sparky froze. 
Mercifully, Ennis was not susceptible to the mesmerizing stare. He stooped, picked up a rock and hurled it at the glowing headlights. There was an indignant yelp and the lights went out. 
“Good shot, Chief.” Then, following Ennis’s lead, the dog swerved off the path.
Ennis and Sparky weren’t the only ones dashing and darting. Throughout the forest, small creatures were running for cover. Just before she disappeared into her den, a quick brown fox yelled, “Hey handsome, you can hide in here.”
Sparky had fantastic memories of making-out with a sexy fox. “Thanks for the offer,” he said with regret, “but I’m with him.”
“More fool you.” With an outraged sniff, she disappeared down the hole. A moment later her head popped up. “His kind has a settlement, not far from here. Head right. You might make it”
“Much obliged, Miss.” He glanced to the right. Multiple pairs of gleaming eyes stared out between the black boles of the trees.
“It’s not too late to change your mind,” said the fox with an inviting smile
“Sorry, I’d like to, and I would, except—” He broke off as shrill shriek pierced the air. “Gotta go!” he said to the crestfallen fox.

*	*	*

A little way ahead Ennis brandished a stout stick He would have preferred an automatic assault rifle and a large magazine of ammunition, instead of a pocketful of pebbles. “I got another,” he said when Sparky bounded up. “Wounding him put the frighteners into the rest.” He peered up at the giant firs. “I reckon we should climb a tree while the going’s good.”
“Do I look like a cat ...well ... do I—”
“Shut up,” said Ennis in a low, furious voice.
Not only did Sparky continue barking, he revved up the volume.” He yelped as the toe of an orthopedic boot struck his bum. “That was totally uncalled for.”
“I’ll leave you behind if you don’t stop that racket,” Ennis said, sternly. “Now come on. Heel!”

*	*	*

Ennis halted in front of a gnarled old chestnut. “This looks doable.”
“Pigs might fly!” whined Sparky. He lowered his voice when Ennis glared at him. “Ah, well better show willing,” he muttered under breath.  Making an effort to project an image of cheerfulness, he sprinted over for a closer look.
He blamed Reggie when his claws wouldn’t grip the tree.  If the Regulator hadn’t forced me to have my nails clipped, I could do it easily. 
“No need to fret, Puppy,” said Ennis coming up behind, and grabbing him by the collar.  One moment he was barking up what was undeniably the wrong tree, the next he was teetering on a springboard of a branch.  “Stay,” said Ennis in a tone that brooked no discussion. 
“Absolutely, I’ve been frightened of high places ever since Eiffel from one.”

*	*	*

The glowing circle of eyes drew closer. Ennis leant against the tree trunk and eased some stones out of his pocket. With adrenaline-fuelled energy, he hurled them in rapid succession. Some hit the mark. The shrieks and yells of the casualties startled the others. The nervous fled, but others drew back to the shadows.
Having secured a few moments’ respite, Ennis searched for a branch, strong enough to bear his weight.  His attention was fixed on climbing the tree. Unobserved a shadow sneaked forward, treading softly on three legs.
“Look out, look out, enemy on your left flank,” yelled Sparky, forgetting his fear of falling in his anxiety for Ennis.
With his superior vision the pack leader easily located the blabbermouth. He smiled chillingly. “Good, a tooth pick. I’ll use your bones to clean my teeth.”
Sparky peeped through the leaves at Ennis, who instead of taking advantage of the wolf’s inattention, was standing frozen on the spot. Though the terrified dog couldn’t stop shaking, he had to gain the Chief some time. “Correct me if I’m wrong, but I don’t believe you include tree climbing on your resume,” he said in a deliberately provocative tone.
The wolf shot Sparky a look of pure fury.  “You won’t be making jokes when I get through with you,” he snarled.
“In that case, let me tell you one more,” said Sparky. “After all, it is customary to allow the victim a final request.”	
Go ahead,” said the pack leader, rather impressed by the small dog’s audacity. “But make it quick.”
“What did the wolf say when someone stepped on his foot?
“Careful where you tread,” snarled the wolf. “The loss of my foot is a sore point with me. No one in my pack ever mentions it ... because none of them are that stupid ... AOOOWWWW!”
“AOOOOWWWWW!” The wolf howled again as Ennis’s stick connected with his skull a second time.
“Oh, you’ve heard it before,” laughed Sparky “Hey hold on a minute,” he called as the wolf slunk into the trees. “What do you call a wolf with a carrot in both ears?”
When the wolf didn’t answer, Sparky called out, “Anything you like.”
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an invitation to breakfast

As Aun tossed on an itchy sack stuffed with leaves, his thoughts turned from running off to join the Queen’s army, to his obsession with the chestnut wars. The charcoal burner’s son had thought of a way to produce a formidable conker[footnoteRef:31], stronger even than his kinger[footnoteRef:32], by baking it in the charcoal pit.  [31:   Conkers: A traditional British children's game played using conkers which are the seeds of Horse Chestnut trees. The game is played by two players, each with a conker threaded onto a piece of string they take turns striking each other's conker until one breaks.]  [32:   Kinger: An unbeaten conker. The name may have evolved from the word ‘conqueror’.] 

Experience told him it would burst if he didn’t get the heat right. He figured he needed a dozen, and then by varying their proximity to the smoking coals, he should end up with a belter. Yesterday, he saw the first crop of the season on the tree where he found his kinger. Aun knew it was only a matter of time before his conqueror split. Feeling hopelessly twitchy he rolled off his mattress. 
By rights, he should head off to the pit. His father had spent the night tending the fire, and would lay into him if he was late. But to the unhappy child laborer, a thrashing was a small price for a diversion that would get him through another day, cut off from every mortal being, engulfed in a blanket of thick smoke. 
The sun had risen by the time he reached the tree that bore the best chestnuts. He rushed up to it, but shrank back when he saw a man sitting in its branches. A stranger! The boy’s thoughts raced. He’d been warned to keep away from outsiders, men on the run, men who’d cut your throat for your breeches. But his impulse to flee changed the instant he noticed Sparky.
The dog was too small to make a good hunter. Aun knew he’d have to come up with something special to have any hope of keeping him. Ablaze with longing, his gaze shifted to Ennis.  He didn’t appear to be armed, but Aun knew he had no chance of overpowering a grown man. If I’m going to capture him it’s going to take cunning, he thought, gazing surreptitiously at Sparky.
“Are you lost?” he began, ultra-casually. “Follow me and I’ll take you to the path. It runs past our camp.” His mouth formed a cunning smile. “There’s hedgehog stew for breakfast. It’s so good. Almost melts in the mouth. Why don’t you join us? Mother won’t mind …she’s always looking for a chance to brag about her cooking.”

*	*	*

To Ennis ending up in a foreign country was an unexpected complication “Damn,” he muttered as he climbed down from a top branch holding a petrified Sparky. Still the boy seemed friendly enough. Banking on him speaking English—in his experience most foreigners did—he said in modern English with a pronounced Australian accent, “I’m Ennis Price. Where am I?”
Aun stared at him in puzzlement.
Well that’s shot that theory, thought Ennis glumly. He was trying to figure out his next move when the boy tapped his chest, “Aun,” he said, and pointed at Ennis with a questioning expression. 
Ennis breathed a sigh of relief. He imitated the youngster and said his name.
Aun nodded, and then pointed at the little dog.
“Sparky,” said Ennis
“Sparky,” repeated the boy, reaching out to pat him.
“Don’t even think about it,” snarled the master mind reader and sank his teeth into the young rogue’s arm. 

*	*	*

It was an unpleasant journey. Sooty powder filled the air, blackening everything it touched, and the holes and boulders on the path were hard to avoid owing to the emergence of a low lying fog that intensified with every step. But it was the smell of smoke that worried Ennis most. 
Last night’s close call had heightened his senses to danger. In Australia hundreds of people were killed in bush fires every year, many were overseas tourists. He didn’t want to become a forest-fire statistic.  However, he took heart from his guide’s composure. Not in the least nervous, Aun’s face wore an excited, pleased expression, and at intervals he broke into whistling.  
Rounding a bend in the path, they came upon the charcoal burner’s camp. Looming over the settlement was a thick foul-smelling smog that imbued the scene with an air of menace. 
“Mabh, I’ve brought you a guest for breakfast.” The witch-like creature stirring a cauldron looked up.  Her vinegary expression showed exactly what she thought of her son’s generosity. Grabbing him by the ear, she marched him into a sort of wigwam, constructed of poles and roofed with sods of turf.
A few moments later the pair emerged. Curiously the crone’s demeanor had changed from hostility to welcoming hospitality. 
“Sit, sit.” She patted the ground beside her and smiled encouragingly. “You don’t understand a word, do you, you big, thick nincompoop?” 
Once Ennis was seated she turned to Aun, “Get your father. Tell him to bring his axe.”
“Well I suppose I better feed you,” the bad-natured hag muttered after Aun ran off.  She placed a thick trencher of newly baked bread in front of Ennis. As she tipped a ladle of poor man’s stew into the centre, she studied her guest’s ring. Purchased when Ennis was a high flying engineer, the pinky ring with it two carat diamond was a constant reminder to him of better times. “Make the most of it,” she said with a gappy smile, “you won’t get grub like this, where you’re going.” 
“Mmm!” murmured Ennis. The plump hedgehog broiled with woodland fungi in a fragrant herb jus, smelt like heaven. Unaware of his hostess’s evil intent, he smiled his thanks. He was about to dig in when Sparky whined. “Don’t worry, I won’t let you starve!” said Ennis who loved the little dog. 
“I don’t hold with feeding unproductive mouths,” muttered Mabh, as the dog wolfed down a large piece of crust. “No matter what Aun says, that little rat won’t earn his keep. Better off in the pot.” 
Ennis nodded to be polite though he hadn’t understood a word, but Sparky’s eyes widened. “Whistle when you’re ready to leave,” he howled as he shot off to the bushes. 
“Once my man gets back, I’ll bait a snare,” remarked Mabh, as Sparky’s plump little bottom vanished into the undergrowth, “you won’t get away from me a second time, puddle-pooper.”
With a sour look, she turned her attention to Ennis who had finished his meal. Due to Sparky’s unfathomable long distance messages, he seemed restless. She looked in the cauldron. Gusg would beat her if she sacrificed his breakfast. “Once I would have spread my legs for you,” she muttered. “Believe it or not I used to be bonny ...  once I had to fight men off.” She sighed. “I didn’t know the value of the well until it went dry.”
Ennis looking confused, began to stand up.
Mabh flapped her hand to indicate he should remain seated.  “You’ll need something to wash that lot down.” She mimed drinking, and pointed at a barrel made from bowed staves of oak and held together by iron hoops.
Muttering to herself about wasting good beer on a loony, the crone filled two earthenware pots with homebrew. Her back was turned, and Ennis didn’t see her add a pinch of powdered Setwall[footnoteRef:33] root to one. [33:  Setwall: common name for the plant Valerian. Used in herbal medicine since the time of the Ancient Greeks, it was used as a sedative.] 

With a forced smile she thrust a pot of the evil-smelling brew in his hand.  Ennis screwed up his face. Nothing, not even strong barley beer could mask the stench of the sleep inducing drug.  
Mabh looked exasperated. She took a swig from her pot. “Drink up,” she said, nodding enthusiastically.
Ennis shuddered. But it would be impolite to refuse. Without stopping to breathe he drained the whole draught.

*	*	*

Ennis snored as Gusg tied a rope around his wrists and feet. “That should hold him,” he said to Mabh and yanked the ends to tighten it.
Mabh handed her husband a frothy. “How much do you think he’ll bring.” 
“He looks a strong young fellow ... two or possibly three asses.” Gusg tossed back the beer thirstily, and held the pot out for more.
“Is that all?” She scowled at Sparky and grabbed a stick. “Here boy,” she said to the plucky little dog who had sneaked across to his master’s side.
Sparky bared his teeth at her. “You have to be joking,” he growled deep in his throat, and then he dashed for cover.
Gusg shrugged when his wife’s stick missed the dog by inches. He tore a chunk out of a cob of bread, cooling on a stone and dipped it into the fragrant liquid bubbling away in the pot. “Mmm! Boiled Hedgehog, yum.”
His wife gave him a shove. “Get out of the way.” She dipped out a ladleful and poured it on a trencher and handed it to him. “I don’t want to have to feed him,” she said scowling at the sleeping prisoner, “not on top of everything else I do round here. Best if you take him to the fort as soon as you’ve finished your grub.” 
Gusg’s tongue snaked out to catch a dribble of gravy.  It would be a wasted journey. He paused. As a boy he’d longed to be a legionnaire. When he resumed speaking his voice was wistful. “On the way home I watched the legion charge down the valley like wolves on the fold.[footnoteRef:34]”  He shook his head. “I wouldn’t like to be in Boudica’s[footnoteRef:35] boots!”  [34:  Fold: an enclosed area where sheep can be kept. Gusg’s description of the Roman legion paraphrases Lord Byron’s description of the Assyrian army in his poem “The Destruction of Sennacherib”. The Assyrian came down like the wolf on the fold, And his cohorts were gleaming in purple and gold]  [35:  Boudica: Boadicea was known to the Britons by the Celtic form of her name. ] 

“Come off it! They don’t stand a chance against the Queen,” Mabh said sharply. “I was at the rally, and I heard her say she’s going to run every Roman out of Briton, if it’s the last thing she does.”
“It could be,” said Gusg, snatching up a solitary hindquarter floating on the bubbling pot’s surface. 
“Why? Because she’s a woman,” snapped Mabh.
“No, the Queen is as good as a man, and better than most,” he said, wiping his hands on his breeches, “but there’s a difference between taking on a Roman legion and killing unharmed civilians.” He yawned and knuckled his bloodshot eyes, “Especially with that bastard, Paulinus in command.”
Mabh rolled her eyes. “Have you seen the size of her army?”
“Untrained Rabble! They don’t stand a hope in hell against veteran soldiers.”  He yawned again, and lumbered to his feet. “I’m off to my bed.”
“Would you like some company?”
Her husband shook his head. “I want to get some sleep.”
Snorting her frustration Mabh tipped up the cauldron to empty it, deliberately splashing Ennis in the process.
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a second invitation to breakfast

Sparky hoped the woman would follow her mate into their den. “Blast,” he snarled when she picked up a dolly stick, thrust it in the washing tub and began thrashing the filthy clothes, “Why couldn’t she be on heat.” Uncertain what to do, he got up and shook himself.  
“Watch out, I don’t want damp, smelly leaves on my nice clean coat.”
Sparky twisted his head round. It was the pretty fox with the gleaming russet fur. “I didn’t realize you were there, Miss.”
“No harm done,” she said, smiling archly. “Lovely morning, isn’t it?”
“If you say so,” Sparky said shortly.
“You seem a bit edgy. Is anything wrong?”
“No, yes ... well to tell the truth ... I’m in a spot of bother”.
“Sounds routine for round here.”
“Routine!” snarled Sparky. “There’s been nothing routine about today. In fact it’s been one disaster after another.”
“Oh dear,” said the fox, “I’d love to hear all about it, but I’ve left my youngsters to look after themselves and a naughtier gang of young bandits don’t exist.” She gave Sparky an enigmatic look. “Why don’t you come back to my place and you can tell me about it over breakfast?”
Sparky, whose stomach felt like his throat had been cut, shook his head. “Sorry, I’d love to, but the Chief’s in trouble and he’s counting on me to rescue him.”
The fox’s hot brown eyes ran all over him. “I didn’t realize there were any old-fashioned heroes left.” 
Sparky puffed out his chest. “My family motto is service before self.”
The neighborhood is looking up, if toffs like him are moving in, thought the impressed fox. She searched for something to keep his interest. “I’d be happy to help. What’s the plan?”
“I haven’t got one,” Sparky replied glumly.
“I can help you come up with a strategy.  I’m pretty crafty, if I say so myself. Come along, we can discuss tactics over a feed.”
“I’d love to, but I can’t just—”
“You can always pop your head out and check on him,” the fox with a reassuring smile. “By the way, which do you prefer pheasant or hare?”
“I’ve never had either.”
“Then you’re in for a treat.”

*	*	*

A delicious smell of aged pheasant drifted from the burrow’s entrance. Sparky sniffed appreciatively. “It certainly smells good...er…I beg your pardon, I didn’t think to ask your name. I’m Spartacus.”
Compared to Spartacus, Sally Tod[footnoteRef:36] sounded far too ordinary. After a moment’s thought, the vixen took a step forward and bowed coyly. “Felice Vulpini,” she said, and rubbed Sparky’s nose, much longer than was necessary. [36:  Tod: an alternate name for a fox in Britain.] 

 “Pleased to me you, Mrs. Vulpini.” 
“Felice, please! Are you hungry?”
“I’m famished.”
“Follow me. You might have to pull in your gut… it’s a bit of a squeeze.” She smiled to herself. The sitting tenant had vacated the premises when she gave the weasel an offer he couldn’t refuse. “I’ve been meaning to renovate the place,” she continued, “but after looking after my cubbies, I just want to flop at the end of the day.”
Sparky stiffened “Is your mate likely to put in an appearance?”
“I don’t have a mate.”
“Oh!”
“If you’re worried about my ex showing up there’s no need. He’s long gone.”
“He was a fool not to hang onto a sexy, little thing like you?”
Felice looked him boldly in the eye. “Flattery will get you everywhere.”
This time when Sparky stiffened it was for an entirely different reason.
“I’m sure I can do something about that,” said the fox with a suggestive smile.
Grinning from ear to ear, Sparky followed the shapely redhead down the tunnel.
“Don’t worry about the youngsters,” she called back over her shoulder. “I’ll send them out to play.”
“Oh, don’t send them off on account of me. I’m looking forward to meeting your family.”
Felice’s eyebrows shot up. None of her lovers had shown any interest in her babies.  Perhaps domesticated canines are different, she thought, pleasantly surprised. “You can take a peep. Second right… the nursery is at the end of the corridor.”
There was a sort of hall at the bottom of the tunnel with a multitude of passages branching off it.  Sparky quickened his pace. He’d never find his way in this labyrinth if he became separated from his guide. 
Ten meters in, he wrinkled his nose. A horrible aroma permeated this end of burrow. “What’s that stink? Has someone died?” 
The vixen frowned. “The little rascals must have stuffed themselves sick with what I’d planned to serve up for our breakfast.” 
She looked into the nursery. Five mournful faces looked up at her, “We’ve got tummy ache,” they chorused.
Felice looked from their greasy muzzles to the jumble of well-picked bones, “You greedy young varmints! Get outside and don’t comeback until I call you.”
“We’re sorry mother.” They sidled past, fully expecting a nip. And that was exactly what they got!

*	*	*

“Thank you for cleaning up, Spartacus.”
“You’re welcome! Let me know if there are any other jobs I can help with.” He puffed out his chest. “I’m experienced in excavation and demolition.”
“Thank you. I like a male who’s good at DIY. But I have to admit I have something else in mind,” she said with a come-hither flick of her tail.
“Breakfast?” asked Sparky hopefully. Right now, he’d kill for a bowl of the dry pellets the Regulator served up.
Felice smiled at her guest apologetically. “Sorry I know I promised, but those naughty little beasts have scoffed the lot. If you don’t mind waiting, I should be able to catch us a nice, fresh rabbit.” 
Sparky’s ears pricked. “I’d like to come along. I’d be interested in learning how it’s done.”
“You’re too modest,” said Felice with a roguish smile. “I’m sure you could teach me a thing or two!”
Sparky’s pride gave way to commonsense. “There’s something I ought to tell you.”
“Oh!”
“Well, it’s hard to explain, but where I come from meals are delivered right to your bowl, so you see I never learnt to hunt.”
Felice looked stunned.  “So how come you’re roughing it round here?” 
Sparky, who dreaded this question, groaned, “I know it sounds incredible, but well ...ahem —” He broke off, and cleared his throat again. “Actually, I come from the future.” 
Felice burst out laughing.
“It’s true,” bellowed Sparky. “I came here with that man you saw me with last night ...  I’m his pet.”
The fox looked puzzled. “Pet?” she said with a question in her voice.
“Ennis is my owner,” explained Sparky, “I belong to him.”
“How humiliating!”
“No, it’s not.” Sparky puffed out his chest. “I have the run of the house. I’m hardly ever chained up, I take a nap whenever I choose, and I eat like a king.”
Felice gave a loud sniff of disapproval. “I’d rather go hungry than submit to collars and chains.”
Sparky winced. “You’ve got it wrong. Being a pet is a noble profession.” He gave Felice a condescending look. “You’d have to be a dog to understand.”
The fox felt like biting him. She clenched her teeth. “Don’t mind me, sour grapes runs in my family.”
“Obviously!” 
Felice took a deep, calming breath. “You were about to tell me how you got here.”
“It’s a long story,” Sparky said sulkily. 
“Good. That’s my favourite kind.” 

*	*	*

Felice was appalled when Sparky finished his story. “I can’t believe you don’t know where you left the time machine.” Her mouth curled contemptuously. “This entire mission has been botched, but that’s what happens when you put dogs in charge,”
Sparky gritted his teeth.
“As a species you are enthusiastic, I’ll give you that but you don’t understand the first thing about strategic planning.” Felice shook her head pityingly. “I bet you haven’t even looked for it.
“How could I with a pack of ravenous wolves on my tail?”
The fox grudgingly grunted. 
“In fact,” moaned Sparky, “It’s been one thing after another since I got here.”
“Well, unless you want to be stuck here for the rest of your life, we’ll have to find it.”
Sparky blinked at her. “We?”
“Yes, I’ve decided to help you out.”
“Thank you. I’ll be of glad of your assistance.”
The fox shook her head “Let’s get one thing straight,” she said firmly, “I will be in total charge of the operation.”
Sparky’s hackles rose. His every instinct screamed it should be him in charge. But from the look on Felice’s face he could tell she wasn’t about to budge. “Okay, he muttered sulkily, “what’s the plan?”
“We probably should eat first. Let’s go outside and I’ll show you how to chase down a bobtail.”
“Good oh!” After a moment’s hesitation, he took a step back. “After you”.
Unused to being treated courteously, Felice bristled with delight. 

*	*	*

As they neared the surface, an almighty roar met their ears. “My cubs are up there, on their own,” cried Felice. “Come on, run!” 
Such a squealing and squeaking met their ears as they emerged. “We’re scared,” chorused the cubs.
“There’s nothing to be frightened about…it’s only thunder,” soothed their mother. “Get inside before it starts raining. I don’t want you all coming down with colds.”
“That’s never thunder,” Sparky said after the last little brush disappeared down the hole.
Felice nodded. “I know, but I didn’t want to panic my little ones.” She cocked her head. “It could be rival wolf packs fighting over territory. Hang on, I’ll take a look.” 
To Sparky’s surprise, she leapt onto a branch overhanging the burrow, and sprinted up the trunk as easily as a cat. “Can you see anything?” he asked when he’d recovered from the shock. He didn’t know any of his relatives—even one as low down the social scale as a fox— could climb like that.
“There’s something happening on the plain, down by the meadow flats, but it’s too far off to make out what’s happening.” She slipped down through the branches, jumped from a low bough, and landed lightly onto a pile of pine needles. “The commotion is taking place in my favourite hunting ground, I think I better go down there and find out what’s going on.”
“I’ll come with you.”
“No! You’ll only slow me down.”
Sparky glared at her. “I’ll have you know I won a ribbon at the RSPCA’s annual dog races.”
“Oh, alright,” she soothed. “But I’m not waiting for you if you can’t keep up.”
“Wait for me!” Sparky looked at her pityingly. “You’ll be the one eating my dust”.
Felice setting off at a brisk trot, braked. “Catch me if you can.” she said, glancing coyly over her shoulder at him. 
“Tally ho,” whooped Sparky.

*	*	*

On a sparsely wooded knoll the domesticated canine, and his feral third cousin twice removed, watched the drama of victor versus victim, and predator versus prey unfold before their eyes. 
“How brilliant,” cried Felice dancing with excitement as the fourteenth legion, some mounted on horses, but most marching in close order formation systematically hacked down Boadicea’s army, tramping over the fallen to get at the mass trapped in the pass between the reed-lined river and the forest. “See, how the predators waited to pounce until the herd entered the narrows,” she said her avid eyes shining with excitement. “If they’d engaged them on the plain where there was room for the larger pack to use their sticks, it could have been a completely different outcome.”
“I’ll make a note of it,” muttered Sparky.
“You don’t sound all that interested. Aren’t you enjoying it?”
“No. Let’s go—”
“Go!  Now? Just when it’s getting to the good part. You have to be kidding!”




[bookmark: _Toc439969044]XXII

sparky takes a short vacation

For the city-soft, life in the forest was a carefree holiday. Strenuous days on the hunting grounds, and even more strenuous evenings with a wonderfully uninhibited mate transformed Sparky. Now and again, he reminded himself this was only a stopgap— his real place was with the Chief. 
But for all the fox’s big-noting they were no closer to rescuing him. Her suggestion to gnaw through Ennis’s bonds was a total disaster. It could have worked if she hadn’t insisted on being the one to do the gnawing. Ennis’s screams woke Aun and his mother. Since then traps had been placed around the perimeter of the camp. Carefully hidden, they were an ever present danger.
Felice feared for Sparky. She tried to persuade him to keep clear. “Don’t you know that wolf … the one that wanted to eat you… lost his foot in a snare,” she ranted, pounding the ground with her brush for emphasis.
“Faithfulness and loyalty are sacred to the canine code,” said Sparky when he could get a word in edgeways. 
His gallantry disarmed Felice.  Gooey and breathless, she looked adoringly into his eyes. “Best leave night stakeouts to me then … stealth is my middle name.” 
Sparky liked to get in a solid eight hours sleep. “Well if you insist.” He nuzzled her neck. “But I don’t want you tiring yourself out. How about I pitch in with the chores?”
Felice flashed her sharp white teeth, and raised her tail, “I have a better idea.” she giggled.

*	*	*

At noon on the following day Sparky napped with one eye open—a valuable skill—in so much as it allowed him to recover from yet another bout of passion, while keeping an eye on the cubs. He felt comfortably replete, having feasted on leftovers from last night’s supper. He yawned. “I could get used to this,” he murmured, and turned over. A series of high pitched barks jerked him back to wakefulness. “Ennis has gone,” Felice screamed in his ear.
“Are you sure?” he asked, knowing he wasn’t going to like the answer. 
“Positive. The badger across the dell saw him leave.”
Sparky looked up at the black clouds rolling in from the North Sea. “Right, well I better go after him, before the trail gets washed away.” He sidled up to her. “Perhaps we can get together the next time I’m in the district?”
Felice stared at him with incredulous shock. “I thought we had a future.” 
Sparky shifted guiltily and hung his head. “I do have feelings for you, but I can’t abandon the Chief.”
“I don’t see why not?”
“It’s a question of loyalty. You’d have to be a dog to understand.”	
“What about showing some loyalty to me?” 
Sparky didn’t know what to say so he nuzzled her neck. 
Take your paws off me ... you ... you mongrel!” With a furious swish of her tail, the fox retreated into her den.
“Thanks for everything,” Sparky called down the hole. When she didn’t respond, he sighed, and set off for the charcoal burner’s camp. One minute into his journey the first drops of rain dampened his coat.

*	*	*

The torrential downpour washed away Ennis’s tracks and the blasting wind scattered his scent. But the faithful little dog kept on searching until he picked up the trail; a process that he repeated time and again. By the time he reached the Roman fort, Ennis had been sold. 
From the shelter of a stand of dripping oaks, Sparky watched as a blacksmith fitted him with an ankle-shackle, ball and chain, and soldiers drew lots for his clothes.
“This is a proper mess he’s got himself into now,” he muttered as Ennis was shoved and prodded to the end of a line of one hundred and seven captives— survivors of the battle who had been flushed from their forest hideaways.

*	*	*

The rain still hadn’t let up when a soaked centurion mounted on a dripping wet horse gave the order to move off. The prisoners at the front picked up their iron balls and trudged off down a stone-paved road flanked on one side by the primeval forest, and on the other by marshy river-flats.
The length of the line meant those at the back were forced to wait for those ahead to start moving. Unrecognized by their captors, the young royals were chained together. Judoc stared pointedly at the ball attached to Ennis’s leg. “Better pick it up,” he said quietly, “now is not the time to show defiance.”
Ennis stared at him blankly.
“I don’t think he understands, Judoc,” said Lannie.
“By Andraste, how many times do I have to tell you not to use my name?  Have you forgotten there’s a price on all our heads?”
Boadicea’s younger daughter flushed to the roots of her sopping-wet hair. “Sorry, I didn’t think—”
“What good is sorry when we’re hanging on the cross?” cut in Henna.  She grabbed hold of Ennis’s chain, her blue eyes glittered dangerously. “Who are you? What’s your tribe?”
Ennis shrugged his shoulders.  He produced a weak smile and tapped his chest. “Ennis.” 
“Less talk more walk,” warned a guard one hand on the reins, the other swinging a lash above his head. He snapped it fast enough to crack the air. Henna hastily picked up her ball. Ennis followed the belligerent redhead’s lead, a shade too slow for the Roman. His mood had not been improved by the weather, and he laid into the malingerer with his whip.
Ennis shrieked and crumpled to his knees. The captives ahead began to move off. Ennis ignored the tugs on his chain and lay in the mud, giving a good impersonation of a man in agony. 
The guard glowered at the youth who was whimpering like a little girl. “Get up,” he snapped.
Ennis didn’t understand the words, but he got the drift. He attempted to struggle to his feet, but not fast enough for the guard. “Perhaps you need some encouragement to get you moving.”  
Ennis cried out in pain as the lash of the whip opened up a jagged gash across his chest. By now the whole chain was in motion. Ennis could do nothing as he was dragged along all twisted up in his chains.  Twenty agonizing meters down the road, Judoc maneuvered his own ball under his left arm, hauling him to his feet with his right hand.  
“Have pity, Sir,” he said to the thug scowling down from his pony. “He’s the village idiot.”
“Ah,” said the guard, twisting his head round to look at the stooped figure staring into space with a vacant expression.  “Yes, I can see he’s not all there. Can he speak?”
“Only gibberish.”
“Hmm! Well you don’t need much up top to haul rocks.” He looked hard at Judoc. “I’m making you responsible for him. See he behaves himself.”
Judoc nodded, and ducked his head. Detection was a very real possibility. He’d warned the girls not to do anything to draw the guard’s attention. Now he’d broken his own rule.  He glowered at Ennis. “Pick up your ball and chain, dummy.”

*	*	*

As he trudged through the rain, Ennis thought with longing of a hot shower, a soft bed and a full bottle of painkillers. His right ankle was rubbed raw by the sharp edges of the shackle, and the iron ball grew heavier with every painful step. He spent the first sixty minutes wishing he’d never thought of hiding out in the past. So what if he was arrested? He was innocent. There was no way the police could pin Reggie’s disappearance on him. And even if he was convicted, confinement in an Australian prison had to be better than this—wherever this was!
Ennis still had no idea where he’d landed up, but he’d watched enough movies set in olden times to know his captors were Roman soldiers. However, he was certain these smelly river flats weren’t in Italy. It wasn’t anywhere near hot enough. So where was he?
He lifted his eyes from the ground. His heart thudded when he saw the cause of a stink so putrid he felt like throwing up. He heaved, and a wave of nausea forced him to close her eyes. Somehow he contrived to hold onto his ball, but Lannie dropped hers. She was crouched over, spilling her guts on the blood-stained grass when the guard rode over.
His eyes flicked from the white-faced girl to Judoc, “Is she your wife?”
“Er…yes.”
“What about her?” he asked, looking Henna, up and down as if she were on the auction block.
Henna stiffened. Two redder spots appeared on her already flushed cheeks.
Judoc shot a quelling look at the firebrand. “She belongs to him,” he said, gesturing at Ennis.
“A stunner like her!” said the guard with a look of incredulity. “They must be hard up for men where you come from?”
“His father owns more land than anyone else in the village,” said Judoc quickly. “And besides…look how he’s hung. She doesn’t scream in bed, because she wants him to pull it out.”
The guard turned his head to look at Ennis’s equipment, and failed to see the filthy look Henna shot back at Judoc. “Big prick, small brain,” he laughed. 
Ennis didn’t understand, but he grinned anyway. The guard shook his head in disgust. He moved closer to Judoc. “That young wifey of yours don’t look too healthy. Make sure she keeps up. I’ve orders to run anyone through who slows us down.”
A look of horror came into Judoc’s face. He squeezed Lannie’s shoulder. “It was just the smell making you queasy, wasn’t it, dear?”
Lannie straightened. “Yes, now I’ve thrown up, I feel much better.” 
“It’s normal to vomit when you’re with child,” snapped Henna.	
The guard treated Henna to one of his long, hard stares. He was tempted to flog her. But in a colony dependent on slave labor, a healthy young breeder was prized. Even more so, if her flesh was as free of blemishes as this bitch’s was. 
He transferred his gaze to the other girl. Experienced eyes lingered on her white pinched face. She didn’t look fit enough to survive the journey. He hoped he was mistaken, for though she wasn’t a looker like the other one, there was something about her that was very appealing. 
His lips tightened. Developing a fondness for a Ba-ba was a mistake made only by new recruits. “Don’t say you weren’t warned,” he said coldly. Then he kicked his pony in the ribs, and rode on up the line. 
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friendship shines brightest when all around is dark

Later that morning the captives were lying under the trees resting. Henna wrinkled her nose at Ennis who was sharing his bread with a peculiar looking dog. She turned to Judoc, “I can’t believe you told the guard he’s my husband.” 
“As the wife of a farmhand you are less likely to be recognized.” 
She frowned. “But why him?”
“He’s the perfect choice.”
Henna drew her breath in sharply. “But he’s a loony!”
Judoc shot Lannie a get-me-out- of-this look. She switched on her sweetest smile. “Judoc didn’t mean that you’re a loony like that poor lad,” she said in a soothing voice.
Henna crossed her arms over her stomach. “Then what did you mean?” 
Judoc shrugged. “Just that as he’s a dummy, we can talk openly without fearing he’ll turn us in for the reward.”
Henna snorted, and turned her back.
“Don’t be snarly,” said Lannie coming up behind her and squeezing her shoulder. “You don’t have to put up with him permanently. Just play along for the time being.” 
Henna threw her arms up in the air. “I’d rather be torn to pieces by wolves.”
“Why must you always be so dramatic?”
“Dramatic! You get the King of the Trinovantes while I’m stuck with a gibbering idiot.”
Lannie’s eyes widened. “I can’t help it if Judoc likes me best.” 
“Can’t help it,” snorted Henna. “I saw you making eyes at him behind mother’s back? You harlot!”
Their raised voices reached the Romans. The centurion-in-charge of the work party washed down a chunk of venison with a mouthful of the local beer. Wiping the foam from his mouth with his hand, he glared at the guards, “They’re fed too well if they’ve got the energy to quarrel. Halve the bread ration tomorrow… that should take the fight out of them.”
The guard in charge of the rear section jerked to his feet, swung round, and glared at the culprits. “What’s the problem?” he asked striding over.
Judoc rolled his eyes at the guard, inviting him to share his exasperation. “It’s nothing…they’re sisters.  Isn’t that enough?”
The guard grinned, and looked more human, “Well for all your sakes keep them under control.”  He began to turn away, then paused “There’s something I’d heard about sisters,” he said pulling thoughtfully at his straggly beard. “Exactly what, I don’t remember.”  
Judoc tensed. “Beats me.” 
The guard shrugged. “It’ll come back to me.” He left the wanted terrorists trembling in fear.

*	*	*

The chain gang’s progress was slow even though the guards put their hearts and what little soul they possessed into bullying the slaves to move faster. But two weeks after they left the fort— there was the Thames— shimmering like a silver serpent in the summer sunshine. The slaves quickened their pace with that holiday sense of excitement that spotting an ocean or river for the first time almost always brings on.
Even Ennis’s dour face wore a smile. His drive, the get-up-and-go that had propelled him to the top of the ladder during his working life had returned. And with it his optimism. So what if he was a captive?  It wasn’t pleasant, but it was definitely better than being old and crippled. Besides he planned to escape. As yet no opportunity had presented itself, but when it did, he intended to be ready.
His lack of local knowledge was a problem, but he hoped to make up for the deficiency by persuading his new friends to join him. He groaned softly. Henna was the sticking point. Convincing her wouldn’t be easy. Whenever the fiery temptress looked his way she screwed up her face as if she’d stepped into dog shit. 
Sensing she was being watched, Henna half- turned.  Ennis drew in his breath. 
“What are you looking at?” she asked, coldly.
“Er…nothing!”
Judoc stiffened. “Who’s been teaching him?” The anger in his voice told how displeased he was at Ennis’s grasp of their language.
“Me,” said Lannie, her face very pink. “I felt sorry for him.”
“By Andraste! What were you thinking? I hope you haven’t told him our names?”
“I’m not a complete idiot!”
“Shall we put that to a vote?” put in Henna. 
“You bitch!”
Although Ennis’s Celtic vocabulary was small, he recognized a cat fight when he heard one. He rolled his eyes at Judoc. “Women!”
Judoc stared at him for a long moment, and then he grinned.
A few minutes later the guard trotted up on his fat pony. “You’ll be glad to know that we should reach Londinium tomorrow.”
“Is that where we’re going,” asked Judoc.
The guard nodded “You burnt it,” he smirked, “it’s only fair that you should be the ones to rebuild it.”
The slaves turned away in disgust except for Lannie. She put a hand on his sleeve. “Will we all be together?” she asked with a tremor in her voice.
The guard’s stern face softened “As far as I know there’s no plan to separate men and women. I’ll do my best to see that you are in the same work party as your husband.”
“Thank you, Enrico.” She gave him a shy smile. “You’re a nice man.” 
“I could be a whole lot nicer,” he said softly. 
Judoc’s face darkened.  As soon as the guard was out of earshot he turned on Lannie. “Enrico!” he hissed. “How long have you been on first name terms with a stinking Roman?”
Lannie gulped. “In our situation we need friends.”
“I guess you got a liking for Roman dick when the soldiers took turns at you.”  The young king’s boyish face twisted into that of a hateful stranger.  He looked at her with loathing, and spat at her feet.
Lannie moaned. She gave a feeble shake of the head. “But I was only buttering him up. I’d never—”
Judoc exploded. “You bitch!” he yelled at the top of his voice, “I could kill you.” 
“You’ll have to kill me first,” said Henna getting between the angry youth and her sobbing sister. She grabbed his chain, twisting the metal round her hand, pulling him close so that their two faces were only inches apart.  “Lannie is doing exactly what mother would do in the same circumstances. Why do you think she let your pig of a father into her bed?”	 
Judoc’s eye’s narrowed. “Are you saying she slept with Dad because she wanted his help?”
“Of course. Letting Addie the Moran fuck her was a matter of political expediency.” 
Judoc gasped. Like all Celts he loved a rude nickname, but not when it ridiculed his father.
Henna smirked and rattled his chain. “Do you think Mother would have spread her legs for you if she hadn’t needed the Trinovantian army?”
The young king swore. “Everyone says Iceni women are dirty whores. Well you can forget about coming with me when I escape. I’m through with the pair of you.”  
Lannie finally found her voice. “But I love you ... I always have.”
“Spoken like a true daughter of Boadicea,” he said, unmoved by her tears. “Find another mug to bring up your brat.”
Henna waved her fist in his face. “Bastard! Lannie wouldn’t marry you if you were the last man on earth.” She dropped his chain, and drew her sister into her arms.  “Never mind Lannie, he’d make a rotten father.”

*	*	*

Deep in his thoughts, Ennis sighed with the exasperation of a pained parent.  His traveling companions squabbled constantly.  Occasionally when he was he trying to think, it exasperated him. Serenity now, he murmured under his breath, unconsciously using the self-same mantra Reggie employed to cope with his flare-ups.
A moment later the line started moving again. Ennis picked up his ball, and went back to the matter niggling at his brain. When the guards addressed their captives it was in Latin. He didn’t understand a word. But Londinium rang a bell. Where had he heard it, he asked himself?  It had to be from Reggie. 
He tried to recall their last conversation. She was parroting on about her Latin studies ... something about Londinium being the Roman name for London. 
He slapped his head with his hand. “Yes, yes,” he yelled aloud, “I’m in England. And that river must be the Thames.” He scowled he was certain he knew who was responsible. He could just picture Reggie sitting in the Sovereign, scrolling through the ages and pausing when she saw Boadicea’s name. She’d have clicked the link—nothing surer. 
Every day Ennis wallowed in bitter thoughts about his missing partner. He shivered as the breeze from the river strengthened.  Formerly he’d been certain she’d run off with another man— right now he wasn’t so sure.
He glanced around, and then felt like a fool. “What am I thinking? She can’t be here,” he muttered. “How could the Sovereign get back by itself?  Turning up in Ancient Briton has to be a computer malfunction.”  His forehead creased with rage. “If I ever get back, I’ll punch that salesman’s lights out.”
The rest of the journey was spent visualizing his fist connecting with the salesman’s jaw, and the satisfying thud when his body hit the floor.
Not much substitute for the real thing, but at least it took his mind off his blisters. 
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two trains leave different cities heading toward each other at different speeds; where and when do they meet?

It was three o’ clock in the afternoon five days after the chain gang reached Londinium. General Paulinus was in a meeting with Julius Agricola when his page entered the room carrying a scroll. Reggie’s shoulders drooped when she saw the tribune sprawled out on the couch. Yesterday he bumped her as she was carrying a tray with the General’s dinner up the steps. It was just one in a string of accidents that only occurred when the General wasn’t around. She bit her lip, and her hand tightened round the letter.
Paulinus held out his hand impatiently. Impatience turned to irritation as he read the report from the new procurator. “He’s only been in office for a couple of weeks and already he complains he’s cash-strapped,” he declared to the room at large.  When he reached the part where Classianus suggested reducing the military budget he couldn’t believe his eyes. 
“Damn the man,” he fumed. “Here I am struggling to keep fifty hostile tribes under control with nowhere near enough men, and he wants to halve their pay. Doesn’t he realize that he has to pay for the security that allows him to live over here?”  His hand hit the table with a crash. “We leave for Londinium tomorrow. Tell Tonio to pack my ceremonial toga.” 
“Right away, Your Excellency,” said Reggie. As excited as a child at the prospect of an unexpected treat, she almost skipped from the room.
The frown on the General’s forehead smoothed a little. “The lad’s shaping up,” he murmured to Julius. 
Agricola smiled and nodded. Lashes, long and lush as a camel’s hid his eyes. 

*	*	*

Twenty minutes later the water clock’s gong reminded Paulinus he had a hundred and one things to do. He yawned, feigning tiredness. His protégé didn’t take the hint. Paulinus groaned inwardly. With an effort he controlled his impatience. “You’re very quiet, Julius. Is there something you want to get off your chest?” 
“Er ...yes!
“Well spit it out, man.”
Agricola cleared his throat. “It’s about the field trip. I’d like to accompany you.” 
Paulinus shook his head. “Sorry, Julius. I need you here in case the other tribes take it into their heads to follow Boadicea’s example.”
“There’s not much chance of that, Sir. Not now you’ve demonstrated how you deal with terrorists.”
Paulinus could not suppress a chuckle. “I certainly put the frighteners into them.”
He took a swallow from his drink and grinned at Agricola. “I suppose you’re itching to catch up with the procurator. Have you known him long?”
“Since I was a child. He worked in the fiscal office in Rome, and my father took him under his wing. In fact Classianus was one of the few friends who stood by us after father’s execution—” Agricola broke off, his face red with embarrassment. 
Paulinus gave him a sympathetic smile. After such a lousy start in life, it was little wonder the youth was so keen to succeed. “Alright you can come,” he said finally. “We leave at dawn. You can travel in my chariot.”
Agricola laughed out loud and punched the air. If anything, he was more excited at the prospect of visiting Londinium than Reggie.

*	*	*

When the General’s chariot, flanked by battle-hardened outriders crossed the drawbridge, a cheer went up from the dignitaries lined up in the courtyard. Eventually the domus[footnoteRef:37] would take up an entire city block, but for now it contained the fiscal office, dwellings for the bureaucrats and quarters for a peace-keeping force.  [37:  Domus: Also known as a courtyard house, a domus consisted of family dwellings, public offices, businesses and places of worship grouped around a central courtyard. For protection from intruders, no windows faced the street. Sometimes the entrance would be via a drawbridge. ] 

As Paulinus reined in his matched-pair of Arabs, Reggie sprang to attention. Jumping lightly from the back of the chariot, she ran to hold the horses’ heads. 
The General arched his back and grimaced before jumping down. He stood with his legs planted firmly apart, his eyes assessing the waiting bureaucrats.
The man who stepped forward was the same age as Paulinus, but there the similarity stopped.  Of medium height he was grossly fat with a large rounded head and big protruding eyes in a well-fleshed face. He was dressed in a fine wool toga with a deep purple border which he wore with an air of grandiose authority that was at odds with the meanness of the surroundings.
“I am Gnaeus Julius Classianus, Procurator of Britannia,” he announced with an obvious air of pride. “Welcome to Londinium, You’re Excellency.” 
“Thank you, Procurator,” replied Paulinus. He gestured toward Agricola who was standing attentively by his side. “I believe you are already acquainted with Tribune Agricola?”
“Yes, indeed!” Classicianus acknowledged the General’s adjutant with a nod of his head. “May I present my wife, Julia Pacata, the daughter of Julius Indus[footnoteRef:38].” [38:  Julius Indus was a nobleman of the Gaulish Treveri tribe. In 21 AD he helped the Romans put down a rebellion of the Treveri and Aedui. He had one child, Julia Pacata.] 

A beautiful young woman in an intricately draped tunic of gauzy white silk which even to the General’s untrained eye conjured up palatial salons curtsied to him gracefully. 
His eyes brightened. He took a pace forward, executed a formal bow, before kissing her on both cheeks.  “Well, well, this is a pleasant surprise. I knew your father when he was commander of the Ala Gallorum Indiana cavalry[footnoteRef:39]. Perhaps later on, you can tell me some of his war-time stories?” [39:  Ala Gallorum Indiana ("Indus's Wing of Gauls") was a Gaulish auxiliary cavalry unit in the Roman army, named after its first commander, Julius Indus. It is believed to have been involved in the first Roman invasion of Britain.] 

“Oh,” she giggled. “My father never talked to me about military matters.”
Classianus’s eyes bulged with suppressed annoyance. “Would you show the Governor to his quarters, my dear” he said, a shade sharply.
“Silly me,” tittered Julia. “You must be simply itching to get out of your uniform. Perhaps you’d like to join us for refreshments when you’ve changed.”
“Certainly, but I’d like to inspect the public work’s program first.” 
“I’ve prepared luncheon?” said Julia, her voice rising in horror.
“No time for that,” said Paulinus. 
Julia scowled, but as the General was looking round for Reggie, his hostess’s irritation went unnoticed. 
He located her idling on a patch of grass beside the grazing horses. “Make yourself useful to Madam Pacata. I’m sure she’d appreciate your help.”

*	*	*

Where Paulinus stood, the ash was up to his thigh. He shook his head in exasperation. “Have you cleared the road to Camulodunum?” 
“Yes, Your Excellency.”
“Thank Zeus for that! Where are you with the building program?”
“We’ve started on Government House,” replied Classicianus. “It was my wife’s suggestion. You won’t have to stay in the commanding officer’s quarters next time you pay us a visit.”
“I’d have started with the fortifications,” said Paulinus. “You do intend building a wall?” 
Classianus spread his palms in resigned frustration.  “To encircle the city to a height of twenty feet will take a million blocks of stone.”
“Britannia isn’t short of stone. I passed several quarries on the way here.”
“I’m well aware of that.”
“So what’s the problem?”
“Lack of labour,” Classianus said shortly. “We could have put the rebels to work if you hadn’t—”
“Put them to the sword.”
“Well ... er ... yes.”
The General bristled. “I had to flex Rome’s muscles. It‘s what the Senate expects. It’s why Nero appointed me.”
“I take your point,” the bureaucrat said grudgingly. “But how am I supposed to build a city without laborers?”
“You’ll have to do the best you can with what’s available.” The General’s eyes flicked from Classianus to the wharf. He pointed at the workers unloading stones from a barge. “Are those the captives I sent you?” 
“Some of them ... I’ve got the rest piling the soot into slag heaps.” He paused to flick a fleck of ash from his toga, “But every time the wind blows we’re back where we started.”
“Get them to dump the waste in the river?”
“What a good idea. Why didn’t I think of that?” 
“Because you’re just a procurator and I’m a governor,” said Paulinus with a grin to show he was joking.
Classianus bowed his head. All smiles on the outside; inwardly he seethed.

*	*	*

Evening gave Reggie her first glimpse of Paulinus attired as Governor of Britannia in the ceremonial regalia of a victorious general.  She gawped as Tonio placed a circle of laurel on top of the General’s short cropped hair.  “Well Judoc! Do you approve?” 
Reggie put her head on one side considering. “You look very distinguished.”
“It’s not the most comfortable outfit,” Paulinus said as Tonio fussed over the folds of the ornate purple and gold toga “I suppose I should be thankful that official visits don’t come up very often.”
“Aren’t you looking forward to tonight?”
The General grimaced. “No. I’m more at ease among soldiers than Julia Pacata’s social set. Thank Jupiter I’m leaving for Camulodunum tomorrow.”
“Oh! I’d thought we’d be here longer.”
Paulinus pushed back the material that hung down his arm. He took the ring Reggie was holding out to him, and thrust it on his finger. “No. I’ve seen enough. I hope this dinner doesn’t drag on, because we set off at first light.”
“Madam Pacata will be disappointed when she discovers her guest of honor has absconded. She’s organized everything, all the menus, the food, the wines, the seating plans for a week of ceremonial dinners 
“Can’t be helped,” said the General.
“She’s gone to a great deal of trouble.”
Paulinus looked down at her thoughtfully. Misreading his page’s sympathy for Julia for a reluctance to leave Londinium, he said, “In that case I shall offer her your services while I’m away ...  to make up for the inconvenience.” 
The General meant it as a reward, but Reggie was devastated. “But ... who’s going to look after you?” she asked. 
“Tonio, do you think you could manage without Judoc’s help?”
The barber grinned. “At a push, Your Excellency.”
“Right, well that’s sorted.” He turned his head in Reggie’s direction. “My cloak.” 
His indifference tore at Reggie’s heart “Yes, Your Excellency,” she said, tonelessly. Woebegone, she handed him his cloak.




[bookmark: _Toc439969047]XXV

Reggie makes herself useful

Streaks of red and gold faded to pink-tinged peach by the time two slaves hoisted Classianus into the seat beside Paulinus. Tonio who was in the supply cart with the procurator’s slaves waved to Reggie.  Deep in conversation with Agricola who was heading up the escort, General Paulinus didn’t give her a glance.
Her blue eyes clouded as the cavalcade clip-clopped across the drawbridge, heading east toward the fens and Camulodunum. She watched until the supply cart bringing up the rear disappeared into the early morning mist, and then feeling utterly empty, she made her way to the procurator’s residence.
The pregnant slave who opened the door looked vaguely familiar, but all the Celtic amazons looked alike to Reggie who had a hard job telling them apart. 
“Good morning,” she said politely—it always irked her when she was treated as if she was invisible. “Please inform Madam Pacata that General Paulinus’s page has reported for duty.”
“Her Excellency is still in bed.”
Reggie was surprised when the slave answered in text book Latin.  Most slaves spoke Pigeon Latin, a simplified version that their masters found funny. Reggie often heard the soldiers telling jokes that depicted the Celts as bungling baboons. 
“When will she be up and about?”
“Whenever!”  The girl glanced round the room and sighed. “Let’s just hope everything is back in its rightful place.”
“Is she a harsh mistress?” asked Reggie with a sinking feeling.
“I find her rather—”
“My sister and I were just brought in to help with the banquet,” cut in a slave who was rolling up a crimson carpet with a gold key border. She paused to push back a mane of titian curls. “Maybe she’s more amiable when she isn’t stressed out,” she added with a stiff smile. 
“Let me help you” said Reggie as the young woman boosted the carpet to her shoulder. “It’s not a good idea to lift anything that heavy in your condition.” 
“Thanks,” she muttered. 
Reggie almost doubled over when the slave transferred her load. “Where do you want it?” she gasped.
[bookmark: _GoBack]“In the store-room...it’s off the scullery. Follow me.”

*	*	*

As Madam Pacata was still abed, Reggie volunteered to help out in the kitchen. She put down a silver goblet and wiped her eyes with the polishing rag. The kitchen was thick with smoke from the open fire. She felt awful for the permanent staff who worked in the throat-choking atmosphere.  
She was squinting through streaming eyes at the gilding on a dolphin shaped charger that would have graced the Roman room in the British Museum, when Julia Pacata swept into the kitchen in a gauzy white dress, and with a string of milky white pearls threaded through raven locks dressed in the Grecian style.
“The guards are here to take the work party back to the embankment,” she said, and her beautiful face creased in disgust. “Apparently, unloading a shipment of stone is more important than the smooth-running of the procurator’s household.”
There was a collective groan from half a dozen women.
“Get a move on, you lazy sluts,” snapped Julia’s maid, who like her mistress appeared to have got out of the wrong side of the bed. 
As the slaves shuffled towards the door, Julia’s eyes fell on the two pregnant girls. “You two stand out of line.”
Lannie’s eyes fluttered furiously and her lips quivered. She made a choking sound at the back of her throat. Henna grasped her firmly by the hand. “Pull yourself together,” she whispered in a low and angry tone, “remember we are Boadicea’s daughters.”
Lannie lifted her head. Clutching her sister’s hand, she quivered as Julia grabbed a handful of her Henna’s flowing hair. “I’ve always wanted a red wig,” she said to the elderly maid standing at her elbow, “Do you think this shade would suit me, Maria?”
“The color would definitely become you,” said the maid peering at Henna’s hair closely in the manner of the short-sighted. 
“Yes, I think so too.” Julia let the ringlet drop and wiped her fingers on a wisp of silk edged with Maria’s hand-made lace. She dropped the kerchief into the open fire.  “Cut off the hair, close to the scalp. Make sure to wash it thoroughly. When it’s dry and you’ve combed out the lice, you can style me a wig.”
“Yes, Madam.” The maid grabbed a hank of Lannie’s strawberry blond hair and gave it a savage yank. “What about this one’s?” 
Julia glanced disdainfully at the trembling girl. “Too wishy-washy.” 
“You’re right, there’s no comparison,” Maria said, as she removed a pair of scissors from a drawstring bag attached to her belt. She turned to Lannie who was clutching her sister’s hand. “Get out my way, you stinking sow.”
Lannie stepped back quickly as the maid, brandishing the scissors like a weapon of hate, systematically hacked her sister’s tresses. 
“Pick it up!” 
Henna didn’t move. Her head was high. And though she was dressed in rags, a trace of forlorn majesty showed in her scornful stance.
Lannie rushed forward, “I’ll give you a hand.” 
“Me too,” said Reggie, also dropping to her knees. As she bundled up the lustrous hair, she was touched by the expression of scornful pride on the girl’s face. She was desperately sorry for her, but there was nothing she could do. Ghastly things were done to slaves in Roman Briton—and they just had to take it. 

*	*	*

Julia frowned at the other slaves huddled around Henna “Off with you. That barge isn’t about to unload itself.”
Henna gave her a long look. Lannie tugged her arm. She was all too aware of what her sister was capable. “Don’t,” she whispered, fearfully. “Your hair will grow again.” 
With the slaves’ departure the tension in the kitchen eased. “Is tonight’s banquet cancelled?” asked the cook, suddenly breaking off from plucking a goose.
“I’d have thought that was obvious,” said Julia, turning to leave.
Reggie took a deep breath. “Excuse me, Your Excellency,” she said, half expecting to have her head snapped off too. “I’m General Paulinus’s page.  Did His Excellency mention that I’ve been seconded to your staff?” 
“Ah, yes.” She span round and scowled at the cook, “You lazy cow! How dare you set the Governor’s page to work in the kitchen?”  
“But—”  
“It wasn’t her fault,” Reggie said hastily, “I volunteered.”
“Most commendable,” said Julia, forcing out a smile. “However, you are not a skivvy. Follow me. I’ll find you more fitting employment.” 

*	*	*

The procurator’s wife showed Reggie into an area off her bedroom reminiscent of a movie star’s dressing room.  On the left was a floor to ceiling chest of drawers crammed full with dresses and accessories; in the centre there was a padded table where Maria massaged her mistress. To the right was the makeup area stocked with oils, creams, perfumes and cosmetics from every corner of the Roman Empire. 
Julia sat down at an alabaster toilet table, and studied her appearance in a mirror edged with mother of pearl. A pure white skin was the ideal to which ladies aspired, and olive-skinned Julia always wore whitening makeup to fit the model of Roman beauty. She turned to her cosmetician, “I look like death.” She frowned, opened a drawer and took out a small whip. “Come here,” she said coldly.
The elderly woman shuffled forward nervously. She shook as her mistress ran her fingers down the length of the whip. “Oh, er ... well you did have a very late night,” she wailed.
Reggie hadn’t thought her dislike of the unfeeling woman could increase. “I think you look lovely,” she said in a desperately effort to appease her. 
“Julia glanced at the page with a flutter of false eyelashes. “I do?”
“You’re a vision ... a veritable goddess,” said Reggie, sighing like a love-sick swain from a comic opera.
Julia preened. “Is this your first visit to Londinium?”
“Er, no... I was taken prisoner by the rebels when Boadicea sacked Londinium.”
Julia’s eyes widened. “In the circumstances, I’m amazed you survived. You were lucky.”
“Yes I was ... by the way,” continued Reggie, frantic to change the subject, “has anyone ever told you that you put Venus in the shade?”
Julia smiled archly. “Often,” she said, as she removed the lid from an elaborately carved ivory container. She stared inside and frowned. “Maria, why haven’t you replenished my whitening mask?” 
“I’m sorry, Madam. The recipe calls for frankincense and there’s none to be had anywhere.”
“You incompetent crone,” she shrieked, “how am I supposed to keep my skin white?” 
“There is another recipe,” said Maria, hesitantly. 
“Oh! And why haven’t you mentioned it before.”
“It requires sweat from a newly sheared sheep’s wool and ... er ... I thought the master might object to sleeping with you  ...  on account of the stench.”
“An unexpected bonus,” tittered Julia who found sex with her husband tedious. “Have we got a fresh fleece you can use?”
“No. But there’s sure to be plenty for sale in the market.  Do you want me to purchase one for you?”
Parting sex with her husband had left Julia tense and more strung out than usual. She wanted one of Maria’s massages, and she wanted it now.  She smiled at Reggie. “I don’t suppose you could go to the market. I can’t spare Maria, right now.”
“I’d be delighted,” said Reggie, hardly believing her luck. “Whereabouts is it located?”
Julia looked puzzled. “I thought you were from Londinium,”
“I am,” Reggie replied, quickly. “But everything has changed so much since the fire.”	
“Not the farmer’s market,” said Julia.“It’s still in the same spot down by the wharf.”
Relieved the conversation was back on safer ground, Reggie enquired about payment. 
Julia removed two coins from a leather pouch attached to her belt and handed them to Reggie, “You may keep the change.”
Maria blinked. She had been with Julia since her birth, and she’d never received a tip, not even an as. 
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The quest for the golden fleece

The retail hub of Londinium was situated on the south bank of the Thames. Every morning the citizenry flocked to the farmer’s market to buy fresh produce from coracles pulled up onto the embankment. New-laid eggs, vast rounds of cheese, flavored honey stored in clay pots as big as footballs, sacks of flour and big fat hens soon sold out, and then the farmers would row the skin-covered boats back home. 
Leaving early was a departure from their practice prior to the destruction of Londinium, but anti-Celtic sentiment ran high, and none of them wanted to end up in the river with a cut throat. Besides, now that the inns and brothels had been torched, there wasn’t the same enticement to hang out in the city. 
Reggie stared around in delight. Back home in Perth, she often visited weekend markets and spent many an hour rummaging through trash in the hope of finding treasure. She was diverted from her assignment by stalls selling antique jewelry, household goods and curios. Coveting a silver and cairngorm brooch used by the locals to secure their plaid cloaks, she ignored an insignificant axe-head.  Dating from 50BC— the Bronze Age artifact would make archaeological news when it was discovered by tourists armed with metal detectors on this very spot.
She circled the market, finally finding a stall selling hides and fleeces. She inspected what was on offer. The one she selected weighed at least thirty pounds, and she wasn’t looking forward to carrying it back. 
While the vendor rolled it up, she watched a group of slaves unloading slabs of stone from a barge. One stumbled.  His stone slipped, fell and broke in half. "You good for nothing scumbag!" yelled the guard laying into him with his whip. Reggie shuddered. All the joy went out of the expedition. Shouldering the fleece, she trudged up the slope towards the procurator’s residence. 
A frantic greeting from a familiar Jack Russell terrier brought her to a stop. Never in her wildest dreams had Reggie expected to see the little dog again.  She dropped the fleece, scooped him up, and hugged him tight. “Sparky! Where have you come from?”	
“It’s a long story…but I don’t have time to go into it right now. We’ve got to free the Chief.” 
Reggie tickled him under the chin.  “I forgot what a yappy little thing, you are,” 
Sparky squirmed.
“OK down you get,” she said, disappointed that he hadn’t shown her more affection.
No sooner did Sparky’s paws hit the ground then he was off, sprinting in the direction of the docks. “Follow me,” he called back over his shoulder.

*	*	*

Pausing only to ask the closest stall holder to take care of her purchase, Reggie raced after him. “Stay boy,” she ordered as he stood tongue lolling at the bottom of the hill, innocently wagging his tail.
“Clueless!” Sparky muttered as she walked up to him with a relieved smile. For a moment his lips pulled back in a toothy grin, and then he charged off wagging his tail behind him.
About to give chase, Reggie hesitated. Already stallholders were starting to pack up. What, she asked herself, will I do if the vendor who is minding Madam Pacata’s fleece leaves too? I daren’t return empty handed. She sighed and turned around. Maybe when Sparky sees me walking off, he’ll return. 
She had only taken three steps up the hillside when she heard a broad Australian voice yell, “Sparky, Sparky, come here, monkey?”
She stopped dead and spun around a sunray forcing its way through the heavy clouds spotlighted Ennis. Reggie hadn’t known her partner in his youth, but she’d seen photos. They didn’t do him in justice. Her mouth dropped open. In his renewal, Ennis could have posed for the firefighter’s calendar.
Once she recovered from the shock, a heavy weight settled inside her. She ought to be pleased he’d come after her, but all she felt was overwhelming dismay. The prospect of going back to the future, of renewing their relationship held no appeal.  For a long time she stood steeling herself. Then she squared her shoulders, and headed for the docks.

*	*	*

Ennis was sharing his lunch with Sparky when Reggie squatted down beside him. “Ennis,” she whispered, “it’s me, Reggie.”
“Reggie?” he spluttered. “Is it really you?”
Reggie responded with a self- conscious smile. “I know I look different, but then so do you.” She tweaked the small dog’s ears, “and so does this bad boy.”
“How did you get here ... and what’s happened to your hair?”  Ennis jerked his head at a female slave chomping on a crust. “Did that Roman bitch who stole Henna’s, hack off yours too?”
Reggie followed the direction of his gaze. Recognizing the unfortunate slave who had been given a “short back and sides” by Maria, she waved. The slave waved back, and rose to her feet. Reggie thought she was going to come over, but instead she strode over to her sister who was holding hands with Judoc—united by outrage at Julia Pacata—their quarrel was forgotten.
“Well,” snapped Ennis. 
At his tone, a familiar cloud of gloom settled over Reggie. “Madam Pacata didn’t get the chance to scalp me,” she said with forced brightness.  “I shaved it off myself.”
Ennis’s eyebrows shot skywards. “Whatever for?”
“I wanted to fool the Romans into thinking I was a boy.”
A grin flickered across his face. “If they believe that they must be nuts.”
“Well no one’s twigged, yet.”
Ennis gave her the once over. “They must need their eyes testing.”
Reggie laughed and shook her head. “No one ever looks at the face of slave,” she began, only to be cut off when a young man pushed his way between them. 
Judoc squinted suspiciously at Reggie. “How do you know him?”
“Er ... we come from the same village.”
Judoc put his arm around Ennis’s shoulders, and whispered into one of Ennis’s big lugs[footnoteRef:40].  “He’s Paulinus’s page. Can he be trusted?” [40:  Lug: an ear, especially the external ear (informal).] 

Ennis nodded. “Absolutely. We’re old friends.”
“This could be just the break we need,” said Judoc, fiddling with the chain around his waist as if it were worry beads. He cleared his throat. “Do you think he’ll help us escape?” 
Ennis nodded. “I think so.”
“Great!” Judoc gave a thumbs up to the two girls standing a few steps away. “Sound him out, but whatever you do keep our identities secret. Remember there are prices on our heads.”

*	*	*

“I’m impressed that you’ve picked up the lingo. I don’t understand a word,” Reggie remarked when they were alone again. “What were you whispering about?” 
“Ju ... er ... my friend told me you’re Paulinus’s page.”
Reggie nodded, warily.
“He can’t be as bad as everyone makes out if he allows you to move around on your own.”
“This isn’t normal,” Reggie said quickly. “He’s gone away for a few days, and I’m running errands for the procurator’s wife.” A frown crossed her face. “I should get back before she sends the guards after me”
“Yes, of course,” said Ennis.  “I wouldn’t want you to jeopardize your privileged position.” 
Reggie drew in her breath at the all too familiar sarcasm. As his partner she’d constantly held her tongue, but this time her temper snapped. “Would you rather I was hauling granite too?” 
Ennis blinked. It wasn’t like Reggie to be snippy. She was always so eager to please. “You’ve no reason to feel guilty,” he said, quickly. “After all, it’s not your fault your life is so much easier than mine.” 
Reggie flushed. “Of course it’s my fault. You wouldn’t be in this fix if you hadn’t tried to find me.”
“I thought you must be at the bottom of this,” he said looking at her accusingly, “but I don’t understand how—” 
He broke off as a long dark shadow appeared on the grassy bank. “It’s time you lazy bastards got back to work,” roared the guard, flicking his whip across Ennis’s back.
Reggie was the one who cried out. The guard swiveled round. His eyes raked the trembling boy. “This is a restricted area,” he barked. “Who are you? And what the fuck are you doing here?”
He was exactly the sort of man a film director would cast as a brutal prison guard, tough, foul-mouthed and vicious. Reggie’s legs trembled as he looked her up and down. She inhaled a shallow breath, and then struggled for another.
“Well?”
Reggie’s mouth felt like it was stuffed full of cotton wool. She licked her dry lips and swallowed hard. 
“I don’t have all day,” said the guard.
“Better be careful how you treat him,” said Enrico arriving just as his colleague jabbed Reggie in the stomach with the handle of his whip. “I’ve seen this lad round the fort. He belongs to Old Blood and Guts!”
Reggie uttered a silent thank you. “Yes, that’s right. I am General Paulinus’s page,” she said, summoning up the courage to confront them, “and what’s more he’s ordered me to keep an eye on the work party while he’s away.”  She hesitated, and then blurted out, “Next time I’m here I expect to be treated with the respect due to the Governor of Britannia’s emissary.”
Both guards stiffened to attention. “Yes, Sir,” said Enrico, his manner and tone immediately respectful. “Come with me and I’ll introduce you to my commanding officer.” 
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a mouse takes advantage of the cat’s absence

Five minutes after the guard entered his tent, the bleary-eyed centurion emerged yawning. “I was on duty all last night and most of this morning.” He rubbed his eyes to show how tired he was. Behind him, the guard hastily thrust the flap across the opening, but not before Reggie caught sight of a naked girl and the rumpled bed.
“I understand General Paulinus has asked you to report on our progress,” he said, fastening his belt buckle.
Reggie nodded. “Yes, Sir.”
“Well if we must have you round here, at least keep me informed.” 
“Yes, Sir.  Of course, Sir.” 
“Good, one other thing,” he said as he unknotted the strings of a leather purse attached to his belt. “If your report is complimentary I’ll make it worth your while.”  Finally undoing the double knotted string, he tossed her an as.
Reggie opened her palm and stared at the small coin. “You’ve got another think coming—” 
“Well ...two, then,” he said, taking another coin from his purse and holding it out to her.
Reggie knew some teachers engaged in academic dishonesty, accepting bribes to improve students’ grades, but she prided herself on her incorruptibility. On the other hand, was it wise to alienate the man in charge of Ennis’s welfare? “Make it three, and you’ve got a deal.”
The centurion gave a tight smile and dropped the coins in her outstretched palm.
Though Reggie smiled back, she felt like spitting. “I’ll be off then.” 
The centurion flapped his hand dismissively. He walked inside his tent.  He was ramming his dick into the wretched captive in his bed before Reggie reached the market.

*	*	*

As Reggie charged up the hill to the administrative enclosure, her mind raced faster than her legs. She needed an excuse to return to the camp. The only thing she could think of was to claim she hadn't accomplished her task. She shivered. She’d seen the terror in Maria’s eyes when Julia took out the whip. Reggie felt scared, and wished the General was here to protect her.  For though the arrogant chauvinist regularly threatened to box her ears when, according to his rules, she crossed the line; he wouldn’t allow Julia to beat her. Of that she was certain.
As she crossed the drawbridge, her eyes darted quick glances.  After the noise and excited activity of the market, the courtyard was eerily silent. Taking advantage of the Roman’s habit of taking a long nap after consuming abundant quantities of food at midday, she dashed into the General’s quarter. As her shaking hands stuffed the fleece into the bottom drawer of his campaign chest, she muttered, “I’m not cut out for this kind of life.”

*	*	*

Julia Pacata laying semi recumbent on an overstuffed sofa sighed with annoyance. “Excuses, excuses... all I ever hear are excuses.” Her frown deepened. “I can’t believe there wasn’t a fleece to be had in the entire market.”
“I’m just as surprised as you,” said Reggie. “But there is some good news—”
“Oh?”
“Yes, when I explained the fleece was for you, one of farmers promised to shear his best ram. He’ll be back with it first thing tomorrow.”
The scowl on Julia’s face faded. “I don’t want to lose out. You better get down there early.”
Somehow Reggie kept a straight face. “Certainly, madam, I’ll be there at first light.”
“Very good. That will be all,” said Julia. She picked up a white linen stola[footnoteRef:41], peered hard at a mended tear in the tunic’s loose sleeve. The tiny stitches were visible, but only just. She turned to her slave. “You incompetent slut! Unpick this and re-do it.” [41:  Stola: traditional garment of Roman women. It corresponded to the toga that was worn by men. Customarily, it was made from linen.] 

Maria moved out of the shadows. “Please forgive me, Madam. I’ll get on to it immediately.”
The procurator’s wife sniffed. “No, not now,” she said as she dabbed at her nose with a lace-edged square of linen. “I want you to draw me a hot bath.”
“Sounds to me like you are coming down with a cold.” Maria made clucking sounds, “And no wonder sleeping in a draughty barn. How about I make you some warm lemon and honey laced with curaçao, the way you like it?”
Maria hadn’t achieved the heights of dresser to the first lady without acquiring some people management skills.

*	*	*

Reggie sniffed the inviting aroma of roasting meat emanating from the kitchen. Her mouth watered. She had eaten nothing all day, apart from a bonbon filched from Julia’s comfit[footnoteRef:42] jar.  [42:  Comfit: a sweet consisting of a piece of fruit, a seed, or a nut in a sugar coating.] 

She found the cook plucking a hen in the scullery and looking cross. Julia had sent back the dishes she had sweated over all morning. “All she can swallow is a clear chicken broth.” The cook pulled a face. “Help yourself to her leavings young man. There’s peacock tongue, and I’ve roasted a chicken, inside a duck, inside a goose.”
“That’s incredible!”
“Not really. I make it twice a week. It’s the master’s favourite. When I make it for him, I stuff the lot inside a pig.” She smiled wistfully. “The old goat’s got a good appetite, I’ll give him that.”
“I can’t wait to try it. Are there any vegetables?”
The cook nodded. “There’s cabbage soused in vinegar. “It’s very good for the digestion.”  She ladled a generous serving onto Reggie’s platter. “Do you know if a sick person is fed nothing else but pickled cabbage they almost always recover?”  Her button eyes twinkled. “That’s why this is destined for the pig bin.” With that she threw the remainder into a vat brimming with slops. “Why should I care about Madam Muckata’s health when she doesn’t give a damn about ours?” 
Madam Muckata![footnoteRef:43]  A chuckle burst out of Reggie. Five minutes later, she was still giggling. [43: Madam Muck: a woman who behaves as if she is too important to do ordinary things or talk to ordinary people, also referred to as Lady Muck.] 


*	*	*

Reggie pushed her plate away, and loosened her sash. “That was the best meal I’ve ever eaten,” she said getting to her feet. 
“Don’t go yet,” said the cook, delighted to have her efforts appreciated, “it’s nice to have some male company for a change, isn’t it ladies?” 
The kitchen maids also stuffing themselves on the redundant feast nodded. The prettiest one winked at Reggie.
Reggie was astonished, but she recovered quickly. Mindful of the need to stay in role, she winked back. It was hard to hide her amusement when the girl blushed.
“Have some cake,” said the cook “It’s chocolate with walnuts, chestnuts and acorns.  And I’ve sweetened it with honey and yoghurt.” She cut a massive slice. 
Reggie shook her head. “I couldn’t. I haven’t got room.”
“You can always find room for cake,” said the cook. “Besides you need to bulk up, young man. We like our men with meat on their bones. Don’t we ladies?” 
The girls tittered.
Concerned she’d blow her cover, if she stayed any longer, Reggie faked a yawn. “Thanks for the hospitality, but I’m off to my bed.” 
“Fancy some company,” said the bold-eyed girl.
Before a stunned Reggie could answer, the cook heaved herself out of her chair, and grabbed hold of a broom. “You saw them two sluts showing off their bellies this morning,” she bellowed, “well, there won’t be any such goings on in my kitchen.” Brandishing the broom like a club, she glowered at the trembling girl. “You’ve got ten seconds to make a start on the washing up, before I tan your fat ass.” 
The other girls giggled.
“And that goes for the rest of you.” Order restored she turned to Reggie. “I think it would be better if you ate the rest of your meals in your room, young man.” 
Behind her back the unrepentant scullery maid stuck out her tongue. 

*	*	*

Next morning convinced she’d caught Britannia flu from the natives, Julia stayed in bed.  Maria tried to soothe her. “It’s only a summer cold. You’ll be as right as rain in a few days.”
Julia gave a sniff. “Sometimes you are so unfeeling,” She glared reproachfully at her maid. “Send for my husband immediately.” 
“Let’s not be hasty,” said Maria who knew she’d be blamed if the procurator cut short the field trip, only to find his ailing wife back to her customary rude health. 
Arriving in the middle of the dispute, Reggie also tried to discourage Julia. “Perhaps, it would be wise to wait a day or two before sending for the Procurator,” she counseled, knowing her freedom would end when the committee returned. 
“I’m dying,” sobbed Julia, “and the pair of you couldn’t care less.” 
“How can you say such a thing,” said Maria clucking round her like a mother hen. “Haven’t I looked after you from the time you were a little girl?” 
She put her hand on Julia’s forehead. “Oh you poor lamb.” 
Julia pushed her away with surprising strength for a woman on her death bed. Seizing a flask of fortified wine tonic from the chaos on her bedside table, she took a great swig straight from the bottle. “I w-w-want my husband,” she sobbed, her swollen eyes, spilling over with angry tears. “Send for him now if you know what’s good for you.”
Reggie could definitely feel the tails of Julia’s lash cutting her back. “Right away, she said, quickly.
“Make sure the messenger sets off immediately,” added Madam Pacata as Reggie hastened to the door.
Reggie bowed. “You can rely on me, Your Excellency. I’ll tell him it’s a matter of life and death.” 
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adventure beckons

The labour camp was a hive of industry when Reggie arrived at first light. To maintain the deception that she was acting on General Paulinus’s orders, she asked to speak to the centurion.  
“Centurion Greco’s tied up right now.” The guard glanced at the closed flap of the officer’s tent, and sighed heavily. “He said I was to apologize if he was ...er ... still conferring. Would you like me to show you around?”
“No thank you.” She waved her hand in the direction of the chain gang. “I can see how busy you are.”
“Very good, Sir. Well, if you’ll excuse me I’ll go and check up on the lazy beggars.”
It rather amused Reggie to be called ‘Sir’ instead of the customary ‘hey you’.  She was still grinning when she found Ennis down in the boat’s hold.  It was his job to shift the cargo to the deck. He was leaning against a stack of stone looking worn out.  Her grin disappeared. “Why don’t I give you a spell for a bit?”
Ennis shook his head. “Don’t be silly, Reggie.  The smallest slab weighs twenty kilos. You’d never lift one.” 
“The other women manage.” 
Ennis’s face softened. “They’re great, aren’t they? Strong, independent and not afraid of anything.” He sighed and gave Reggie a once over. “Women have gone downhill since these days,” he sneered. “You wouldn’t last five minutes round here.”
Reggie felt like slapping him. “In that case, why don’t you work, and I’ll sit down and watch you,” she said with saccharine sweetness. 

*	*	*

“I don’t understand how Sparky got back home,” said Reggie who had finally told Ennis her whole story.  He straightened up and rolled his shoulders. “No way of knowing for sure, but I guess the little monkey must have accidently touched the screen.”
“Yes, I think so too.” She burst out laughing. “Sorry! I can’t get over the police actually believing I was buried in the backyard.”
“It’s the truth.  If I hadn’t escaped in the Sovereign I’d be behind bars right now.”
“Ah, but they’d have had to have let you go eventually. You’d have been better off staying put.”
“What! And missing out on all this.”
Reggie’s eyes widened. “You’re not seriously telling me you’re enjoying this?”
“Well I’m not thrilled with my current situation, but I’m hoping to change that—”
“Oh! How?”
“By escaping.”
Reggie stared at him. “Is that wise?  Recaptured slaves are crucified.”
“Crucified! Are you sure?”
“Yes. General Paulinus told me.”
“Fuck Paulinus.” 
“Er ... quite,” said Reggie flushing.	
Ennis, who was levering out a stone with a crowbar didn’t notice her embarrassment.
“Watch out,” he yelled as the entire pile toppled over.  Reggie stepped back at speed. She was still quivering when Ennis, his lips compressed with rage spluttered, “Well, they’ll have to catch us first.” 
“Us?”
“Yes! Me and my friends intend to join up with the rebels on Mona—”
“My friends and I,” corrected Reggie.
Ennis gritted his teeth. “You haven’t changed!” 
“Forgive me,” she said red-faced with embarrassment, “sometimes I forget I’m not in the classroom.”
Ennis didn’t answer and went on working.
Reggie fanned her flaming cheeks. “It’s awfully stuffy down here. Let’s go on deck while the dust settles?”

*	*	*

“So, who are these friends of yours?” asked Reggie, breathing in the fresh breeze off the river.  Ennis, renowned for his ability to sulk for hours, smiled. “Well, there’s Henna and Lannie—”
“Boadicea’s daughters!”
Ennis stared at her in stunned horror. “No one’s meant to know. There’s a price on both their heads.”
“Don’t worry I won’t say anything.” She put her hand on his shoulder. It was just a natural gesture of reassurance, but his whole body stiffened. Blushing she removed her hand. 
“I’ve met them both before—” 
“I know. Henna told me that you were the only one in the kitchen who showed any compassion.”
Reggie shook her head. “That was the second time. Initially, we met at Queen Boadicea’s camp.”  
“Strange she never mentioned it.”
Reggie grimaced. “Well I didn’t look like this!”
“That explains why she didn’t recognize you.” He frowned. “But how could you forget her?” 
“Well the next time we met she wasn’t dressed as a princess of Briton.” She paused and gave him an apologetic grin. “I have a hard time telling Celts apart. They all look alike with their red hair and bright blue eyes.”
“What! You must be going blind. Henna is striking ... so full of life. She stands out no matter how she’s dressed. Even without her hair she puts everyone else in the shade.”
Reggie blinked. She’d never heard Ennis so emotional, so passionate. “Can you imagine,” he continued, “what it must be like for her ... a princess of Briton reduced to a slave?” 
“Well of course I’m no princess —”
“No you’re not.”
Reggie was speechless.
“Poor Henna!” Ennis continued, tactless as ever, “The Romans want to wipe out her entire family. She’s frightened for her mother.”  He hesitated for a moment. “You’re up on history. Do you know what happened to Boadicea?  Did she survive?”
“Not according to Tacitus.”
“Who’s he?”
“Only the greatest historian of all time. Actually, his father-in-law, Julius Agricola is living under the same roof as me—” She broke off, a moment later she muttered, “Ah that explains it!”
“What?”
“Nepotism!” 
Ennis pulled a face. “What’s bleeding nepotism when it’s at home?”
“It’s when someone in a position of power shows favoritism to a relative.” Never having grasped that Ennis found her historical insights mind-numbing, Reggie’s eyes glowed. “You see Tacitus described Agricola as the perfect tribune. I couldn’t understand how he could be so different in the flesh.” She shook her head with disapproval. “Oh dear! I wonder how much of what we read in history books is reliable.” 
Ennis sighed heavily. “Can we get back to Boadicea?” 
“Sorry! It’s just that I was working on my translation of The Agricola by Tacitus right before all this happened.”
“I suppose I’d feel the same if I came face to face with Red Adair.”
“I’ve never heard of him. What did he do?”
Only put out the Piper Alpha oil platform fire![footnoteRef:44]” For a moment the former driller stared off into space with a faraway look on his face.  [44:  Piper Alpha Fire: On 6 July 1988, the North Sea platform was destroyed by fire. At the time, the accident was the worst offshore oil disaster in terms of lives lost and industry impact. ] 

Watching him thoughtfully Reggie said, “Well if we ever get back home, you can take a trip to the rig and watch him fighting it firsthand. That’s the advantage of having a time machine.” 
Ennis gave a vague shrug. “I’ve no intention of—” He broke off, and scratched at a scab on his arm.
Thinking he was searching for an analogy, Reggie rushed to provide one. “You’ve no intention of jumping from the frying pan into the fire, is that it?” 
“Yes, sure!” He moved his face closer to Reggie’s. “Now do you think we can get back to the subject?  You’ve still not told me what happened to the girls’ mother.”
“I got side-tracked, I’m sorry—” 
“Just get on with it!” 
Reggie winced. Then for the first time since turning up in the first century, she mouthed her self-calming mantra. Still seething she took a deep breath “No one knows for sure. However, it is generally accepted that Boadicea poisoned herself immediately after the battle.” 
“Poor Henna,” said Ennis. “Let’s keep it between us. She’s suffered enough.”
“So has her sister,” put in Reggie who’d had enough of the Henna fan club.
“Yes! But Lannie has Judoc to support her.”
“Judoc! Isn’t he the King of the—”
Ennis put a finger up to his lips. “He’s a marked man.”
“Sorry.” She gave Ennis a hesitant smile. “You’re mixing in exalted company.”
“Speak for yourself. What’s it like living with the Butcher of Briton?”
Reggie’s cheeks turned pink. 
“There’s no need to feel guilty,” said Ennis, “you couldn’t stop him buying you. Besides, it may turn out as a blessing in disguise.”
“I can’t imagine how?”
“Well the guards trust you.” He moved closer and lowered his voice. “If you pretend that this Pacata woman needs extra slaves to help out at some function or other, they’re bound to believe you.”
Reggie’s alabaster face turned ashen. “I couldn’t ... it’s far too dangerous.”
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a reluctant resolution

“The longer we’re here, the greater the chance someone will recognize Henna and Lannie. You wouldn’t want to have their deaths on your conscience, would you?” Ennis moved closer. “Well, would you?” 
Reggie shook her head. “Of course not.”
He punched the air. “You need to get on to it right away,’’ he said, suddenly all business. “Once the General returns you won’t be able to move around quite as freely. When is he expected?”
“I don’t know exactly, but it could be sooner than planned. You see Julia Pacata has sent a message to her husband begging him to return home.”  Reggie rolled her eyes. “She told him she’s dying.”
“Sounds serious.”
She shook her head. “She’s a drama queen.”
“Perhaps he’ll ignore her then?”
“Not a chance. She’s got him wrapped around her imperious little finger.”
“In that case the sooner we leave the better. Can you get your hands on a wagon and a team of horses?”
“I’ll see what I can do,” Reggie said in a flat voice. 
“We’re out of stone,” yelled Judoc. 
Ennis groaned “I better get back to work.”  He moved his face closer to Reggie’s   “I’m depending on you. Don’t let me down.” 

*	*	*

As Reggie trudged up the hill towards the Government compound, her mind was at war with her heart. She knew what Ennis wanted —no, expected—was the right thing to do, but she couldn’t see herself as a freedom fighter, especially when the enemy was the General. She groaned. She wanted him to make love to her, not war.
Her misery was interrupted by short, excited woofs as Sparky sped past, hard on the heels of his lunch. He was fast, but not fast enough. With a twitch of a long tapering tail, the water-rat raced down the bank, and swam off at speed. 
“Sparky, come here boy,” called Reggie. To her surprise the little dog ran up to her. For the first time she got a good look at him. You poor old boy,” she said as her eyes took in his poor condition. Undoing her sash, she tied it to his collar. “You look like you could do with a good bath.” 
Trust her to think of that! With a reproachful look, Sparky plonked his bottom on the grass, and obstinately remained seated when Reggie pulled on the make-shift lead. 
The afternoon was slipping away. Desperate to get back before her absence was noticed, she picked him up. “Haven’t they been feeding you?” she said, shocked by how little he weighed. “Never mind I’ll soon fatten you up. There’s plenty of food where we’re going.”
That’s more like it!  In his delight Sparky licked her face.
Reggie rubbed the slobber from her cheek.  “Phew!” she murmured. “Cook won’t be impressed if she gets a whiff of you  ... so like it or not, it’s a bath for you, young man.” 

*	*	*

Reggie’s flagging spirit soared when she saw the General’s war-wagon in the courtyard. She gave a scream of delight, and rushed forward to greet him. She pulled up when she recognized the man assisting Classianus to dismount.
A scowl distorted the tribune’s handsome face as he strode towards her. “Where in Hades have you been?” 
Reggie was getting better at thinking on her feet. “I found this little dog in the market, Sir,” she said quickly. “He’s a present for Madam Pacata ... I thought he’d cheer her up.” 
Agricola wrinkled up his nose. “That mongrel! Give her fleas more like.”
“You won’t recognize him once he’s had a bath.”
“Ahem!” He paused for a moment. His mother always had half a dozen of the little blighters, snappy, bad-tempered creatures who attacked his heels whenever he entered her bedroom. “Some women are fond of small dogs,” he said, slowly. “Bring the cur to me when it’s clean. I’ll see Her Excellency gets him.”
Reggie nodded. “As soon as I’ve checked in with the General ... is he in his quarters?”
“No.” He smiled—a spiteful, satisfied smile. “He’s on the way to Verulamium to inspect the damage.”
Reggie shivered, and her arms tightened around Sparky. “When will he be back? “
“That’s no concern of yours.” He looked down at the mature-strewn yard. “Clean up this filth. There’s a scrubbing brush in the storeroom. Get on with it.”
“Yes, Tribune,” she said tonelessly.
She was pumping water into a bucket, under Agricola’s hostile gaze when the tense silence was shattered by the sound of men brawling. Spinning round Agricola roared off to the barracks. At the entrance, he looked back and saw Reggie watching him. “You stinking slave,” he yelled with the inner hate he kept hidden from others, “if this yard isn’t spotless, by the time I return, you’ll wish you’d never been born.” 
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money troubles

Early next morning Agricola headed off to the labor camp, impeccably turned out, thanks to Reggie who’d spent the previous evening polishing his boots and helmet to his exacting standards. Following an enlightening conversation with the centurion, he galloped back to the domus.
When Agricola burst into the fiscal office, Classianus was in consultation with his scribe, Degas. “Did you find out if the Camulodunum citizenry will meet their projected target, Sir?” 
Classianus shook his head morosely. “They’ll be lucky to scrape up thirty per cent. But what can you expect when you put a war-monger in charge of fiscal policy.” 
“Why don’t you talk to him?” said the scribe. “Explain to him that our main responsibility is revenue collection, and we should encourage the natives to increase their productivity.” 
“Believe me, I’ve talked myself blue in the face, but all Paulinus is concerned about is subjugating every single tribe. He can’t seem to get it through his thick head that the colony has no hope of meeting its obligations to Rome when he’s dead-set on exterminating the population.” He groaned. “To think I was happy when I learnt I’d been appointed procurator of this shitty little island!”
Stunned Agricola gaped, his eyes as round as saucers. He was edging his way back to the door when Classianus looked up. “I didn’t see you there, Julius.” He flapped a hand at a chair. 
Agricola sat down slowly, his stiff manners a total reverse of the easy familiarity that existed between the procurator and his scribe.
“Now my boy, I expect you heard me sounding off about the General?”
Agricola shifted nervously. His mother had advised him to be guided by Classianus. On the other hand, his appointment to the General’s staff was recent, and he didn’t want to do anything to injure that crucial relationship. “Paulinus is considered the best general of his day,” he said slowly, his eyes anxious.
“Your loyalty does you credit, my boy. However, if you wish to reach the rank of senator you need to choose your friends wisely. The right sort adds to your distinction, whereas the hatred Paulinus attracts could very easily rub off on you.”
Agricola knew a threat when he heard one. He was rummaging for a placatory answer when the scribe butted in. “The Procurator is giving you wise advice. It’s my considered opinion that the General’s governorship will be short lived,” he said, with an assurance at variance with his shabby appearance. 
Agricola stiffened. According to the intricate system of social classification he lived by, an underling should not take part in the conversation of his betters. He was tempted to fling the inkwell fair in his face. With an exasperated glare, he turned his back, on the jumped up pen-pusher. 
“Classianus,” he began, only to be interrupted by the arrival of a slave carrying a platter of trotters[footnoteRef:45].  [45:  Trotter: The foot of an animal, especially that of a pig, when used as food.] 

The procurator beckoned him over. He grunted as the slave loaded up his plate. “You really must try these, Julius.” 
“As I was about to say,” said Agricola, helping himself to a trotter and a slice of crystallized ginger, “won’t the fact that General Paulinus has so thoroughly avenged Roman deaths make him a hero in Nero’s eyes?”
Degas glancing up from the ledger. “That’s the trouble.” He pursed his lips. “I wouldn’t like to be in your place Procurator when the Emperor receives this quarter’s tribute.”
“What do you mean?” spluttered Classianus.
Degas stared hard at him. “The Emperor isn’t going blame the hero of Watling Street for the shortfall.” Sympathy flashed in his beady eyes. “You are the senior financial advisor, and so you’ll be held responsible for the Governor’s misguided policies.”
Classianus slumped down in his chair. His heart dropped with a squelch into the greasy pit he called his stomach “Shit,” he said in dismay. “I’m ruined!”
Agricola got to his feet. He cleared his throat. “Er...t-t-this doesn’t have anything to do with me,” he stammered. “I’ll c-c-come back later.”
Classianus’s head snapped up. “If you think this doesn’t affect you, think again, my boy. Whenever your name comes up for promotion your association with this financial crisis will be held against you.”
“But I haven’t had a hand in the colony’s finances,” Agricola protested firmly.
“Try convincing the promotion review panel,” grunted the procurator reaching for another trotter and waving it about like a miniature mace. “Both our careers will be ruined if Paulinus’s one-policy governorship continues unchecked.   Oh if only there was some way to get rid of him.” 
Degas leaned forward. “It won’t be easy to have him recalled,” he said, chomping down on the end of a bitten-down pen.   A moment later he said, “I suggest you accuse him of an impeachable crime.”
“Not much hope of that,” said the procurator, sighing heavily. “Paulinus may be a lousy governor but his character is beyond reproach.” 
Degas lowered his eyes and began fiddling with the wire coiled around his pen. “No one is totally law-abiding. If we dig deep enough I’d lay odds we’ll uncover a skeleton, or two. ”
Agricola stiffened. Leaping forward, he grabbed the scribe around the throat “You double-dyed rogue, you pigeon-hearted bean counter,” he thundered. “I’ll teach you to slander your betters!”
“Sit down, my dear fellow,” said Classianus, making little protesting movements with his hands. He turned to Degas. “Apologize at once.” 
The sharp-faced scribe’s face was the color of putty. “I’m s-s-sorry, Tribune,” he stuttered.
Agricola laughed unpleasantly. “An apology won’t save you from the cross.”
“My dear boy, there’s no need to go to such extremes,” said Classianus.”  Unused to violence, his voice shook. “Degas certainly spoke out of turn. But he’s a useful fellow. Very good at sums. I can’t run the office without him.”
“The insolent dog sets himself too high,” Agricola said, looking mulish. 
Classianus put a greasy hand on the tribune’s arm. “I’m sure you wouldn’t do anything to interfere with the smooth running of my department?” 
“No, Sir,” he muttered sullenly.
“Very good,” said Classianus, poking his tongue into a gap in his teeth to get at a bit of gristle. “Well, if there’s nothing else ...  I really should be getting back to work.”
Agricola’s face dropped. All too conscious his outburst had damaged a valuable relationship, he searched for a bridge builder. “There is another matter that I’d like to bring to your attention.”
Classianus didn’t even ask what the matter was. “Can’t it wait?” he asked, struggling to his feet. 
“I’m afraid not.” 
Classianus dropped back down. Both he and the chair’s frame sighed. “I hope this important,” he said, making no attempt to hide his impatience.
Some of his swagger had left Agricola. “I found out something today that reflects badly on the General’s judgment,” he began nervously. “You may be able to use it to ... er ... ease him out of office.” He paused as if he was uncertain how to proceed.  A moment later he continued with the nervousness of Caesar crossing the Rubicon.[footnoteRef:46]   [46:  In an attempt to avoid war breaking out between rival Roman generals camped either side of the River Rubicon, both armies were forbidden to cross the river. In 49 BC Julius Caesar’s army crossed the Rubicon triggering civil war with General Pompey’s troops. Caesar took this action knowing that the results could not be changed later. ‘Crossing the Rubicon’ has come to mean the point of no return.
] 

As the young tribune poured out his suspicions about Reggie, Classianus’s piggy eyes blinked with each new revelation.
“You say he was down at the labour camp every day, since we left for Camulodunum?”
“Yes. Apparently, he told the centurion-in-charge, he was acting on the General’s orders.” Agricola rolled his eyes. “General Paulinus appointing a slave as his emissary ... how likely is that?”	
“Sounds like a right load of bollocks!” said Classianus. “What do you think he was really up too?”
“I don’t know for certain, but I suspect he means to free the slaves. Do you want me to have him brought before you? Believe me it won’t take much to get the truth out of the gutless little squirt.”
“I believe we should allow the breakout to go ahead,” put in Degas.
Stunned, Agricola gasped. As for Classianus, he almost choked as his wine went down the wrong way. While the former spluttered and the latter coughed, Degas took the opportunity to elaborate. “Sometimes it’s advisable to throw a sprat to land a mackerel, or in the General’s case a barracuda. You see, Sirs, if you arrest the slave before the fact, you will undoubtedly get a confession. But he’s not the one ruining your careers, is he?” He paused, filled a glass with water and handed it to the procurator. “It’s Paulinus you need to incriminate.”
“What do you suggest?” croaked Classianus, his hoarse voice little more than a whisper. 
“Well, first of all we need to prove that this slave was indeed acting on Paulinus’s orders. We’ll need witness statements.” He looked hard at his employer. “Aren’t there funds in the fiscal budget for situations such as this?”
“Ah,” said Classianus, immediately catching on.”  He checked his pockets, and withdrew a bulging bag. “May I leave compiling evidence to you?”
Degas nodded, and tucked the bag up his sleeve.
“What would be my role in the operation?” asked Agricola, clearly peeved at being side-lined. 
Classianus threw Degas a help-me-out-here look.
“Surveillance,” replied the scribe replied smoothly. “Keep a close eye on the young villain and when he makes his move, pounce. Do you think you can handle that?” 
Agricola searched Degas’s face, uncertain whether the insolent wretch was mocking him. “I taught surveillance and community reconnaissance in my former post,” he said through clenched teeth. “With my military skills it will easy to keep Judoc under observation.”  He paused, “But what’s in it for me?” 
“Authorizing your promotion will be my first task as governor,” smiled Classianus. “You have my word on it, my boy.”
“By Heracles, you’ve got yourself a deal.” Agricola reached for the decanter. But no sooner had he filled his glass than a look of bewilderment came into his face. He leaned forward. “There’s just one thing that’s got me confused, Sir.”
“And what would that be?” 
Agricola frowned. “I don’t believe Paulinus knows anything about his slave’s plans.”
Classianus winked. “Neither do I, my boy!”
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Reggie tries her hand at forgery

At the same time as the gang of three plotted, Sparky gobbled sugar-coated almonds from Julia Pacata’s perfumed fingers. “Tsk,” murmured Reggie when she entered the bedroom. The treats she considered appropriate were Doggy Dental Chews, especially formulated to keep his teeth healthy. Just in time, she remembered it wasn’t her place to object. “Would you like me to take him for a walk, madam?
“Oh no, I can’t bear to be parted from the little cherub. Don’t you think it was sweet of Julius to give him to me? Such a very thoughtful young man.”
Reggie’s heart dropped. Exercising Julia’s new pet was the perfect excuse for a stroll along the heath, past the markets and down to the labour camp. “Is there anything else I can do for you? Do you need anything from the market?”
Julia shook her head. “Enjoy the free time while you can. My husband has just received word that General Paulinus is expected back the day after tomorrow.”
“Huh!”
“Are you alright? You’ve turned a most peculiar color?”
“Er … yes … it’s just that I thought he’d be away for another week.”
Julia pulled a face. “I hoped so too. He’s such a ghastly man. It must be horrible for poor Julius having to serve under him. If only he could be seconded to my husband’s office.”
If only! sighed Reggie.
“Speaking of impossible men—” Julia pulled another face “—my husband wants to speak to you.” 
“Oh!” said Reggie, feeling rather alarmed.  She was about to pump her for more information, but the arrival of Maria got in the way. The elderly maid held out a wig fashioned from Henna’s hair.  
“Oh, so you finally finished it. Julia leant forward and snatched it out of the old woman’s hands. “About time too!”
The slave, who had worked long into the night, double-knotting every strand by candlelight, looked fearfully at her mistress. “S-s-sorry madam! It took longer than I thought ...there was j-j-just so much hair.”
Reggie empathized. She had also been up all hours, ironing the yards of material in Agricola’s toga, using smoothing irons that couldn’t be adjusted, scared to death of scorching it. She shot the maid the sympathetic smile of a fellow sufferer.
“Excuses, excuses,” said Julia shaking out the springy red tresses.  Her sour expression faded. “Hurry up! I can’t wait to see how I look.”  
Julia was almost dancing with excitement as the maid tucked her hair into a wig cap. “You’re so slow,” she said, wriggling, around, trying to peek in the mirror as Maria brushed out the curls.
“Nearly done.” The maid pulled a tawny ringlet over her mistress’s bare shoulder, and then stepped back to admire the effect. “Beautiful, Madam … you put Venus in the shade.”
Inflating like a peacock, Julia pushed her lips out a little to make them pucker. “What do you think?” she asked, looking up at Reggie through sooty lashes. 
Reggie knew she was expected to say something complimentary. And, in this case, she wouldn’t have to stretch the truth. She opened her mouth to proclaim that Madam was indeed a vision of beauty, but then she remembered Henna’s anguished face. She tilted her head to one side as if she were considering the matter.
“Well,” purred Julia, “how do I look?”
Reggie shrugged. “Older.”
“Older!” shrieked Julia.
“Yes,” said Reggie, nodding her head. “Red isn’t your color ... it puts years on you.” 
Julia looked as though she was going to internally combust. A soldier’s oath stormed from her lips as she flung the wig onto the floor.  Absolutely mortified, she stared at Reggie with loathing. “My husband wants to see you,” she hissed through clenched teeth. “I wouldn’t keep him waiting, if I were you!” 
Reggie’s shoulders slumped. He must know what I’ve been up to, she thought, with a feeling of unease. “Er…where is his office located?”
“Ask Maria,” said Julia, not even bothering to look at her.
Sparky opened an eye and yawned. He glanced at the empty comfit jar. Never one to give up easily, he tested his power of persuasion on Julia. 
The procurator’s wife was an easy subject for the master of thought transference. She called to Maria as the maid stood back to allow Reggie to precede her through the door. “Before you leave fill up the sweetie jar, you good for nothing old trollop.”
Sparky flashed a plaque free grin at Reggie.

*	*	*

Before Boadicea’s army torched every building in Londinium, tax collection was conducted in a grandiose structure in the style of Basilica Porcia, the administrative centre of Rome. But for now, a makeshift wooden structure, turf-roofed in the Celtic style, was the power base of the colony. 
Finding the offices empty Maria questioned the sentry. She repeated his words to Reggie. “Classianus has gone off somewhere with his scribe and that young tribune, the one that thinks his shit don’t stink. It took three slaves to haul the master’s fat ass into the wagon… the sentry said it was better than a circus.” An unexpected smile curved her pinched mouth, and her dull eyes brightened. “You could be in for a long wait.”
“Ah well, I’ve nothing else to do.”
Marie scowled as the youth made himself comfortable on the reinforced couch where Classianus took his afternoon naps. “Some people have all the luck ...  there aren’t enough hours in the days to get my work done.” She shuffled off, slamming the door behind her. 
After Maria left, Reggie explored the office. For all its ramshackle structure, it was furnished pretentiously with pieces Classianus had brought with him from his former posting. She was amazed to discover books. Back at the fort, records were still kept on rolled up papyrus scrolls, and scribes wasted hours looking up information. So Classicianus is keeping up with innovation, she thought, surprised. She had written him off as a pompous, old fogey.
She opened the ledger on the double desk that contained the colony’s financial records. The allotted quota of corn and gold was listed next to each village and municipality. Very few of the accounts payable had been settled.  Hardly a surprise, thought Reggie. The passionate historian knew that following the failure of the rebellion, the Iceni couldn’t feed their people, let alone export grain to Rome. 
She closed the ledger and turned her attention to a tablet book. The General had one like it on his desk. He used it to jot down notes by writing on the wax surface with a pointed instrument fitted with a spatula shaped eraser. The eraser’s edge was used to obliterate the writing by cutting the surface. The wax was then restored to its original state by smoothing it with the eraser’s flat bottom. 
Scanning the notes on the tablet, she realized she was reading the draft of a letter to Emperor Nero complaining about General Paulinus. Her lips tightened. The attack on his management of the colony qualified for hatchet job of the year.
“You rat, Classianus!” she said to the empty room. “Why couldn’t you talk it over with the General, man to man?” Her eyes clouded.  She knew that before the year was out, General Paulinus would be hauled in front of the senate to answer accusations of mismanagement.  Should she warn the General of his deputy’s treachery?  She was steeling herself to make off with the evidence when the words of Omar Khayyam came into her head: 
‘The Moving Finger writes; and, having writ,
Moves on: nor all thy Piety nor Wit
Shall lure it back to cancel half a Line,
Nor all thy Tears wash out a Word of it.’
She groaned.  No matter how much one might want to, it was not possible to rewrite history. For a long time she stared off into space before her practical, no-nonsense nature resurfaced.  The General’s destiny was fixed, but what happened to Ennis was yet to be written. 
“I’ll have to help him,” she murmured softly. For a moment she looked utterly miserable. “If only there was a way of organizing his escape without incriminating myself.” She laughed, a hollow laugh, it wasn’t merely unlikely, it was an absolute impossibility. 

*	*	*

To take her mind off her troubles, Reggie leafed through the papers on the desk. Their content was of little interest. In the main, they were orders, run of the mill requests for goods and services, authorized by the procurator and stamped with the official seal.  As she looked from the seal to the pens to the inkwell, her eyes lit up with glee and a cunning smile crept into her face. Having started school in the fifties, she had learnt to write with a dip-in pen. This takes me back, she thought as she selected a pen, dipped it in the well, and tried her hand at forgery.
Despite the passage of time, she hadn’t lost the knack. The order she wrote for four slaves faithfully copied the penmanship of the scribe.  Signed and stamped with the seal, to her critical eye, it was indistinguishable from the others. She was sprinkling sand on the wet ink when she heard voices in the ante room. Rolling the parchment hastily, she stuffed it inside her tunic.
Classicianus followed by his scribe entered the office. Any exercise, even walking the short distance from the wagon to his office left the chronically obese man breathless. A few moments passed before he spoke to Reggie who stood beside the desk, head bowed as she’d been taught.  “I summoned you here to show my appreciation of your service to my wife while I was away,” he said, looking hot and bothered. “This is for you.”  He tossed her an as.	
“Er ... thank you … but there’s no need to pay me, Your Excellency,” said Reggie, forcing herself to be polite, though she would have liked to throw the coin back in his treacherous face. “I was following General Paulinus’s orders.”
Ignoring her outstretched hand, Classianus dismissed her with a flick of his thumb. She was at the door when Degas said, “You’re not a Celt, are you?” 
She turned back with a sinking feeling. “What’s it to you?” she said, assuming the scribe in his stained and grubby smock was merely a slave. Ordinarily Reggie was never rude, but she was jumpy, and so frightened of being exposed that her good manners flew out the door through which she had hoped to escape.
The scribe blinked, but Classianus half rose from his couch. “Look here,” he spluttered, his asthmatic breath coming in short, sharp gasps, “how dare you address my scribe in that tone of voice? Degas may not be a patrician, but he is a citizen of Rome! I can’t believe Paulinus allows—” he paused to get his breath.
“It appears that the General is more democratic than he’s given credit for, Your Excellency,” said Degas, thumping him firmly on the back.
“No he’s an absolute autocrat,” gabbled Reggie, utterly distraught. “I’m terribly s-s-sorry. I’m new to this ... and well, sometimes I forget my place.”
Degas laughed. “I’ve been known to forget mine.” 
“I’m surprised you treat the matter so lightly,” bristled Classianus. “The lad deserves a flogging.”
“Oh, I think he we should give him another chance,” said Degas. He looked around for something to sooth the procurator. “A refreshment break, Sir?”
Red-faced Classianus nodded, his fists unclenched, and he slumped down on the couch. The scribe turned to Reggie. “Two large brandies ... the glasses are over there on the sideboard.”
As a flustered Reggie poured the drinks, Degas crouched down beside Classianus, and whispered in his ear.
“Are you sure, it’s him,” hissed Classianus, “he doesn’t look the sort to—” 
He broke off as Reggie, trembling slightly, walked towards them with the drinks balanced on a silver tray. After she served the men, she bowed and turned to leave, but Degas put a restraining hand on her arm. “I’d be interested to hear more about General Paulinus’s good points.” He turned to his boss “After all,” he said casually, “no one knows a man better than his body slave.”
Lulled into a false sense of security by the unassuming scribe’s pleasant manner, Reggie couldn’t pass up the opportunity to defend the General to his detractor. “Well,” she began in her confident schoolmarm voice, “though I am appalled by how he went about it, I am convinced that Rome would have lost Briton if General Paulinus hadn’t defeated Queen Boadicea—” 
A scornful laugh from Classianus interrupted Reggie. “Lost Briton ... on the result of one battle!”
“No question about it” she said with unwise eagerness. “Even before the destruction of the colony’s three major cities, Nero considered pulling out of Briton.  If Paulinus hadn’t stopped Boadicea, he would have withdrawn the army ... nothing surer.”
Degas stroked his chin with an inky forefinger. “You have to admit it is a possibility, Sir.” 
“A certainty more like,” said a misguided Reggie, “and what’s more it could have led to the end of the Roman Empire.”
The statement provoked a sharp intake of breath from both men.  But unaware she’d crossed into seditious territory, Reggie pressed on. “Were the other colonies to discover that Rome’s invincibility is just a myth, similar rebellions could break out all over the Empire. Rome is very fortunate to have a soldier of the General’s caliber as governor of Briton.” She took a deep breath. “It would be a big mistake to replace him.”
Degas stiffened. He glanced down at the notes he’d made for his superior about the General’s unsuitability to govern the colony. He erased them, and then wrote something on the smoothed surface. “Your name is Judoc, isn’t it?”
Reggie nodded.
Degas held out the tablet. “Is this how it’s spelt?”




[bookmark: _Toc439969054]XXXII

sparky to the rescue

“I don’t know, replied Reggie glancing down at the tablet. “ I —”
“There’s no need to apologize,” cut in Classianus. He gave Degas a pitying shake of the head. “Don’t you know the first thing about barbarians? Isn’t it expecting a great deal of any slave, however bright, to read?” 
Before Classianus interrupted, Reggie had been about to say that Celtic spelling and pronunciation were completely different.  Her heart fluttered as she realized how close she’d come to giving herself away. 
Immortal gods, the exasperated scribe muttered under his breath as the accidental assassin droned on about the hereditary inferiority of slave races. 
“No doubt,” he said when Classianus finally wound down. “To quote Cicero[footnoteRef:47], ‘you can’t make a silk purse out of a sow’s ear.”  [47:  The influence of Cicero upon the history of European literature and ideas greatly exceeds that of any other prose writer in any language, but overweening self-importance and pompous vanity led to his downfall. Following the murder of Julius Caesar, Cicero advocated a return to a republican state, attacking Mark Antony in a series of defamatory speeches. He was declared an enemy of the state, hunted down and executed by soldiers. As a mark of Antony’s revenge his head and hands were put on display in the Roman forum] 

Reggie winced. But she wasn’t the intended recipient of the barb.
“Ah Cicero…now there was a man too clever for his own good,” remarked Classianus with a smug smile. Turning to Reggie he added, “There’s something to be said for ignorance. What you don’t know can’t harm you, eh?”
It was incredibly galling for Reggie to be forced into acting like a birdbrain, but she was desperate. “Er, yes…no.  I don’t understand, Your Excellency!”
“See Degas, not an original thought in his head. All that guff he was mouthing came from Paulinus.” He turned to Reggie. “You’re a proper little parrot, aren’t you?”
“Yes,” agreed Reggie, drooping in as cowed and submissive a manner as she could muster.
Classicianus gave a snort of laughter. “I don’t think there’s anything to be learnt from questioning him further.” He flicked his thumb in dismissal.
Reggie exited bowing. At the door she looked back. Classianus had his hand in the olive jar, but Degas was staring at her with narrowed eyes. She smiled at him. He didn’t smile back. 

*	*	*

The only person she encountered on the way to the General’s quarters was a girl emptying kitchen slops into the pig-pail.  Reggie gave her an abrupt nod, and hurried past too distraught to speak. There was something about the expression on Degas’s face that disturbed her, any moment she expected him to call her back. 
She had only just hidden the counterfeit document under the General’s mattress when there was a knock on the door. Her footsteps faltered as she crossed the room. She steeled herself to open it. 
“Are you feeling alright, laddie?” asked Cook, peering at her with motherly concern. 
Reggie breathed a sigh of relief and held out her hands to take the heaped up tray. “I’m fine,” she managed to mutter.
“But you look peaky. You could be coming down with something nasty.” Ignoring Reggie’s outstretched hands, she walked in and placed the tray on the bedside cabinet. “That bed looks inviting. Why don’t you put your head down for a couple of hours?”
“That will be the day. Aggro’s got me running round in rings.”
“Well you’re in luck. I just saw him and the soldiers marching off in the direction of Leith Hill on another of his training exercises. He won’t be back for hours.” She sat down heavily on the bed. “Would you care for some company?” she said with an alarmingly suggestive smile. 
There was a long silence while Reggie searched for an inoffensive reply. “Not right now,” she said, eventually, “I don’t feel well. You ought to leave ... I wouldn’t want you to come down with what I’ve got.”
“I daresay you caught the flu from Madam Muck. I’ve just sent her over a bowl of nourishing beef tea. There’s plenty left in the pot. Stop by later for a bowl. If anything will sharpen your spear, it will.”
She left muttering that young men weren’t what they were in her young days. 

*	*	*

As she picked at her lunch, Reggie couldn’t get her close call out of her head.  She had been seconds away from revealing that she could read and write. Thank goodness Classicianus had butted in when he did. Too het up to eat, her thoughts turned to the glaring flaw in her escape plan. 
Though she was confident the forged order would secure the release of Ennis and his friends, she couldn’t convince her skeptical brain that once the centurion released the slaves into her custody, he wouldn’t give them another thought. “The first time he meets up with the procurator he’s certain to ask after them, if only to make conversation,” she muttered, “and then the fat will be in the fire, my girl.”
The hefty serving of spit-roasted beef congealed on the plate as Reggie paced around the room trying to come up with a solution. But for the life of her, she couldn’t see a way round the problem, other than running away with the fugitives.  During her lifetime, Reggie had trained herself to be stoic in adversity, to always show a brave face, but the wave of misery that flooded through her was so strong she had to sit down.  
Her distress increased with the realization that the General would think the worst. What he thought of her might seem unimportant, considering what was at stake, but right now his opinion mattered more than anything. What a relief it would be to abandon her masquerade, to put her head on his shoulder and confess! But of course she couldn’t. He wouldn’t believe her. Nobody would.
Utterly wretched, her mind drifted to the last time she had seen him. He’d been waiting for the procurator— his rugged features stamped with impatience, the tendons in his powerful arms corded from holding back the straining horses.  She had thought he was the embodiment of the dark, protective hero, the alpha male, the lord and master that belonged in the pages of a novel. 
His bed linen still retained his pungent scent. In his absence she slept in his bed. Every night as she clutched his pillow, she imagined him holding her in those powerful arms of his, and kissing her with a passionate sweetness.  Powerless to resist a compelling compulsion, she curled up on the mattress. She was breathing in the General’s potent masculinity when Sparky raced up with Julia’s brand new wig in his mouth. 
When Reggie just stared at him in shocked dismay, he jumped up on the bed, and dropped it. Wagging his tail, he nosed it towards her. “You naughty dog,” she said, snatching it up and stuffing it inside her tunic. “We’re going to have to put it back. You are a very bad boy, Sparky.”
The little dog sighed.  Why are humans so stupid?  Why is it always so difficult to get them to understand?

*	*	*

Reggie leant against the door frame, staring into Julia’s bedroom. The sick woman snored—the result of too much wine with lunch. Maria also slept, slumped on a chair— but her excuse was exhaustion. 
“Keep quiet,” Reggie said to Sparky, and headed for the alcove where the fashion victim stored her accessories.  As she wondered whether she should put the wig in the drawer with the others, or fling it back in the corner where Julia had thrown it, she glimpsed her reflection in the mirror. Her eyes dropped to the tousled wig of chestnut curls in her hand.
Sparky woofed his encouragement, “Go for it, go for it.”
“Shhh,” warned Reggie. She peeped nervously round the corner. Mistress and slave snored on.
Go on, willed Sparky in silent support. Mindful of the need for quiet, he contented himself with wagging his tail when she placed the wig on her head. 
The soft light from a hundred candle chandelier bathed the luminous ivory of her skin with a golden radiance, and burnished the copper ringlets tumbling down her back. Reggie, who normally didn’t pay attention to how she looked, examined her face from every angle. 
I look like one of the models that grace the covers of glossy magazines, she thought, giggling with disbelief. She pulled her tunic tight to reveal her perky breasts, slim waist, and slightly rounded hips.  A perfect 34-24-34 body.  If only the General could see me like this.  She blinked.   Wrong, wrong, wrong!  He thinks I’m a boy, not a young woman with burning desires. Her mouth twisted. She yanked off the wig, and flung it on top of the others. “Come on, Sparky, we better get out of here.” 
Reggie’s hand was on the door knob when Sparky’s intense concentration paid off.  As soon as his telepathic transmission entered her head, she knew she’d found the answer to her dilemma. I’m a genius, she thought.
Sparky rolled his big brown eyes.
Turning on her heel, Reggie crept past the sleeping women and opened a cedar cabinet jam-packed with Julia’s clothes. Quickly she selected a white tunic studded with pearls. It was made of linen as soft as silk and totally unsuitable for outdoors on a typically brisk autumn day, but all Julia’s dresses were the same. No wonder she’s caught a cold, thought Reggie, reaching for a woolen shawl—for though she looked young and carefree, internally she was still a prudent old woman. Beaded slippers and a black Grecian style wig completed her disguise.
“Let’s hope Classianus doesn’t come in while I’m getting changed, Sparky.” 
“I’ll keep watch,” woofed the small dog, running round in frenzied circles. 
“Shhh! What’s the matter with you…do you want to get me caught?
“Sorry…I didn’t think.” He lay down, rested his brown and white head with the white diamond on his paws, closed one eye and half-closed the other.
“Good boy,” Reggie whispered. But knowing the dog’s attention span was short, she dressed quickly.  She stared at her reflection thoughtfully. There was a resemblance, but not enough to fool someone who knew Julia personally. Military personnel were sometimes invited to dine at the procurator’s residence.  Had Centurion Greco? Reggie had no way of knowing. 
She bent down and patted the little dog.  “Wish me luck Sparky ... I’m certainly going to need it.” 
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out of the smoke, into the flame

As the cart trundled towards the labour camp, Reggie willed the horses to go faster. Though the driver had accepted she was Madam Pacata, there was no guarantee she wouldn’t meet someone better acquainted with the First Lady, as Julia had begun calling herself. The charioteer, secretly reveling in the honor, kept the team to a dignified walk. By the time she reached her destination a swarm of frenzied butterflies had taken up residence in Reggie’s stomach.
“Inform the centurion the procurator’s wife wishes to speak to him,” said Reggie, so icily that the driver cringed.  
“Y-yes, right away, Your Excellency.” He glanced from his stone-faced passenger to a nearby slave, slumped over from the strain of lugging twenty kilos of granite fifty meters. “Hey you,” he called out to the exhausted skeleton, “hold the horses’ heads.”
While she waited, Reggie’s panic increased. By some miracle she had avoided being exposed as a fraud on the journey, but her confidence was in tatters. The constant stress of playing page to a man she was madly in love with had taken its toll on her, let alone the strain of keeping her feelings hidden in her heart. 
As so often happened, her thoughts strayed to Paulinus. Her heart lurched. She knew the honorable General would not forgive her lies. And she’d told so many, it was getting difficult to keep them straight.  Even if I pull this off, she thought sadly, it won’t be the same. 
She glanced down at the slack reins. It would be so easy to whip up the horses and head for the hills. Oh dear, she must get a grip on herself. Her promise to Ennis came before the General, and before her own cowardly feelings. By the time the driver arrived back with Greco, the pallor of her cheeks was the only sign of panic.
The centurion, who’d spent several minutes combing his thinning hair forward to cover his receding hairline, looked smarter than Reggie had ever seen him. “Forgive me for keeping you waiting, Your Excellency. I’ve been dashing from one meeting to the next all morning.”
Reggie jutted her chin out at the smarmy bully, “I also have pressing engagements!” 
“Of course!” He rocked back on his heels and flashed a smile. “How can I assist you?”
Reggie peered down her nose at him in the way she would have scrutinized a cockroach. “We are extremely shorthanded at the Residence. My husband is most concerned that I don’t overdo things. He has approved the transfer of four slaves.” 
The centurion had been around long enough to know that keeping the top brass happy was the path to advancement. He bowed. “Of course, Your Excellency. I’ll get the head guard to find you four of the best. ”
Reggie’s brow creased with disappointment. Damn it!  She’d automatically thought she could choose whoever she wanted. There was a long pause.  A slave trudged past, groaning under the weight of his load. A flock of screeching swallows wheeled overhead.
“I prefer to choose my own” she snapped. “Over half of the ones you sent last time were unsuitable.” 
The centurion frowned. “No one complained to me.”
“I didn’t want to waste your time. After all you have a city to rebuild.”  She squeezed out a smile. “Perhaps you would care to join us for dinner when my husband returns?  He is always willing to sponsor a promising officer.”
“T-t-thank you,” he stuttered, his normally bored stiff face was vulnerable and hopeful.
“My pleasure,” said Reggie, getting to her feet. “Now if it isn’t too inconvenient, I’d like to take a look at the slaves.”
“Of course, Your Excellency.”  
Reggie inclined her head. She held out her hand to him, and he swelled like a cane toad. As he solicitously assisted her down from the wagon, she felt a giggle about to burst out of her. She covered her mouth, and faked a sneeze.
“May the gods preserve you,” smarmed the oily creep. 

*	*	*

As the unquestioned overlord of the labor camp, Greco had effortless access to female slaves, but this was the first time he was close and personal with a woman of title. He had come up through the ranks, and making conversation with a female patrician was outside his range of experience.  However, his social inadequacy was more than compensated by Reggie’s inane chatter. She pointed at the line of slaves queued up at the barge. “Why are they’re hanging about? Shouldn’t they be working?”
Greco was stunned by her ignorance but no one would have known from his manner. “Well, Your Excellency some down time is inevitable,” he said with earnest gravity. “The whole operation depends on the speed of the loaders.” He pointed at Judoc who having transferred a slab of granite into the hands of the next-in-line, immediately picked up another. “Loaders wear out quickly. Fortunately we’ve got two reliable ones right now.” 
Just then Lannie tottered past, buckling under the weight of her load.  Reggie grabbed Greco’s’s arm. “I’ll take her. I’ve had her before, and she didn’t do a bad job ... for a Ba-ba. ”
The centurion looked relieved. “Would you like her sister? She’s a good worker too.”
Reggie shrugged and studied her nails. “I may as well.” 
“You’ve made a good choice, indeed I’m sorry to part with them,” the centurion replied, hiding his relief. He knew the pregnant girls couldn’t keep working much longer. His eyes moved down the line and settled on two elderly men. Both looked like a strong wind would blow them over. “If you are looking for house-trained males I’d recommend that pair, standing at the back.”
Reggie shook her head. “They’re totally unsuitable.” She pointed at Judoc and Ennis. “I’ll take them.” 
The centurion shook his head. “They’re my loaders. Losing them will disrupt the schedule.” He gave a sad, apologetic smile. “I’m sure you wouldn’t want that.”
Stand back Ellen Ripley, thought Reggie. She paused. But only to suck in her cheeks. “The schedule is your province, Centurion, not mine. Now I can see that you’re far too busy to stand around chatting, so if you’ll organize their release, I’ll be on my way.” 
Her tone was identical to Julia’s, at her most imperious and the officer didn’t argue. Turning on his heel, he strode over to a guard and pointed out the slaves.
“There’s another barge due any day,” groaned the guard. “How long will they be gone?” 
“For good. It’s a permanent posting.”
The guard kicked the ground. “Shit! There goes our early completion bonus!”

*	*	*

The slaves stood in a tight group, obviously unsure of what was expected of them as Reggie, still in role, closed the door to the General’s quarters. The anxiety left Ennis’s face when she whipped off her wig. “Reggie? I don’t believe it,” he said starting to laugh, “You certainly fooled me.”
“I fooled the centurion too.’ Her eyes danced with mischief. “He believes you’ve been seconded by the procurator’s wife. You can relax ... he’s not going to come looking for you.”
“That’s a relief.” He pulled a face. “Could you tell the others what’s going on in Latin. I don’t think my Celt is up to it.”
Somehow Reggie resisted the impulse to bring up the number of times he had complained about her wasting money learning a dead language. “How much do they know? Have you told them we’re from the future? Do they know about us?”
“No, of course not ... it’s too incredible. You must see that.”
“But we have to say something.”
“Not necessarily.” He leant forward and looked earnestly into her eyes. “I think we should behave as if we were in the witness protection program.”
“The witness protection program!”
“That’s right,” said Ennis. “Think about it.  We can’t go home, we’re on the run, and we can’t let anyone in on the secret. Shouldn’t we forget our former lives and concentrate on forging new identities?” 
Reggie sighed at the thought of living a permanent lie. “What do I say if one of your friends asks me how I know you?”
“Tell them we belong to the same tribe. He cocked his head as he thought. “The Australi,” he said, at with a smirk.
“But it isn’t a Celtic tribe,” argued Reggie.
“We know that,” said Ennis with a grin. He jerked a thumb at his companions, “but that lot doesn’t have a clue.”
“Okay,” said Reggie admitting defeat. She smiled reassuringly at the young royals who were staring at her in complete bewilderment. “Relax,” she said, switching to Latin, “You’ve been rescued—”

*	*	*

Rather fortunately, the befuddled royals didn’t ask any awkward questions. They just wanted to know when they were leaving. 
“There won’t be a better time than tonight,” said Reggie, “General Paulinus is expected back tomorrow!”
Lannie shuddered.  “I wouldn’t want to be around when he finds out we’ve escaped.” 
Henna flicked her sister a scornful glance. “I’m no frightened rabbit that bolts at the sound of the huntsman’s horn.”  In contrast to her sister’s tremulous tone her voice was firm and resolute. “I say we wait here until he returns. This is our chance to avenge mother, and I for one, won’t retreat.” 
Reggie went cold.  Icy, freezing cold. “Too risky,” she said when she finally found her voice. 
Henna lifted her head and stuck out her chin. “I am not afraid to die. Indeed, I shall welcome death if it means that I have the satisfaction of sticking a dagger into that monster’s evil black heart.”
“Andraste preserve us!” yelled Judoc. “Are you mad?”
“What?” Henna spun round to confront him her whole body shaking with uncontrollable rage. “Don’t you care that he slaughtered my whole tribe?”
“You aren’t the only one who lost family,” he hurled back. “He butchered the Trinovantes too.  But killing one stinking Roman won’t get us our lands back. I say we get out of here tonight while the going’s good.” 
“Let’s put it to a vote.” Henna turned to her sister. “You want to see the Butcher dead, don’t you?”
Lannie looked torn. She turned her face first to Judoc and then to Henna. 
“Well?” 
Hot color ran up under Lannie’s cheeks. She nodded slowly, and then looked pleadingly at Judoc, willing him to understand. 
Judoc ignored the appeal. “I’m through taking orders from women. We wouldn’t be in this mess if my father hadn’t listened to your mother.”
Henna’s control snapped.  She grabbed him round the chest. “I always knew you were a salami-eating surrender rabbit,” she shrieked, wrestling him to the ground.
“Please don’t,” said Reggie as they rolled around trying to kick, bite and scratch each other “Make them stop, Ennis.”
He gave them the briefest of glances. “They’re always fighting. It doesn’t mean anything.” 
A chair crashed down on the tiles.
Ennis leapt up.  Pulling the furious princess off Judoc, he jabbed the enraged king with his free hand. “Are you trying to get us caught?”
“She started it.”
“He asked for it.”
“And I’m finishing it,” said Ennis, towering over the pair like an angry parent.
Reggie mouthed thank you gratefully when the red-faced combatants moved as far away from each other as was possible in the cramped room.
Ennis gave her a weary smile. “You’ve no idea what it’s like trying to control teenagers.”
Reggie bristled. “What!  After forty years in schools.”
“You can’t compare teaching normal Australian kids to dealing with teenage warriors,” said Ennis to the unconvinced teacher. “Anyway, what were they arguing over this time?”
“Henna wants to wait for General Paulinus to get back ... she’s vowed to kill him. She wants to avenge her mother, but Judoc disagrees. He thinks you should get away while the going’s good.”
Ennis nodded. “He’s right.” I reckon we should get out of here tonight.” 
Reggie jutted her chin towards Henna. “You try convincing her.”
Ennis’s expression softened. “She’s always snarly when she’s hungry.” Something to eat might calm her down.” 
“Sorry! I didn’t think.” Reggie, crammed the wig on her head. “Try to keep them under control while I’m away.” 

*	*	*

The door had barely closed when Henna confronted Ennis. “So tell me, is this Reggie person, a he or a she?”
Ennis’s heart sank. “Er…you better speak to Reggie,” he said feebly.
“By Andraste what kind of an answer is—”
“Lower your voice, before we have the guards in here,” said Lannie, getting between Henna and Ennis as if she expected another brawl to break out.
“Keep out of this!” said Henna shoving her sister out of the way. “Ennis, I demand to know what this … person … is to you,” she said with an outraged expression.
Ennis stared at Henna open-mouthed.  There was a possessive jealousy in her voice that both confused and thrilled him. “It’s not easy to explain,” he began hesitantly and dried up.
Judoc shot him a look of male solidarity. “What’s it to you?” he said to Henna. “You’re not his wife. He only pretended to be your husband, to put the Romans off the scent.”
“Besides,” put in Lannie, “if Reggie is masquerading as a boy, you don’t need to be a wise-woman to understand why.”  She reached out and touched her sister’s belly. “Well, do you?”
Henna folded her arms over her stomach. “No,” she said with a sullen scowl.
She didn't say it in a threatening way, but there was something odd about her manner that made Lannie feel something wasn't right with her. Her sister’s mobile face was stiff, and there were spots of color on her fair cheeks.  Lannie’s eyes widened. “Are you in love with him?” she asked in her breathless, little girl voice.
“Of course I’m not,” said Henna with a furious shake of her head. 
“Well, now that’s settled,” Judoc put in with heavy sarcasm, “perhaps can we move onto something important ...  like organizing our getaway?”
“Have you got a destination in mind?” asked Ennis with an air of deliberate nonchalance. For though he was devastated by the vehemence of Henna’s denial, he knew folk who wore their hearts on their sleeves got them broken.” 
“Mona, of course.” 
“More information ... I’ve never heard of the place.”
Judoc looked shocked. “You must have ... it’s the spiritual home of the Celtic religion, and the foremost training centre for druids.”
“Druids! Aren’t they priests?” asked Ennis, unimpressed. He couldn’t see a spirited girl like Henna in a monastery.
Judoc raised his eyes to the ceiling. “Druids are more than priests. They’re scientists, scholars, teachers and—” 
“Freedom fighters,” cut in Henna, “with their help, we’ll raise another army.” 
Henna’s support was enough for Ennis.  “Right Mona it is. Who knows we just might succeed where your mother failed.”
Henna’s eyes, so like her mother’s, shone with fervent fanaticism. “Might is not in my vocabulary.” 
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tears and recriminations

Thirty minutes later Reggie returned as a pageboy. In her arms she held a wooden crate. Sparky scampering at her heels bounded up to Ennis, wagging his tail and whimpering. A huge smile curved Ennis’s lips. He fondled the dog’s ears, and Sparky laid his head in his lap. “Did you rustle up any grub?” 
Reggie nodded, and dumped the crate on the General’s campaign chest. “Cook thinks I need fattening up. She always gives me enough to feed an army,” she said, pulling out cobs of bread, followed by a spit-roasted hen. “Frugality doesn’t figure in her cookery book.”
Ennis sniffed hungrily, and tore the fowl apart with his fingers. “I’ll make chicken rolls for everyone.”
“Use this.”
“Christ,” said Ennis as she withdrew a deadly-looking knife— used to skin and bone beasts, followed by a filleter, axe and a hammer used to stun them.
“The butcher will be blamed for their loss,” said Reggie inwardly squirming as her innate honesty chose that moment to reassert itself.
Ennis shrugged. “Can’t be helped.” He glanced at Henna, picked up the hammer and struck a pose. His impression of Thor fell flat. The warrior’s eyes were on the boning knife. She lunged for it a split second ahead of Judoc. 
Laughing triumphantly, she aimed the point at his heart. “This is mine. Agreed?”
“I can’t see that I’ve got a lot of choice.”
The victor grinned and ran her finger down the edge of the wide blade.
“You choose next, Lannie,” Judoc said, with exaggerated politeness.
“This will do me,” she said grabbing a thin tapering knife used to remove flesh from the bones. “Er ... unless you’d like it, Reggie,” she said switching to Latin. 
Reggie shook her head. “I don’t need a weapon. “Actually,” she said turning crimson, “I’m not going with you.”
Lannie looked shocked. “Why,” she said in a hurt tone, “don’t you want to free Briton?”
Reggie gave her an apologetic smile. “Lannie, I’m not a warrior ... I’d be more hindrance than help.”  She paused for a moment before adding, “I feel bad about letting you down though.”
“There’s no need to feel guilty,” said Henna, demonstrating her relief by squeezing Reggie a touch too enthusiastically. “After all, you aren’t one of us.”
“What’s going on?” said Ennis, spreading his palms in bewilderment. “I haven’t the faintest idea what you’re talking about.”
“I just told your friends that I’m not coming with you,” said Reggie, resisting the urge to massage her painful upper arm.
“But you can’t stay here. What do you think will happen to you when the General finds out?”
Reggie couldn’t remember him ever showing concern for her wellbeing before. Her eyes pricked. “He w-won’t,” she stammered. “I’ve covered my tracks.”
“Completely?”
Reggie nodded her head up and down. “Honestly. There’s no need to worry. He won’t suspect me.”
“That’s a weight off my mind.” His tense eyes shifted to Henna.  “To be honest, you aren’t exactly cut out to be a warrior.” 
Reggie followed the direction of his gaze. The rival for his affection was picking her teeth with the boner, untroubled by the globs of congealed blood on the blade.  Reggie compressed her lips. “I’ll take that as a compliment.”

*	*	*

While the fugitives tore into the food like ravenous wolves, Reggie sat on the bed thinking. Although she had convinced Ennis that she had nothing to fear from Paulinus, she wasn’t as certain as she’d made out.  “Ennis,” she began hesitantly, “do you remember where you left the Sovereign?”
Ennis removed a bone from his mouth, “In the woods,” he said, and dropped it on the floor.
Keeping the room in a state of military order and cleanliness was Reggie’s prime task. Biting back a protest, she said, “Can’t you be more specific?”
“Not really ... all trees look pretty much the same.”
“Think!”
“Well I suppose it’s about a mile or so from the charcoal burners’ settlement.” Ennis grimaced at the memory. “I still haven’t got around to telling you … but after I crashed the scooter—”Reggie cut him off. “Is it a write off?”
“I dunno. I didn’t hang around to find out. A pack of wolves was after me. Believe me, the state of the Sovereign was the last thing on my mind—” 
He broke off, looked quizzically at Reggie. “You’re not thinking of going home, are you?” he asked, as if the notion was ludicrous.
“Er, well yes.” She took a deep breath. “You don’t have to stay here either. Why don’t you and Sparky come back with me?”
Ennis’s jaw dropped.  He didn’t need to speak—‘oh no’ was stamped on his face in inch high capitals. 
Sparky who was lying under the bed gnawing on a bone protested noisily.  “You’ve got to be kidding? There’s no way I’m going back. Never! Not ever, No way—”
Ennis and Reggie simultaneously ordered him to shut up.
“You should at least think about it,” Reggie continued once the small dog went back to his bone.
Ennis glanced at Henna, and sighed. “Is there somewhere we can talk privately?” 
“We better go through to my quarters.  It’s too dangerous to go outside.”
“OK.” He turned to his friends, “Excuse us for a moment.” 
Lannie and Judoc smiled and nodded their heads. Henna’s mouth twisted. 

*	*	*

“I can’t see anything. What’s taking you so long to light the candle?” complained Ennis.
It’s not that easy without proper matches,” said Reggie as she touched the lighted spall to the wick. She sighed when the flame went out. It didn’t matter how often she tried, she never succeeded in lighting the first century matches at the first attempt. “I’m sorry. I can’t get it to light.”
“That’s Roman technology for you.”
At least he’s blaming the matches and not me, thought Reggie, pleasantly surprised. She’d expected one of his put downs. “I’ll give it another try,” she said, and headed back to the portable brazier in the corner of the room. 
Scarcely a minute elapsed before she returned, walking slowly, having learnt the hard way that molten sulphur was prone to fly off the stick. She touched the flame to the candle’s wick. The illumination wasn’t bright, but there was enough light to reveal a bare cubicle, not much larger than a cupboard. 
“I’m too insignificant to be provided with a bed,” she muttered, unrolling a straw pallet. She sat down and beckoned him to join her. “The thing I miss most is our queen-size mattress.”
Ennis stared at Reggie open-mouthed. He looked exactly like Benjamin in The Graduate when Mrs.  Robinson comes into her daughter’s bedroom, completely naked, and locks the door with him inside. He laughed nervously. “I’d rather sleep on a bed of nails than go back to our old way of life.”
Reggie’s lovely eyes spat fire. “Thanks a million,” she snapped. Although there had been little tenderness or intimacy between them, his cruel words still hurt.  
“I could have put that better,” said Ennis, who had never before seen his spineless partner breathe fire. He put his arm around her shoulders. She brushed it off as if it were dandruff.
“What I meant,” he said going very red, “was that anything ... even slavery is better than being old and feeling like crap every day.”
Suddenly Reggie had a vision of Ennis when she first knew him, confident, bursting with pride, constantly talking about his work and the problems he solved that no one else could. Her eyes clouded. “I’d hate it,” she said in a hollow voice. 
For a long time neither spoke. Ennis was the first to break the silence “There’s something else—” He broke off and hung his head, like Sparky used to when she caught him stealing the sausages defrosting for dinner. 
Reggie’s heart pinched a bit despite her outwardly calm demeanor. “Don’t you mean someone else?”
A gargling sound emerged from Ennis’s mouth. “Well, yes ... er … Henna.” He shrugged his shoulders. “Forgive me Reggie ... it just happened.”
Reggie didn’t hesitate. She rushed forward and threw her arms around his neck. “I understand,” she said standing on tiptoe to kiss his cheek. “You’re in love. Does she love you back?”
“I don’t know,” murmured Ennis, looking young and rather unsure of himself, “she is a princess after all.”
“I’ve seen the way she looks at you. I don’t think you have any worries on that score.”
“God I hope so.” He ran his fingers through his hair. “I’ve never felt like this about anyone before.”
Reggie winced. For a second she felt like shaking him. She had to remember that they were once friends before they became hostile strangers living together.  “How do you feel about becoming a father?” she asked keeping, her voice deliberately neutral.
Ennis’s face lit up. “Oh, I’m looking forward to it. I’ve always enjoyed being round kids.”
Reggie cast up her eyes. The neighbour’s kids were scared of him. If they kicked their football over the fence, he refused to give it back.  And he made a horrible fuss when she bought them gifts at Christmas. Come off it, hesitated on her tongue. “I’d no idea you felt like that,” she said finally.
“Well I do, but my ex didn’t want children. And when you came along, we were both too old.”
Reggie’s face twisted. Her ex-husband hadn’t wanted children either.
—‘‘Plenty of time for that when we’ve established our careers,’’ he said whenever she mentioned starting a family. Now he was principle of the largest high school in the metropolitan area, and father of five children, three boys and two girls. 
Though she felt hurt that the two men in her life, always put themselves first, it wasn’t in her nature to hold a grudge. “If it’s a girl name her Regina,” she said with feigned brightness. “That way you won’t ever forget me.” 
Ennis chuckled. “Henna might have something to say about that.”
“Tell her it’s on account of the baby being the granddaughter of a queen. She can’t argue with that.” 
They both grinned.
A moment later Ennis took her hand. “Thank you,” he said, drawing her to him.
“For what?”
“For putting up with me all those years ... God knows why you did!” 
Tempted to lie, Reggie changed her mind. “I used to think I was a fool to stay with you.” For a second her mouth quivered; then she sniffed back noisily. “There were so many times when I was close to walking out—”
“Why didn’t you?”
“Because you were sick ... because you needed me ... because there was no one else to care for you”
“How do you think that made me feel?”
There was a stunned silence. Reggie had often felt like a martyr. But she didn’t know she’d made it obvious.  Her cheeks flamed. “Awful,” she said in a choked voice. 
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henna puts two and two together

Immediately after her conversation with Ennis, Reggie headed off to scavenge supplies for the journey. The fugitives waited for her return in excited anticipation—with the exception of Henna. There was a faraway look on her face as she greased her knife with scraps of chicken skin, rubbing it back and forth to rust-proof the wide iron blade.
Lannie attempted to cheer her up. “Don’t despair, we’ll get a chance to avenge mother when we join the freedom fighters on Mona.” 
Deep into her thoughts, Henna didn’t answer. Finally, she had remembered the girl she and Lannie had come upon throwing up in the oak grove, the escaped hostage they had chased all the way back to camp. Seeing Reggie dressed as a female, she was one hundred per cent certain she was the soothsayer who predicted the battle’s outcome.  As she pondered the ramifications of the sacrifice’s deliverance, her blood ran cold. 
For as long as she could remember, the Celtic princess had been warned of the consequences of not giving the Goddess her due—of retribution directed at the entire tribe if a sacrifice was denied. Now she understood what caused the defeat, now she understood why the Goddess had turned her back on the Iceni. She shuddered. Andraste’s vengeance was never complete— the next generation would pay for the irreverence of the last.
Right on cue, her unborn child started kicking.  A chemical triggered by her anxiety was responsible, but to the deeply religious young woman the baby’s distress clinched the matter; the blood-debt must be paid.  And as Boadicea’s eldest daughter, the obligation was hers. 

*	*	*

The object of her animosity returned from her shopping expedition rather sooner than expected. Henna still hadn’t decided how she was going to slay Reggie without alienating Ennis. She stared malevolently at the person responsible for her people’s misery. Totally focused on the state of the room, the look was lost on Reggie.
In her absence the General’s quarters had been turned into a teenage-bedroom-nightmare. Paulinus possessed enough warm clothing to fit out an Arctic expedition, and discarded garments spilled out from every chest and cabinet. As Reggie stepped over a curved, rectangular shield, her lips pursed, but her stern look softened when she glanced at the fugitives in their purloined finery. 
Both girls wore long hooded ponchos over thick woolen trousers. Lannie had wrapped a scarf around her throat for extra warmth. Henna wore a studded leather belt around her waist. She was using it as a holder for the boning knife.  
Their husband’s legs were bare. Judoc, however, wore a pair of heavy duty military sandals, and Ennis had squeezed his size twelve’s into a pair of the General’s hob-nailed boots.  
Reggie closed the lid of the campaign chest. “What do you want to do about Sparky?” she asked Ennis who was petting the little dog. “Are you going to take him with you?”
Sparky stopped licking Ennis’s face. “Course he is.” He stared up confidently at Ennis. “You’d never leave without me. Would you, Chief? Would you ... would you?”
“Shut that bastard up,” snapped Judoc, “before one of the guards comes to investigate.”	
“Bastard … me! How dare you … I’ll have you know—”
“Shush, Sparky.” 
“Sorry, Chief … just excited about going off on adventure ... don’t you know?”
“For crying out loud!” yelled Judoc.
Accepting the reprimand with an offended shrug, the Jack Russell, faked a yawn and lay down on the floor.
His obedience came too late. For when Ennis suggested taking the little dog along, his companions protested.  Even Lannie. “Judoc’s right,” she said in an apologetic voice, “he’s too much of a liability.”
Sparky’s face fell. He voiced his hurt in a low whimper. Ennis squatted down, and rumpled his ears. “Sorry, monkey. Be a good boy… and look after Reggie for me.”
“From what I’ve observed she’s more than capable of looking after herself,” he protested noisily, “you on the other hand—” 
He broke off in mid-flow as the malevolence directed at Reggie finally pierced the mental shield he used to screen out the multitude of inconsequential human thoughts that intruded on his peace of mind. His head snapped up. He fixed Henna with the death stare, learnt from Brutus, the neighbour’s bullmastiff.
At his heaviest, the Jack Russell terrier weighed eleven kilos. After months of short rations, he was down to five. Yet Henna, tall as her mother and just as intimidating, screamed when Sparky rushed at her.
Immediately Ennis threw himself between the snarling dog and the would-be assassin. “You better take him away, Reggie.”
“I suppose so … I can’t imagine what’s got into him.” Removing the sash from her tunic, she attached it to the quivering dog’s collar.  “If Madam Muck wakes up I could be delayed. So in case you’re not here when I get back, I’ll say my goodbyes now.” 
Ennis bent down to stroke Sparky. When he stood up his eyes were damp. “Look after him for me, Reggie.”
She nodded. “By the way, I picked up a couple of items for the girls from Julia’s wardrobe.” She gestured to a box at the foot of the bed. “The slippers are for Lannie. And there’s something for Henna. I won’t say what… it’s a wedding present.”
“Thanks. You are incredible.” He took her free hand between his, and squeezed it. “Someday, you’ll meet someone who will love you like you deserve.”  He sighed and stared dotingly at Henna, who not completely recovered from her fright, was hiding behind Lannie.
Sparky’s soft brown eyes clouded. He uttered a drawn out whine, “Take me away from here, Reggie. I can’t stand any more of this slop.”

*	*	*

“Look what Reggie got me, Sis,” said Lannie showing off slippers made of the softest leather, and embroidered with gold thread. “Aren’t they pretty?”
“What use is pretty? What you really need is a pair of sturdy boots.”
Lannie wished her sister wasn’t always so practical. “We won’t always be on the run, Henna. Once the leaders of the resistance learn Judoc’s the son of King Addedomaros, and you and I are Boadicea’s daughters, we’ll be back where we belong.” 
Henna’s face softened. “I expect so,” she said, though she believed it highly unlikely. As she saw it, the Goddess would never get her fill of tormenting the tribe until she received the designated sacrifice, or an offering of more value. Deciding to consult the archdruid when she reached Mona, she allowed Lannie to pull her over to the box. 
I can’t wait to see what she got you,” she said, excited as a little girl.	
Henna shrugged. “I know it will be something useless,” she muttered as she peered inside. Suddenly her face crumpled. She lifted her hand to her mouth—soft moans escaped through her fingers.
“What’s the matter?” asked Lannie, her blue eyes wide with fear. “Oh Henna!” she said, as her hands reached for the chestnut curls. “Shall I put it on for you?”
Henna could only nod.
As Lannie arranged the wig to her satisfaction, Henna reached up to touch a ringlet. Lannie’s eyes filled. And so did Ennis’s.  
As he blew his nose on the sleeve of the General’s linen undershirt, he murmured “It’s a pity tissues haven’t been invented.” 
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exeunt Ennis and the royals

Twice after Reggie left, the guard did his hourly round of the compound. “I know you wanted to thank Reggie,” said Ennis, unaware of Henna’s true intent, “but we can’t wait for her any longer.”
Half-convinced Reggie’s nonappearance was a sign that Andraste’s vengeance was over, she permitted Ennis to lead her into the deep purple gloom.
Judoc thought they should each steal a horse, but Ennis who honed his leadership skills as an oil rig boss talked him down. “Traveling by water is the safest option. There are always villagers out fishing. The Romans won’t take any notice if they see us heading off … and besides,” he said, slipping an arm around Henna’s shoulders, “neither you nor Lannie should think of riding, not at this stage in your pregnancies.”
It was a moonless night, and the short journey to the river was accomplished without incident. There were a number of small craft moored in the shallows. When one boat moved off, its departure went unremarked.
Ennis had never rowed before, but he had a big incentive to learn. In no time he was working his oar in perfect sync with Judoc’s, propelling the small craft towards the West and freedom.
Morning had broken when they came upon a man fishing from a coracle.  He greeted them with the friendliness of river people. But universal hospitality to travelers, the hallmark of the Celts, was transformed to veneration when he realized, he was in the presence of Boadicea’s daughters.
The fugitives stayed in the village for several days, before moving on. Despite the large bounty on their heads, no one turned them in. It was the same wherever they went. Tribes that viewed their neighbours with more hostility than the Roman invaders were in accord—the death of Boadicea was the first hesitant step toward forging a nation.

*	*	*

Almost a month later, on a wet autumn day, the fugitives arrived in North West Briton. Thick fog off the Irish Sea wreathed Snowdon and the surrounding hills, and Mona, the low-lying island across the strait, was barely visible through the driving rain. 
There was no one on the windswept shore to warn the strangers that in this arm of the sea there lived a swelowe[footnoteRef:48], a fearsome serpent-eel that attacked vessels, grabbed sailors and swallowed them whole. Those who might have told them — the young idealists who’d flocked to join the druid-led resistance had been slaughtered; the few that had survived had taken to the hills. [48:  According to Celtic folklore a swelowe, a wide-mouthed serpent capable of swallowing an entire ship lived in the Swellies, the most treacherous section of the Menai Strait that separated Ynys Môn, (in modern times known as the Isle of Anglesey), from the Welsh mainland.] 

Unable to believe their good luck, the four weary travelers stared in wonder at hundreds of boats built by Roman soldiers, and left to rot in the dunes after General Paulinus abandoned his assault on the island fortress to ride to the aid of Londinium.
“Very thoughtful of the enemy to provide us with transport, eh Judoc?” said Ennis.
The young king looked up from his inspection of a nearby four-seater. “This one looks sound,” he shouted through the swirling rain. “Give me a hand to push it out.”
The sky darkened as black clouds meeting the cold air off Snowdon dumped a full load on the party fighting their way across the wet sands. Lannie momentarily blinded by her windswept hair hung on to her sister as Ennis and Judoc pushed the boat into the choppy sea. 
“Don’t just stand there, get in” said Judoc, with a confidence born of ignorance. Used to handling boats on the slow-flowing waterways of rural Essex, he knew nothing of high tides and rip currents.
Using the opportunity to impress his sweetheart, Ennis swept Henna into his arms, and deposited her into the madly bucking boat, followed by her nervous sister.
“Sit down,” yelled Judoc, fighting to hold onto the stern. 
The relief the four landlubbers felt when they made the dark, deeper water beyond the powerful breakers was short lived. Competing cross currents in the channel threw the boat first one way and then another as rocks near the surface produced whirlpools the equal of Scylla and Charybdis[footnoteRef:49].  [49:  Scylla and Charybdis: according to Greek mythology, two immortal monsters stirred up the narrow waters in a stretch of water located off the Eastern tip of Sicily, and now known as the Strait of Messina.] 

Green-faced, Henna stumbled to the prow “Andraste hear my plea,” she yelled into the storm. “Harden not your heart against your people.” She bowed her head. “In exchange I offer up my life to thee.”
Thunder cracked, the loaded black sky bore down like an anvil. Henna outstretched her arms as a fork of light headed straight for her. 

*	*	*

To the fugitive’s disappointment, the bustling rebel fortress they had pictured on the long trek from Londinium, was all but abandoned. For with their temples smashed, their sacred groves burnt, and their supporters slaughtered there was nothing to keep the druids on the island.
Most of the survivors of Paulinus’s assault on the island fortress had already left for Eire[footnoteRef:50], the last bastion of druidic rebellion. Those remaining were building their means of escape from the last holy oak left standing on the isle. [50:  Eire: the Celtic name for Ireland.] 

A week after beaching up on the island’s rocky shore Ennis stood alone in the biting wind, as the boat carrying Judoc, Lannie and the last of druids disappeared over the horizon.  Utterly distraught not be leaving too, Henna knelt before the temple’s smashed altar, sobbing.  At the storm’s worst when it seemed certain they all would perish, she had sworn never to leave the holy isle if Andraste spared their lives. Having already experienced the goddess’s wrath, nothing—neither Judoc’s jeers nor Lannie’s tears — could make her break her sacred vow. 
Tears were pouring down her face when Ennis returned. “I told you to go with them,” she sobbed.
“If you’re staying so am I.”
“But you can’t,” she wailed. “What about the cause?”
Ennis put his arms round her rigid body. Fighting back his own tears, he said, “You’re the only cause I care about ... I love you.”
“I love you too,” gasped Henna when at long last he stopped kissing her. “You’re the only man I’ve ever felt safe with in my whole life. 

*	*	*

The possessor of a new past and a perfect present, Ennis was blissfully happy. But he was ecstatic when Henna bore him a child. The rebellious spirit, his lusty red-headed son inherited from his illustrious grandmother, was passed on through the generations. 
In 1066 Ennis Redbeard was with King Gruffudd when he attacked the Norman conquerors.  Some local gossips claimed Redbeard’s elder son was the biological father of Princess Gwenllian, the beautiful redheaded warrior from Mona who died defending her country from the Normans. Throughout the wars with England, young Prices abandoned their fishing nets and ploughs to fight off English invaders. 
The defiant streak was still as strong when in 1788, young Ennis Price set light to the landlord’s hayricks. Along with many other dispossessed labourers, he opposed the introduction of machines that replaced the labour of twenty men. Lucky not to be hanged, he was in the first group of convicts transported to the penal settlement at Botany Bay—the English government’s answer to massive overcrowding in their prisons.
Nearly every family has a cherished legend regarding a distant ancestor, handed on from generation to generation. The Australian Prices modified theirs, for in the nineteenth century no self-respecting colonials would admit to having a convict in the family.
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the general feels unwanted by the one he wants

At Verulamium Paulinus had completed his inspection of the ruined city.  As Tonio climbed into the spear-thrower’s seat next to his master, he raised his eyes to the starless sky. “It looks like rain, Sir. Not the best weather for a long drive.”
Paulinus looked at him sternly. “It’s not your place to say so.”
The barber, properly rebuked, groaned inwardly. General Paulinus wasn’t someone you argued with. Not if you knew what was good for you.

*	*	*

As his team raced down the road snorting, and shaking their magnificent heads; General Paulinus pondering the mysteries of sexual attraction, shook his. The object of his desire was a lot younger than him. His contemporaries said that young women were fascinated by older men. Paulinus snorted. He’d like to get another man’s opinion, but the only one to hand was sleeping.
Thank Zeus for that! Usually the General tolerated his barber’s cheerful chatter but not when he was trying to come to grips with his feelings; feelings which had gone further than he had ever meant ... much further.  How had what had started out as no more than an amusing diversion from people as hostile as their god-awful weather come to matter so much?
He shivered. The Arctic wind blowing in unchecked from the North Sea chilled his Mediterranean bones. He wound his cloak tighter round his torso, and tried to conjure up Judoc’s face.
He grimaced. There was no way that was her real name. He ought to have put a stop to the charade weeks ago, but he was enjoying himself so much.  Besides, he had hoped in time she’d come to trust him. Suddenly he felt deeply sad. Didn’t they call him the Butcher of Briton? It was natural that she feared him. 
A picture of her cheeky urchin’s grin flashed on his inward eye.  Feared him ...  hardly! Under his cloak, the General’s shoulders shook with laughter.  He whipped up his team. Unless one cast a shoe, he’d be with her at dawn. 

*	*	*

When he arrived at his destination Paulinus could no more contain himself than fly.  Shouting roughly to wake the stable hand, he tossed him the reins. Not pausing to castigate the trembling slave for sleeping on the job, he hastened to his quarters.
At this hour the room was in darkness.  Lighting a candle, he carried it over to where his page lay sleeping, not on a pallet on the floor as she ought, but in his bed, right where he wanted her. 
The General‘s sexual life was as active as campaigning allowed it to be. Finding a woman in his bed was an invitation to enjoy her body ... generally. Paulinus’s face twisted. He doubted that seduction was on this impudent imp’s mind.
He crouched down, and moved the candle closer. The soft light illuminated her face accentuating the delicacy of her features. Spellbound the General caught his breath.  Exactly why, he didn’t know. But he could no more drag his eyes from the innocent urchin hugging his pillow than break the sacred oath of allegiance to the Emperor.
His eyes passed down her slender body to impossibly coltish legs. His heart was beating fast. He wished he was between them. Ostensibly, there was nothing to stop him—not a thing, except an inconvenient matter of trust.

*	*	*

Tonio popped his head through the door. His eyes darted to Paulinus looming over his vulnerable colleague. Had the General finally seen through the young slave’s subterfuge?  Oh shit, he thought thinking of his sister. At fifteen she had been carted off to the military brothel. Of course this was different. Paulinus wouldn’t want to share his little plaything…well not at first. 
His face darkened. He forced out a cheery greeting, “Oh there you are, General. I’ve got your bath ready. Would you like me to help you disrobe?”
The General shook his head. “No, I’ve changed my mind. If anyone wants me I’ll be down at the labour camp.

*	*	*

Dawn’s drizzle did little to improve General Paulinus’s foul mood. He refused Greco’s invitation to talk in his tent, rather than stand about in the rain. He glanced at the dock and frowned. “Haven’t you finished unloading that barge yet?”
“We unloaded three while you were away, Sir.”
Paulinus squinted, made out the name painted on the barge’s prow. “When did the Ithaca arrive?”
“Tuesday morning.”
“Two days ago! That’s not good enough.” The General jerked his head to where the work gang huddling under a dripping willow, awaited the day’s instructions. “What are you running here … a rest and recreation centre?”
The centurion’s nostrils flared. “How can I be expected to keep to the schedule when I’m four workers down?” 
“What! Did they run off? By Jupiter, I’ll have you busted down to munifex[footnoteRef:51]—” [51:  Munifex:  the lowest rank in a Roman legion, equivalent to a modern day private.] 

“Hold on, General,” spluttered Greco, almost choking with suppressed indignation. “They didn’t escape. I released them into the care of the procurator’s wife.”
“Ah, is that so?” Paulinus’s rugged face hardened. Organizing another reception in his honor, he supposed.  Utterly unnecessary to his mind; he disliked any kind of fuss and pomp. “In that case extend the current working day by another hour. Revert to your regular schedule when they return.”
A puzzled look crossed the centurion’s face. “Er, I was under the impression that the secondment was to be a permanent arrangement.”
There was a small pause while the General absorbed the information. Not prepared to criticize the procurator’s wife to a low-ranking officer he said, “In future don’t release any workers without an official order. Is that understood?”
“But I didn’t, General. The order was signed by the procurator and stamped with the official seal. I’ll show it to you if you don’t believe me.”
Paulinus’s eyes bulged with amazement. He couldn’t believe Classianus would put his wife’s wishes before the interests of Rome. There was silence as he thought this over. When he finally spoke this tone was several degrees warmer.
“Well, Centurion you need to finish the job as rapidly as possible so keep the team up to the mark. Oh, and by the way, dig out that requisition.”
Greco chewed on his lip. “It might take me a couple of minutes, General.”
“Then get on with it, Man.”

*	*	*

General Paulinus slammed into the fiscal office with a face like thunder. “How dare you abuse your position?” he yelled at the top of his lungs. 
Classianus stared at him in alarm. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
Paulinus flung down the requisition. “Perhaps this will enlighten you.” 
The procurator looked at it in puzzlement. “As Zeus is my witness, I never authorized this.” He leant across the table, picked up a sheet of paper from one of the piles. “See, this is my signature,” he hissed, waving the document in the General’s face.
Still fuming Paulinus compared both examples. “There does appear to be some differences.”  He stared hard at the scribe who up to now had been content to sit back and listen. “Isn’t it true that you frequently sign in the procurator’s stead?”
Degas stretched out an ink-stained hand. “Perhaps you’d allow me to examine the document, Your Excellency ... although I believe I would remember something so irregular.”
“Irregular! Is that what you call it?” Paulinus spat out savagely. His hand bashed down on the table with the force of an explosion. “If you’re responsible I’ll crucify you.”
Classianus gasped with horror. “With respect, Your Excellency, I think you are getting this out of proportion,” he said as he heaved himself out of his chair. “If my scribe authorized the requisition, it would have been out of concern for my poor wife’s health. Isn’t that so, Degas?”
The scribe shook his head. “Madam Pacata didn’t say anything to me about requiring extra slaves.” His brow puckered. “Forgive me, but might she have written it herself?”
“My wife!”  The look of outrage on the procurator’s face was almost immediately replaced by doubt. “Of course, she is able to read and write, but she’d never—”
“Asking her we could clear the matter up,” said Degas.
“That won’t be necessary,” said Paulinus firmly. Although Paulinus despised the woman, she was the daughter of a brother officer. “Just make sure the slaves are returned to the labour camp immediately, and we’ll say no more about it.”

*	*	*

His outburst went a long way toward relieving his personal stress. “I showed that puffed up bureaucrat he can’t manipulate the colony’s labour force to suit himself,” he muttered as he strode from the office.
Reggie was lurking by the door, trying to summon up the courage to confess. The moment Paulinus saw her, his ill-temper evaporated completely. “Why the long face,” he asked. “Don’t tell me Madam Pacata has been working you too hard?”
The wry amusement in his voice stung Reggie’s guilt-ridden conscience. Perilously close to tears she stared at the cleft in Paulinus’s chin. “You w-wouldn’t really crucify the culprit?”
“You heard?”
“All Londinium heard.”
Paulinus shrugged. He’d been in charge of men all his life and he had learnt not to worry what was said about him. “Would that trouble you?” His mouth relaxed into a grin. “After waiting on madam for two weeks, it wouldn’t surprise me if you volunteered to hammer in the nails.”
Reggie took his flippant remark seriously. “I couldn’t stand by and see her punished for something she didn’t do.”
Paulinus stared hard at Reggie. She couldn’t meet his gaze. The smile disappeared from the General’s lips. His jaw hardened, and the warmth in his eyes was replaced with cool speculation. His hands shot out, gripping her arms. “What do you know about the matter?” 
“N-nothing.”
The General’s grip tightened, “Do you swear?”
She managed to meet his gaze without flinching. “I s-swear,” Reggie said, trying not to stammer.
“Then why are you so frightened?”
“I’m not.” 
“Yes, you are. His gaze roamed her tear stained face. “Is it me,” he demanded abruptly. “Do I frighten you?”
“Y-yes,” she whispered.
The General sighed softly and then released her. “I should never have bought you.” 
He turned and looked down the hill towards the river. His head encased in the red-crested helmet was proudly erect, and his back was ramrod straight, but there was a lump in his throat as large as a boulder. “I no longer require your services,” he said without looking at her.  “And as you have a liking for Madam Pacata I shall give you to her as a farewell gift.”
“But I—”
The General raised his hand. “I have made my decision. Collect your things.” He turned on his heel, and strode away. 
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general paulinus feels nervous

General Paulinus sat by the brazier reflecting on the folly of dismissing his page. His favorite pre-dinner drink—vermouth laced with wormwood—stood on the side table next to an untouched snack of nuts, olives and cured meats.  At the back of his mind he recognized that he had acted out of pique, but only a Greek took back a gift. He frowned with annoyance at the knock on the door. It was Judoc’s job— as he still thought of Reggie— to open the door. He could easily have found a replacement. But he didn’t want anyone else. At least not tonight. With a sigh he rose to his feet. 
Testimony to his state of mind, the procurator, a stickler for keeping up appearances, didn’t comment when the General opened the door. His wife was hanging back. With no respect for her feelings, Classianus pushed her forward. Madam Pacata wore a shawl over a sleeping robe. Without a mask of make- up, Paulinus hardly recognized her.
Dispensing with common courtesies— yet another departure from his usual practice, Classianus got straight to the point. “Tell him what you told me.” His voice crackled with anger.
“It wasn’t me. I’m not well. I haven’t left my bed for days,” Julia said, tugging at a hastily donned wig which was slightly askew.
The General regarded her sternly. “You were identified, Madam Pacata—”
“It wasn’t me, I tell you.” With surprising strength for a sick woman, she wrenched free of Classianus, and threw herself at the General’s feet. “Surely you don’t believe such an outrageous lie?”
“But you were seen,” said Paulinus quietly.  “All the witnesses say—”
“I don’t care what they say… I wasn’t there.  Ask my woman, Maria.”
“She’s telling the truth,” said Classianus. “I interrogated her slave and she swears Julia hasn’t left her bed for days.”
The General raised his eyebrows. “You expect me to believe the word of a slave over that of Centurion Greco and my head charioteer.”
“I expect you to believe the word of my wife.”
So you do have some backbone, the General, muttered under his breath, liking him more. He glanced from the indignant husband to the hysterical wife, lying at his feet. Her distress seemed genuine, but that could be because she’d been found out. 
“Pull yourself together, Madam Pacata.” Firmly removing her arms from his legs, he helped her to her feet, and across to the couch in front of the brazier. Women, he thought as she sobbed noisily into the pillows.  He turned to her husband. “Well, if it wasn’t your wife, then whom?”
“Julia isn’t the only woman in my household … perhaps one of the kitchen wenches impersonated her?”
“An imposter, be damned!  You’re barking up the wrong tree in assigning blame to an ignorant kitchen hand.  It took a clever mind to formulate such an audacious plan.  Who among your staff has the brains to carry it off?”  Suddenly the image of a laughing clever face flashed on his inner eye. Beneath his granite features a whole gamut of emotions churned. “Ah well, you could be right,” he said, fighting hard to hide his fury. “I’ll leave you to carry out the investigation.” 
Without giving Classianus time to answer, he walked over to the door, opened it and stood to the side. “I am sorry you have been troubled Madam Pacata. Perhaps you and your husband would join me for dinner when you are fully recovered.”
“Yes, yes,” she said, dabbing her eyes with a scrunched up scrap of linen.
The procurator wasn’t so easily dismissed. “I can assure you—” he began, but the General cut him off. 
“We shouldn’t stand around discussing this when your wife is obviously distressed. 
“But—”
The General raised his arm, “Farewell.” 
Classianus’s permanently red complexion, flushed to a deep magenta. Grabbing his wife by an arm, he dragged her from room, and slammed the door.
The General subsided into his chair.  There’s no fool like an old fool, he fumed as he stared into the fire in fury-laced trepidation. That Judoc was anything other than a frightened young girl had never entered his head, that her masquerade was politically motivated had not crossed his mind. Ordinarily he would have ordered her immediate arrest, but the discovery that he was in love with her had changed everything. Now protecting the little fool from detection was more vital than his career, more urgent even than his responsibility to Rome. 
As he exited his quarters, he kicked a foot stool out of his way, then slammed the heavy door behind him with such force that it rattled on its iron hinges.

*	*	*

At dinner in the officer’s mess, the General picked at his meal. He was ninety-nine per cent sure that his young page was the guilty party. That increased to total certainty when Julius Agricola who was sitting across the table mentioned that Judoc had been seen hanging round the labour camp. The tribune gave a mocking laugh. “When I questioned him, he claimed he was there at your request, Sir.” 
Paulinus felt like wringing his page’s pretty, little neck. He raised his eyes to the smoke blackened ceiling. Lying didn’t sit easy. He lived according to a stringent honor code. The corruption he encountered amongst nest-feathering bureaucrats disgusted him, as did all forms of nepotism. His inflexible standards made him unpopular, but on the plus side everyone accepted his word. “That’s right Julius,” he said firmly, “someone had to keep them up to scratch in my absence.”
“A slave? Surely—”
“Well ... it seemed a good idea at the time,” cut in Paulinus. “Now I see he was totally unsuitable.  I’d oversee the operation myself, but I’m needed at the fort. If only there was someone trustworthy I could leave in charge?”
Agricola’s eyes lit up at the opportunity to demonstrate his organizational expertise. He’d show the lazy bastards what real work was.  He leaned forward and smiled earnestly, “I’d jump at the chance, Sir.”
Paulinus beamed. His carefully crafted remark had generated the response he hoped for. “That’s settled then,” he said, thumping him on the back. 
“When are you leaving, Sir?” asked Agricola when he recovered from an overly forceful display of his commander’s affection. 
“Tomorrow.”
“Tomorrow!”
Paulinus shrugged. “I received a message that I’m needed urgently at Manduessendum.”
“Oh?”
Paulinus ignored the question in his tribune’s voice. He ran his hand through his hair, and sighed. “There are heaps of last minute jobs that require my attention, “so I’ll take my leave.” He raised his arm. “Farewell and stay strong.”

*	*	*

To his surprise candles were burning in the fiscal office despite the lateness of the hour. The murmur of conversation ceased abruptly as he marched into the room, and Classianus and Degas sprang to their feet. Paulinus dismissed the rat-like scribe with a nod of his head. 
After Degas disappeared into a backroom, the General smiled wearily at the bureaucrat. “It’s been a long day. I wouldn’t say no to a brandy.”
“Certainly, Your Excellency.” He walked over to the cabinet where he spent more time than necessary polishing a glass.  
For Zeus sake, thought Paulinus, frustrated by the drawn out ceremony. All the same, he was impressed to find the procurator working late, so he smothered his exasperation. “All this must keep you extremely busy,” he said, spreading his hands in mock bewilderment.
Classianus immediately launched into a long speech about renewal spending. 
“You are doing a superb job,” the General said when Classianus paused to draw a breath. “I feel more relaxed about leaving knowing you’re on the job.” 
“Leaving?” 
“Yes, tomorrow at dawn. My presence is required at the fort ... urgent military matters. I’m leaving young Julius behind as my deputy.” He paused. “Please pass on my thanks to your wife for her gracious hospitality.” 
“Thank you, Your Excellency,” said the procurator, who couldn’t stop smiling. “Is there anything I can do for you before you retire?”
General Paulinus, who’d been wondering how to bring up the purpose for his visit, smiled. “There is one thing.” 
“Yes?”
“I gave Madam Pacata a page by way of a parting gift —”
Classianus stiffened. “Very kind of you, Your Excellency, but we can’t accept … er ... for some reason my wife has taken a dislike to him.”
“I’m sorry to hear that, Classianus,” said the General, trying to hide his relief. “How about I give her, my barber as a replacement? He’s more experienced than Judoc.”
Classianus responded quickly.  “No thank you… er…Julia prefers females.”  He spread his palms and raised his eyebrows. “Wives!”
“Can’t live with them, can’t live without them,” said the General. A touch of fellow feeling showed in his eyes. “I shan’t mention the irregularity over the slaves in my report. I can’t see the sense in destroying your career over a trivial issue.”
“Your Excellency is most kind,” said Classianus, bowing low.  He was still proffering his thanks when Paulinus saluted and departed.

*	*	*

No sooner had the General left than Degas returned. “I wouldn’t believe him for a minute,” said the scribe. “Like I was saying earlier, it’s my belief he fabricated this whole business over the missing slaves to damage your reputation.”
Classianus nodded. “I wouldn’t wonder,” he said bitterly. The General’s obvious attempt to introduce a spy into his household confirmed his own suspicions. 
“It would be advisable to send Nero the report we’ve been working on ...  before he comes up with something else to discredit you, Sir.”
“I’m not sure,” said Classianus chewing on his bottom lip. “Paulinus is Nero’s favourite general.”
He wouldn’t be if Nero knew what an inefficient administrator he is.” Degas opened the ledger. “Overall tribute payments for the current quarter are down by fifty- eight percent.” 
Classianus stared at the figures with a sense of foreboding. “Nero is going to hit the roof when he sees the estimate to replace the infrastructure of all three cities.”
“In your place I’d make sure the Emperor knows who’s really to blame. Do you want to hear what I’ve put in the report?” asked Degas, already unfurling the scroll on his desk. 
Classianus nodded.
“As fiscal procurator of the colony of Britannia,” read Degas, “it is my duty to inform you that its tribes will never reconcile to Roman rule while General Gaius Paulinus Suetonius is governor. His punitive policies have turned a prosperous source of revenue into a colossal drain on the Empire—”
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the general gets to the bottom of his problem

As General Paulinus paced the yard shouting orders, he rubbed his stubbly chin. Impatient to be off, he passed on a shave; instead he sent Tonio off to locate his page. 
The barber found Reggie yawning at the kitchen table with Sparky on her knee. Both had been booted from the procurator’s quarters, Sparky literally. Classianus told his wife there was no way he was sharing the marital bed with a mangy, flea- ridden cur. He capped this by declaring it was about time she learnt who wore the toga in this relationship. 

*	*	*

A sleepless night had left Reggie both mentally and physically exhausted.  But in spite of her troubles, her face lit up when she saw the cheery little man.
Tonio sat down at the table across from her. He nodded toward an egg and pork pie. “Is this for the Procurator?”
Reggie nodded.
The barber pulled the plate toward him.  “I’ve got a bit of news young-un.” He scooped up a mouthful, and then stopped midway. “The General is off to the fort, and he’s taking you with him.”
There was a strangled sound, something between a whimper and a groan from Reggie.
Tonio looked at her in surprise. Maybe she didn’t want to leave Londinium, although for the life of him he couldn’t see the attraction.
“Hurry up. The old bastard doesn’t like to be kept waiting,” he said, sinking his teeth into perfect, flaky, melt-in-your-mouth pie crust.

*	*	*

“You’ve got a good day for a drive, Sir,” said the head groom, leading out a matched pair of harness horses.
“Indeed,” replied the General. His clipped tone discouraged conversation. Always eager for battle to commence, his pulses raced in the terrifyingly exhilarating way he only ever experienced in the split second before he gave the infantry the command to advance. 
“Gods be praised,” he muttered when Reggie finally arrived clutching a small white dog with brown patches.  She was wearing a simple white tunic, and either she had grown, or it had shrunk. He stared at the place it ended, high on her slender thigh. His eyes moved down impossibly long legs.  She wasn’t wearing sandals, and her feet were rather dirty from running round the compound barefooted. The smattering of freckles on her face added to her colt-like vulnerability. 
“Isn’t he sweet?” she said looking up through her lashes. “He’s a stray. Can I keep him?” 
“Out of the question.” 
“Oh,” she murmured, and her face crumpled.
The General waivered. Impossible she could be a schemer. Impossible she could be anything other than an innocent young girl.  “Alright, then.”  He dismissed her thanks with a terse nod. 
“Speed things up there,” he snapped at the head groom who was warily harnessing the most vicious horses in the stables to the chariot. 
Five minutes later Reggie waved goodbye to Tonio from a racing chariot drawn by twin stallions renowned for their speed and strength as well as their propensity to kick and bite. The jolly scalawag would remain behind to pack, and then travel back with the General’s special force, crack soldiers able to beat assailants to death with their rock-hard fists. 
He shivered, but not from the breeze off the river. The young slave looked absurdly defenceless with the small dog held up against her body as if for protection. For the first time in ages he made the sign of the horns, the ancient gesture to ward off evil. “May Zeus preserve you,” he whispered as the lone chariot swept eastward in a cloud of dust.

*	*	*

Four hours later, dressed in a thin sleeveless tunic Reggie sat shivering in her seat, clutching Sparky for warmth and reassurance. Apart from the little dog, she did not have a single friend. There was no one she could turn to. More than anything she longed to confide in the General. She shot him a sideways look. His aged-leather face was grim, as it was when he sentenced the Fifth to decimation. She shivered and hugged her dog tighter.
Instead of relishing the attention Sparky wriggled free of her arms.  He cocked an ear and sniffed the air. The scent was so heady he swooned—would have fallen from the chariot’s open back if Reggie hadn’t twisted round and grabbed him by the collar. As the horses thundered down the hill, he saw a familiar shape dart across the road from the water flats. He struggled to get free and whimpered— a plaintive whine that built into a howl of nerve-shattering intensity. “Felice-Felice, Felice-Felice ... Fe-li-ce Vul-pi-ni!”
Reggie thought he wanted to pee, and she wouldn’t put it past him to relieve himself in the chariot. The unpleasantness of that possibility was increased by the fact that the racing chariot was little more than a floor with a waist-high semicircular guard in front. There was no seat. She and the General sat on the floor with their feet resting on a board, close to the legs of the horses. A look of almost comic horror crossed her face.
“Do something about that damned dog before I wring its neck.”
Reggie brightened with relief. “I think he wants to pee.”
“Ye gods!” bellowed Paulinus, and pulled on the long reins, knotted round his waist. It was a necessary precaution—a solitary vehicle was easy pickings, and he needed his hands free to shoot off arrows in the event of an attack from marauding outlaws. 
As the horses slowed from mad gallop to an extremely fast canter, Reggie relaxed her grip on the small dog. Sparky took full advantage of the opportunity, tore free and leapt from the back of the chariot. He somersaulted twice before bounding over a drainage ditch, and heading for the trees. 
Reggie groaned. In his present mood there was no way the General would hang around if the disobedient little dog took it into his head to play hide-and-seek. “I’ll go after him,” she said, getting to her feet and rushing to the rear.
Immediately his arm shot out. “You won’t get away from me as easily as that,” he roared. But the reins tied around his waist, prevented him from grabbing her. 
“I wasn’t—” she began, and then broke off. She peered down fearfully at the paving stones hurtling past under the spoked wheels. Next moment she closed her eyes and launched herself. 
The gods who watch over the hopelessly unathletic interceded, because somehow she landed on her feet. Scrambling up the drainage ditch flanking the road, she ran for the refuge of the forest.
The General pulled at the knot in vain. Drawing his long knife, he sliced through the leather like butter. Leaping from the chariot, he hit the ground running. 
Reggie had a fifty yard lead, but Paulinus trained every day and was fitter than legionnaires half his age. A fifty yard advantage became twenty, then ten, then two. She let out a terrified shriek as her feet were jerked from under her.
Paulinus’s face was hard and set as he drew her firmly against his rock hard body. “It’s time to finish this ridiculous game you and I have been playing,” he said as his strong arm nestled under her breasts. 
“Oh my God!” she said, staring up at with big, frightened eyes. “How long have you known?”
“I saw through your charade the moment I set eyes on you.”
“But why didn’t you say something.”
His black eyes raked her from head to toe. “I was foolish enough to hope you’d trust me.” 
Reggie hung her head. “I wanted to.”
“Liar,” he whispered, running a thumb over her bottom lip. His own twisted into a tight bitter smile. “Damn you,” he groaned, and drew her closer. His mouth came down hard on hers in a violent, bruising kiss. 
“No!” Reggie whispered. But her treacherous body trembled with insistent stabs of passion. She moaned softly as his hand moved down to the lower part of her back and pressed her against him. “Please,” she whispered, as he lifted her tunic to cup her bare buttocks. Leaning in with desperate urgency against the throbbing hardness of his aroused manhood, she kissed him back with a fierceness that sent tremors through his powerful frame. Caught off guard by the intensity of her response, his lips clung to hers in a stirring kiss that set her pulse racing out of control. 
With a hoarse grown the General tore his mouth from hers. Wrenching himself out of her arms, he lifted his head. Bitter eyes assessed her face. “You know how to kiss, and kiss well. How many men have you pleasured before me?” he said, his stern voice as sharp as flint.
Reggie’s eyes snapped open. Now that he’s held me in his arms, he must know that I love him. Furious almost to the point of losing control and slapping him, she masked her wounded pride with a stony hauteur. “It isn’t any of your business.” 
“You are my property,” he said angrily. “Everything to do with you is my business.” Abruptly he pushed her away. “Did you think I’d spare your life if I made love to you?”
“N-n-no,” she stammered.
“Liar,” he said in a choked voice. “You think this is the way to avoid punishment for a massive betrayal of trust. Who put you up to it? Who are you working for?” 
“I don’t know what you are talking about.” 
His right fist smashed into his palm. Reggie shrank back, her face white. She couldn’t tell the truth ...  he wouldn’t believe her ... nobody would. Sweat beaded above her lips although the temperature was arctic.  All she could do was deny, deny, and deny. 
“By Jupiter, you exhaust my patience.” He reached up, snapped off a low lying wand from one of the willows that flourished in the marshy river meadow.   He raised it, brought it down fast. Reggie jumped and shrieked. It made a loud swishing sound as it descended just inches from her bare legs. “Well! Do I have to beat the truth out of you?”
Reggie covered her face with her hands. “Alright, I admit it was me that freed the slaves,” she whispered, “but no one else was involved ... honestly!” 
“Honestly!” His eyes narrowed. “You don’t know the meaning of the word.” He took a deep breath, and started towards her.
Reggie saw the anger in him and reading his intentions made a break for it. Quick as lightening he tore after her. He grabbed her by the waist before she was halfway to the woods. She kicked backward at him. His arms tightened around her like a vice. “Did you think you could get away from so easily?” Then with a suddenness that startled her, he sat down on a fallen tree trunk, and with one swift movement bent her face down across his lap. “Now would be a good time to start talking.” 
As she lay across his knees in a tunic much too small for her, the General groaned. “I ought to beat you till you cry for mercy.” Then before he could follow through on the threat, he dropped the switch. “Who are you working for? Just tell me his name, and you can leave now,” he said his voice suffused with pain, “I won’t do anything to stop you.”
Reggie’s heart was beating so fast she feared it would jump out of her chest, but her honesty was greater than her sense of self-preservation. “I’m not working for anybody,” she said, bleakly.
“I don’t believe you,” said Paulinus.“Did Classianus put you up to it?”
“Classianus! That’s ridiculous. I can’t stand the two-faced double-crosser?”
“You put on a good act, but not good enough.” He smacked her hard with the flat of his hand.
Reggie yelped.
“Answer me,” said Paulinus coldly. “How much is he paying you to undermine my administration?”
“You’ve got it wrong,” she sniffed, “Classianus wasn’t involved. It was all my own idea.”
She bit her lip as his hand came down with increased force. “Go ahead and beat me. After what I did, I deserve it. But I’d never conspire with your enemies … I love you,” she whispered shakily.
“Love,” he exploded, jackknifing to his feet. “You’ve deceived and disgraced me. How can you do that to someone you love?”
Reggie who’d landed at his feet raised her hands in panic. 
A groan left the General’s lips as she shrank from him in terror. “Did the prisoners come from your own village?” he asked looming over her. “Are you so much in love that you were willing to sacrifice your own life?”  He paused as if he was having difficulty finding the words to continue. “I could understand and forgive that,” he whispered more to himself than Reggie.
Reggie was so taken by surprise by the emotion in his voice that it was several moments before she recovered. “I’ve wanted to tell you all about it since the first time I met you,” she blurted out, through chattering teeth, “but I didn’t think you’d believe me. I still don’t think you will.”
“You’re shaking. Are you cold?”
Reggie was speechless. A four hour trip, frozen half to death in an open chariot and he asks me if I’m cold. She felt like giving him a piece of her mind.  But her bottom still smarted. “I am a bit,” she said with an heroic smile. 
Immediately, he removed his cloak. He draped the lacerna, the purple cloak that distinguished a general from lesser officers, over her shoulders. His fingers trembled as he fastened the brooch. 
“Now then,” he said, looking deep into her eyes, “why don’t you begin by telling me your name?”

*	*	*

An hour went by, and then a second. The story took a long time in the telling because it was hard for Reggie to focus with his lips nuzzling her neck. She was explaining that Australia is located in the Indian Ocean, east of Africa, only to break off mid-sentence. “What’s that?” she asked looking round nervously, her eyes dark and apprehensive.
“Sounds like wolves.” His arm tightened protectively, drawing her closer to him “But there’s no need for you to worry, Regina. They’re a long way off.”  
“Nevertheless, Gaius—” she broke off. This was the first time she had used his given name. She glanced at him, but instead of being insulted by her familiarity, he smiled into her eyes. “Yes, cara mia?”
Reggie wrapped her arms tightly round his neck. “I know you’re the best and bravest general Rome has ever known,” she twinkled, “but even so, I’d feel safer if we continued our conversation in the chariot, and preferably at full gallop.”



[bookmark: _Toc439969062]XL

Thursday’s child has far to go

On a Thursday, eight weeks after returning to Fort Manduessendum, General Paulinus received orders to return to Rome.  He stewed over the bad tidings all day. It wasn’t until evening, and he was holding Reggie in his arms that he drummed up the courage to tell her.
“I’m being replaced. I’ve been ordered to appear before the Senate House.” 
“In Rome?”
“Yes, an inquiry has been convened into my handling of the rebellion,” he said with a calmness he was far from feeling. His distinguished service was no guarantee that he wouldn’t be ordered to commit suicide, and his estate—including his slaves— forfeited to the emperor. Steadfast in the face of personal peril, he paled at the thought of Reggie ending up as a chattel of a lunatic who’d murdered his mother and kicked his pregnant wife to death.
Moving closer, Reggie brushed her lips against his temple. “You don’t need to worry Gaius,” she said with a reassuring smile. “You’ll come out of the inquiry with an unblemished record—”
“How can you possibly know that?”
“It’s a historical fact.”
“Oh!” His frown was replaced by curiosity. “What happened to me afterwards?” he asked, raising himself up on his elbow.
Reggie’s studies had centered on Julius Agricola and she didn’t know anything about the General’s career once he left Briton. “I expect you retired to a villa in the country, and were waited on hand and foot by your favourite slave girl.”
“You’ve ruined me for slave girls.”
“I meant me!” she said, a hint of teasing in her voice.
The quintessential male chauvinist shook his head. “It sounds idyllic, but when you’re a senior general retiring isn’t an option.” He smiled grimly. “Even if what you say is true, and the Senate absolves me, who knows where I’ll be sent next. I hate to think what could happen to you, if I am killed—” His voice faltered and Reggie saw a look of dread in his eyes. “I just hope I can locate that blasted scooter before I leave. Starting tomorrow I’m going to double the search party.” 
“But what happens if you can’t find it ... you will take me with you?”
“There’s nothing I want more, Regina.  But I love you far too much.”
“That doesn’t make sense. Surely—”
“Terrible things happen in war not only to troops, but civilians too.” The General’s voice was strained and he didn’t look at her, but the compulsive clenching of his fists betrayed his inner turmoil. “I couldn’t go on if you fell into enemy hands,” he said at length, “and that’s why I’m setting you free.”
“But—”
Paulinus silenced Reggie with his hand. “I’ve already applied to the court for your manumission[footnoteRef:52]. In addition I’ve arranged a legacy. You won’t want for anything. You will have enough money to buy a house, and purchase slaves to cook and clean for you.” He broke off as she stubbornly shook her head.  [52:  Manumission, from manumit /ˌmænjəˈmɪt/, is the act of a slave owner freeing his or her slaves. Different approaches developed,, each specific to the time and place of a society's slave system. The motivations of slave owners in manumitting slaves were complex and varied.
] 

“I – I want to go with you,” she sobbed, clinging tightly to him, her body molded to his. “Don’t leave me behind,” she whispered, and her voice broke. And so did the General’s heart.
His face twisted. “Regina—” Her name came out in a rasping groan as his mouth came down on hers in a desperately demanding kiss.

*	*	*

Next morning, the General returned to the fort barely an hour after riding out at the head of the search party. He tossed his sweating stallion’s reins to Reggie. “We’ve found your time machine, at last. Now there’s nothing to stop you returning to your own world,” he said determinedly cheerful.
Also smiling Reggie replied, “Have you considered it may not start?” She was still angling to go with him, and that heartening thought had come to her during the night. “A battery doesn’t last forever.”
“What’s a battery?”
Reggie pulled a face. She knew her sketchy understanding of electricity and portable storage units wouldn’t satisfy the General’s thirst to understand twenty-first century technology. “I’ll explain on the way,” she said, wishing she’d paid more attention in science lessons.

*	*	*

The Sovereign still stood where it had crashed, close to the burrow where Sparky now lived with Felice. Early morning love had left the little dog feeling ravenous.  Felice had finished off the remains of a great crested grebe before he woke up. He grumbled to himself about the greedy guts, but not for long; last night she had told him he was to be a father[footnoteRef:53]. [53:  Folklore abounds with claims that terriers can produce offspring with foxes; claims that have not been proven.] 

It had been a special moment for the little dog. Shacking up with Felice was out of this world, but fatherhood was totally incredible. He wouldn’t have traded places with the winner of Best of Show at Crufts[footnoteRef:54]. Even so, his stomach felt like his throat was cut. He would have headed off to the wetlands straight away to replenish the larder, if it hadn’t been for the two soldiers standing by the entrance, their backs to the burrow. Once their presence wouldn’t have worried him, but he’d been influenced by Felice’s paranoiac fear of humans.  Sighing, he lay down next to the gently snoring fox, placing his paw with pride on her gently rounded stomach. [54:  Crufts: the world’s largest dog show.] 

Two hours later, an impatiently growling stomach woke him.  Cautiously, he extricated himself from his mate’s embrace, scrambled up to the opening, and peered all around the glade. To his surprise, he saw the Regulator seated at the controls of the scooter, standing beside her was the General.  The little dog’s tail was already wagging when Felice’s words came into his head:  “Look before you leap, lover.”
Abandoning an ebullient greeting, he crawled across the open ground on his stomach, commando-fashion, as she’d taught him.  From the shelter of a dense patch of blackberry bushes—fortunately not of the thorned variety— he settled down to watch.
Shoulders drooping Reggie turned the rusty key, and held her breath. Immediately the touch screen turned blue. She looked at the General beseechingly, “I’d rather not leave without my dog, Gaius. I don’t suppose you could organize a search party?”
Sparky whimpered. He huddled further down in the leaves trembling. But to the miserable lovers the moaning in the undergrowth was just an ordinary forest sound.
“Regina,” said the General as patiently as he could manage, “I ordered the men to keep an eye out for your dog. It’s been two months since he ran off… I’d be very surprised if he’s still alive.”
Just shows how much, you know, thought Sparky.  A grin returned to the little dog’s face. 
It departed when Regina said, “Couldn’t we at least look one last time.”
The General shook his head. “Don’t drag this out, Regina. You’re just making this harder for both of us.”
The catch in his voice when he said her name was her undoing. Biting down on her lip, she turned back to the flickering screen.
The perceptive little dog gave her a pitying shake of the head. Once he was pleased when she was unhappy; once he went out of his way to annoy her, but with fatherhood had come forgiveness. 
As Reggie’s fingers poised indecisively over the screen, he stared hard at her. She wasn’t looking at him, which was a problem because time was running out, and she’d never been as susceptible to thought transference as Ennis. 
Concentrating with all his might, he focused on the back of her head, giving it all he had.
Almost at once a cunning look crossed Reggie’s face. She sneaked a cautious look at the General. The expression on his face was unbendingly severe. Hurriedly she scrolled the computer’s data base. Finding the last reference to him, she tapped the screen. 
The Sovereign disappeared so suddenly that she didn’t see the General thrust out his arm in a farewell salute. And she didn’t spot Sparky raise his front paw to her.  



[bookmark: _Toc439969063]XLI

rome, 69 ad

Reggie flinched when General Paulinus emerged from the building. The stress of eight years of civil war showed in his face, but it was the expression in his eyes that distressed her most. She rushed forward and threw her arms around him.
He staggered, but kept his footing. Dumbfounded he stared down at her. “It’s been eight years ... I never thought I’d see you again. Why have you turned up now?” he said in a tersely puzzled voice. “Didn’t I forbid you to come to Rome?”
“Yes,” she said softly and reached up to touch his face. “What happened in there?”
His eyes looked past her, either unwilling, or not able to face her. “I’ve been dishonorably discharged,” he said, as he stood outside the senate stiffly forlorn in his ceremonial robes. “This won’t be the end of it. There’ll be worse to follow. Emperor Vitellius[footnoteRef:55] isn’t one to forgive a grudge. Go home where you belong.” [55:  Following Nero’s death, civil war broke out between the claimants. General Paulinus was a senior general of the claimant, Otho, He advised Otho not to risk a battle with his rival, Vitellius. Otho ignored his advice and was defeated at Bedriacum in AD 69. Paulinus was captured by Vitellius. He obtained a pardon by claiming that he had deliberately lost the battle, although this was most likely false given his character. His eventual fate remains unknown.] 

Reggie wound her arms around his neck, her eyes pleaded with his. “The only way I’ll go is if you come with me.”
“Now look here, Regina—” 
She didn’t allow him to finish, “There’s nothing left for you here.” Grabbing him by the hand, she dragged him down the steep steps.
Taken by surprise, and in danger of falling in the cumbersome toga he wore to the hearing, he was in no position to resist. 
Safely at the bottom, he glared at her. “What in the name of Zeus do you think you’re doing?”
“Calm down.” She shot him a warning look. “I think we should take this somewhere more private.”
Paulinus’s head swung around.  Activity in the plaza had come to stop.  Passersby, looking more interested by the second, formed groups and pointed.  If humiliation flashed on the warrior’s eye, it didn’t show. “If you insist,” he said blinking at the rabble scornfully. “Walk in front of me ... and hold your head up. You’re my slave. Look the part.” 
Obediently Reggie preceded him across the plaza. The crowd parted as the disgraced general approached. Shrill mocking laughter filled his ears. The patriot’s lifetime of service counted for nothing.
Battling the desire to run, Reggie forced herself to walk sedately. She was relieved to find the back lane where she’d parked the Sovereign deserted, apart from a couple of urchins immersed in a game of marbles. 
The General ran his hand over the scooter’s grime encrusted paintwork. “It looks exactly the same.” His brow furrowed.  “And so do you. I can’t believe it’s been eight years. You don’t look a day older. You’re even dressed the same. And why haven’t you grown your hair?”
“It’s a long story,” Reggie said, as she swept away autumn leaves, still brightly colored and supple though they were dropped eight falls ago. She inched over to the right and patted the space beside her. “Get in, and I’ll explain.”
An uncharacteristic look of apprehension crossed the General’s face. “Are you sure it’s safe?”
“That’s a strange question coming from the bravest general in all of Rome.”
“Tell that to the Senate.” Paulinus said, sounding bitter.  “Go home Regina ... I can’t ask you to share my disgrace.” 
“No. Only if you come with me.”
“You always were a stubborn little urchin.” He wet his finger with his lips, and leaned inside to rub at a mark on her cheek.
Emotion tightened her throat. “What are you doing?” she whispered, huskily.
“Cleaning you up ... you look like you’ve been dragged through a ditch.” Grinning shakily he sat beside her, and pulled her into his arms. 
A long while later, he lifted his head and nodded at the key in the ignition. “I surrender! Take me back to the future.”

*	*	*

Two boys playing in the alley witnessed their departure. Late home for luncheon, their story about a vanishing horseless chariot earned them a flogging from their father.


[bookmark: _Toc439969064]Epilogue

The suggestion to write an apologia[footnoteRef:56] came from Reggie. Having experienced Ennis’s depression when he lost his purpose in life, she was adamant the same wouldn’t happen to the General. With the same tenacity she’d shown in Rome, she overcame every one of his objections to the project.  [56: Apologia: a formal, usually written, defence or justification of a belief, theory, or policy.] 

Working on the manuscript brought them closer. Translating his notes into English was a pleasure for scholarly Reggie.  Even so she’d never anticipated that the biography—in actual fact an autobiography— would be acclaimed by the academic community, and not only in Australia. For Gus Paul—as he was now known— was awarded an honorary doctorate from the University of Oxford following publication of The Butcher of Briton, the book he wrote to defend his military decisions. With the same powerful drive with which he approached all his battles, he mastered English, and was invited to lecture on Roman martial history at their faculty of history.
His celebrity opened up a whole host of speaking opportunities, but Reggie was apprehensive when he agreed to lead a guided history tour of the Roman civil wars. She hoped that writing the apologia had rid him of his demons. Even so, she was uneasy. Today they were in Lombardy visiting the site of the Battle of Bedriacum. She shot him a sideways look, but his eyes were obscured by shades.
“Over there, is where the opposing armies lined up,” proclaimed Dr. Gus Paul. He pointed down to the sweeping plain beside the river Po. “Of course it looked very different in 69AD. Turn to the diagram on page 241.” He waited impatiently for his students to locate the map in their complimentary copies of The Butcher of Briton. “General Paulinus,” he continued, “was fiercely opposed to meeting the enemy on the plain. He advised the Emperor to retreat to the fortified town to await reinforcements. Instead, egged on by his reckless brother and incompetent friends, Otho ordered the army to engage the enemy.” He permitted himself a small sigh, before going on to describe the action to the small group of enthusiasts clustered around him, bringing the battle to life in a way that no audio tour or museum guide could come close to.
“We are so very lucky to have a historian of your husband’s standing leading the tour, Mrs. Paul,” said a dumpy woman in her early sixties as the small party filed down a rocky path to the plain. It was a hot day, and she was hot and breathless by the time they reached the bottom. “I might just rest here for a minute or two,” she said, her full face flushed.
Regina found all the hiking involved in the tour equally challenging, and asked if she’d like some company.
“You bet,” the tourist replied, perking up. “My husband is the history nut. Actually I think academic lectures are a waste of good shopping time.”
Reggie spent the rest of the day combing through the shops with her new friend. And at dinner, as host and hostess, she and her husband were seated at opposite ends of the table. So it wasn’t until she was in bed that night that she got an opportunity to gauge if Gaius—as she still called him in private— was as happy as he seemed, or simply putting on a front. 
“That turned out better than I expected,” she began, gazing intently into his eyes.
“Have you been talking to Noel?”
“Noel?”
“Noel Evans, that producer fellow.”
“No. Why?” 
“He wants me to present a series about the Punic Wars for the history channel.”
“Oooh! I hope you said yes.”
“I said it depends.”
“On what?”
“On if you’re prepared to head up my research team,” he said putting his arms round her.
“Yes of course.” Her blue eyes, strikingly youthful, even though she was over seventy, were incandescent with excitement. “I loved working with you on the book, but a television series will be so much fun” 
“I’d want the program to be accurate.” He paused. A beat later, he said, “How do you feel about going back to 264 BC ... just to get a feel for the times?”
Snuggling into his chest, Reggie said, “I’m game if you are.” She smiled with happiness as his arms tightened around her. 


[bookmark: _Toc439969065]Author’s Note

In The Little Dog Laughed, a time travel fantasy largely set in Roman Occupied Briton during the first century AD, there are appearances by a number of famous people who interact with fictional characters. Doubtless there will be some readers who disagree with how I represented these historical personages, in particular Queen Boadicea, Gaius Suetonius Paulinus and Julius Agricola. 

I would like to point out that though this tale is first and foremost fiction, I endeavored to present the events which form the background to the story with historical accuracy. However, when it came to fleshing out the main players I admit to taking artistic licence in order to breathe life into people whose personality traits are lost in the mists of time. 

At the end of the novel Paulinus published an apology to justify his unspeakable atrocities.  In the same vein, I humbly submit artistic licence as my defence for presenting a British heroine as a self-interested woman who uses sex to further her ambitions, a war criminal as a gallant hero, and allegedly the best British governor of all, as an ambitious bully.
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Rock and roll royalty, Crystal Brooke has everything she always wanted ~ MONEY, FAME, POWER. At thirty-five she is the public face of an international children's fund. As she watches a commercial announcing the nation's favourite entertainer is adopting twin boys from Somalia, she feels uneasy. At eighteen, she sold her baby to a shady adoption agency. The White Amah is the story of a dark secret and the consequences when a woman’s past comes back to threaten her present.
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When the International Space Station is sabotaged, the threat that a biological weapon will be used on the civilian population is more likely than at any other point in history. Lost in the Great Sandy Desert in Western Australia, two teens stumble upon the wreckage of a germ warfare laboratory, and a secret so damaging to world governments it must be hushed up ... at all cost.
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Meet Jane Patterson, mid-thirties, single and looking for love. But that was yesterday. Today Jane is the unimpressed owner of a shelter for homeless men. Catapulted in the high flying world of Leonard Hardie, an ambitious politician out to make a name by ridding the city of vagrants, Jane finds a conscience and a cause.
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If you loved reading The Little Dog Laughed could you leave a review on the amazon.com site for the book so that future readers will be able to decide if this is a story they will enjoy reading.  Your input is indispensable ...   thank you in advance for your valuable insights.

If you would like to write directly to me, use the e-mail address thewhiteamah@live.com.au or use the contact form on http://www.annmassey.com
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