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 About the Author


  




 Simon Scarrow’s passion for writing began at an early age. After a childhood spent travelling the world he pursued his great love of history as a teacher, before becoming a full-time writer in 2005. His Roman soldier heroes Cato and Macro first stormed the book shops in 2000 in UNDER THE EAGLE, and have subsequently appeared in a number of other bestsellers including THE GLADIATOR and BROTHERS IN BLOOD.


 Simon Scarrow is also the author of the novels YOUNG BLOODS, THE GENERALS, FIRE AND SWORD and THE FIELDS OF DEATH, chronicling the lives of the Duke of Wellington and Napoleon Bonaparte, and of SWORD & SCIMITAR, the epic tale of the 1565 Siege of Malta. In addition, he writes a young adult Roman series and develops projects for television and film with his brother Alex.


 To find out more about Simon Scarrow and his novels, visit www.scarrow.co.uk and www.catoandmacro.com
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 ‘I really don’t need this kind of competition . . . It’s a great read’ Bernard Cornwell


 ‘Rollicking good fun’ Mail on Sunday



‘Scarrow’s [novels] rank with the best’ Independent



‘[Simon Scarrow] blends together the historical facts and characters to create a book that simply cannot be put down . . . Highly recommended’ Historical Novels Review



‘A satisfyingly bloodthirsty, bawdy romp . . . perfect for Bernard Cornwell addicts who will relish its historical detail and fast-paced action. Storming stuff!’ Good Book Guide



‘A fast-moving and exceptionally well-paced historical thriller’ BBC History Magazine
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 About the Book


  




 WHEN THE EAGLE HUNTS is the compelling third novel in Simon Scarrow’s bestselling Eagles of the Empire series. 


 After a series of bloody battles, Camulodunum (modern-day Colchester) has fallen to the invading Roman army. The Emperor has returned to Rome, leaving the fearless Centurion Macro and his young Optio, Cato, to rest and regroup, along with the rest of the Second Legion. 


 As their leader General Plautius plans the next phase of their campaign, word arrives that the ship carrying his family to join him was wrecked in a storm off the south coast. His wife and children have fallen into the hands of a dark sect of Druids, who now demand the return of those of their brotherhood taken prisoner by the Romans. Unless their demands are met within one month, Plautius’s family will be burned alive. 


 Will Cato and Macro discover where the Druids are hiding their hostages? And can they find some way to rescue them before time runs out?
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 The Organisation of a Roman Legion

 


 

 The Second Legion, like all legions, comprised some five and a half thousand men. The basic unit was the century of eighty men commanded by a centurion with an optio acting as second in command. The century was divided into eight-man sections which shared a room together in barracks and a tent when on campaign. Six centuries made up a cohort, and ten cohorts made up a legion, with the first cohort being double-size. Each legion was accompanied by a cavalry unit of one hundred and twenty men, divided into four squadrons, who served as scouts and messengers. In descending order the main ranks were:

 


 

 The legate

 was a man from an aristocratic background. Typically in his mid-thirties, the legate would command the legion for up to five years and hope to make something of a name for himself in order to enhance his subsequent political career.

 


 

 The camp prefect

 would be a grizzled veteran who would previously have been the chief centurion of the legion and was at the summit of a professional soldier’s career. He was armed with vast experience and integrity, and to him would fall the command of the legion should the legate be absent or hors de combat

.

 


 

 Six tribunes

 served as staff officers. These would be men in their early twenties serving in the army for the first time to gain administrative experience before taking up junior posts in civil administration. The senior tribune was different. He was destined for high political office and eventual command of a legion.

 


 

 Sixty centurions

 provided the disciplinary and training backbone of the legion. They were hand-picked for their command qualities and a willingness to fight to the death. Accordingly their casualty rate far exceeded other ranks. The most senior centurion commanded the First Century of the First Cohort and was a highly decorated and respected individual.

 


 

 The four decurions

 of the legion commanded the cavalry squadrons and hoped for promotion to the command of auxiliary cavalry units.

 


 

 Each centurion

 was assisted by an optio

 who would act as an orderly, with minor command duties. Optios would be waiting for a vacancy in the centurionate.

 


 

 Below the optios were the legionaries

, men who had signed on for twenty-five years. In theory, a man had to be a Roman citizen to qualify for enlistment, but recruits were increasingly drawn from local populations and given Roman citizenship on joining the legions.

 


 

 Lower in status than the legionaries were the men of the auxiliary cohorts

. They were recruited from the provinces and provided the Roman Empire with its cavalry, light infantry and other specialist skills. Roman citizenship was awarded on completion of twenty-five years of service.

 




 


 

 Chapter One

 


 

 The heaving tumult around the ship was frozen for an instant by sheet lightning. All around, the foaming sweep of the sea stilled as the stark shadows of the sailors and the rigging scored the brilliantly lit deck of the trireme. Then the light was ripped away and darkness gripped the vessel once more. Black clouds hung low in the sky and billowed across the grey waves rolling down from the north. Nightfall was not yet upon them, yet it seemed to the terrified crew and passengers that the sun must have long since quit the world. Only the faintest smudge of lighter grey away to the west indicated its passage. The convoy was hopelessly scattered, and the prefect commanding the newly commissioned squadron of triremes swore angrily. With one hand firmly gripping a stay, the prefect used his spare hand to shield his eyes from the icy spray as he scanned the foaming wave tops around them.

 


 

 Only two ships of his squadron remained in sight, dark silhouettes heaving into view as his flagship was raised on the crest of a great wave. The two ships were far off to the east, and beyond them would be the rest of the convoy, spread across the wild sea. They might still make the entrance of the channel that led inland to Rutupiae. But for the flagship there was no hope of reaching the great supply base that equipped and fed the Roman army. Further inland the legions were safely nestled in their winter quarters at Camulodunum, in readiness for the renewal of the campaign to conquer Britain. Despite the best efforts of the men at the oars, the vessel was being swept away from Rutupiae.

 


 

 Looking across the waves to the dark line of the British coast, the prefect bitterly acknowledged that the storm had bested him, and passed the order for oars to be shipped. As he considered his options, the crew hurriedly raised a small triangular sail from the bows to help steady the vessel. Since the invasion had been launched the previous summer, the prefect had crossed this stretch of sea scores of times, but not in such dreadful conditions. Indeed, he had never before seen the weather turn so rapidly. That morning, which seemed so very long ago now, the sky had been clear and a brisk southerly promised a quick crossing from Gesoriacum. Normally no ships would put to sea in winter, but the army of General Plautius was short of supplies. The scorched-earth tactics of the British commander, Caratacus, meant that the legions depended on a steady supply of grain from the continent to get them through the winter without depleting the stockpiles necessary for continuing the campaign in the spring. So the convoys had continued to cross the channel whenever the weather permitted. This morning the prefect had been fooled by perfidious nature into ordering his laden vessels to set out for Rutupiae, never dreaming that they would be caught in this tempest.

 


 

 Just as the coastline of Britain had come into view above the choppy surface, a dark band of cloud had thickened along the northern horizon. The breeze quickly strengthened, and abruptly veered round, and the men of the squadron watched with growing dread as the dark clouds bounded down on them like foaming ravenous beasts. The squall had struck the prefect’s trireme at the head of the convoy with appalling suddenness. The shrieking wind snatched the vessel by the beam and tilted it over so far that the crew had been forced to abandon their duties and grab the nearest handhold to save themselves from being thrown over the side. As the trireme ponderously righted itself, the prefect cast an eye around the rest of the convoy. Some of the flat-bottomed transports had been rolled over completely and close by the dark humps of their hulls tiny figures bobbed in the foaming sea. Some waved pathetically, as if they truly believed that the other vessels might yet be able to rescue them. Already the convoy’s formation had been blown to pieces and each ship struggled for survival, heedless of the plight of all others.

 


 

 With the wind came rain. Great icy drops slashing diagonally down on the trireme and stinging the skin with their impact. Very quickly the bone-numbing cold made the sailors slow and clumsy in their work. Huddled in his water-proofed cloak, the prefect could see that unless the storm eased soon, the captain and his men would surely lose control of their ship. And all about them the sea raged, scattering the ships in every direction. By some quirk of nature the three triremes at the head of the convoy were subjected to the worst violence of the storm and were quickly blown far from the rest – the prefect’s trireme furthest of all. Since then the storm had raged for the whole afternoon and showed no signs of slacking as night drew on.

 


 

 The prefect reviewed his knowledge of the British coastline and mentally scanned the coast. He calculated that they had already been swept well down the coast from the channel leading to Rutupiae. The sheer chalk cliffs around the settlement at Dubris were just in sight of the starboard beam and they would have to battle the storm for some hours yet before they could attempt to approach a safe stretch of the shore.

 


 

 The ship’s captain staggered along the heaving deck towards him and saluted as he approached, keeping one hand clasped firmly to the taffrail.

 


 

 ‘What is it?’ shouted the prefect.

 


 

 ‘The bilges!’ the captain called out, voice hoarse from the effort of shouting his orders above the shrieking wind for the last few hours. He jabbed his finger at the deck to make his meaning clear. ‘We’re taking on too much water!’

 


 

 ‘Can we bail it out?’

 


 

 The captain tilted his ear towards the prefect.

 


 

 Taking a deep breath, the prefect cupped a hand to his mouth and shouted, ‘Can we bail it out?’

 


 

 The captain shook his head.

 


 

 ‘So what now?’

 


 

 ‘We have to run before the storm! It’s our only hope of staying afloat. Then find somewhere safe to land!’

 


 

 The prefect gave an exaggerated nod to show he had understood. Very well then. They would have to find somewhere to beach the ship. Some thirty or forty miles down the coast the cliffs gave way to shingled beaches. Providing the surf was not too wild, beaching could be attempted. That might cause serious damage to the trireme but better that than the certainty of losing the ship and all the crew and passengers. With that thought, the prefect’s mind went to the woman and her young children sheltering below his feet. They had been trusted to his care and he must do everything in his power to save them.

 


 

 ‘Give the order, Captain! I’m going below.’

 


 

 ‘Aye, sir!’ The captain saluted and turned back towards the waist of the trireme, where the sailors huddled by the base of the mast. The prefect watched for a moment as the captain bellowed his orders and pointed to the furled sail on the spar at the top of the mast. No one moved. The captain shouted the order again, then viciously kicked the nearest sailor. The man cowered back, only to be kicked again. He leaped for the rigging and began to make his way aloft. The others followed, clinging to the stays as they struggled up the swaying ratlines and transferred themselves to the spar. Bare frozen feet pushed down onto the toe-line as they inched out above the deck. Only when every man was in position could they undo the ties and release the sail as far as the first reefing point. That much sail would be all that was necessary to give the vessel steerage way as it ran before the storm. Each burst of lightning briefly silhouetted the mast, spar and men in harsh black against a dazzling white sky. The prefect noticed that lightning made the rain seem to stop in mid-air for an instant. Despite the terror that gripped his heart, he felt a thrill of excitement at this awesome display of Neptune’s powers.

 


 

 At last all the men were in position. Bracing his solid legs on the deck, the captain cupped both hands and tipped his face up towards the mast.

 


 

 ‘Unfurl!’

 


 

 Numbed fingers worked frantically at the leather ties. Some were less clumsy than others and the sail loosened unevenly from the spar. A sudden shrilling through the rigging heralded the renewal of the storm’s wildest efforts and the trireme recoiled from its wrath. One sailor, in a more weakened condition than his comrades, lost his grip and was hurled into the darkness so quickly that none who saw it happen marked where he fell into the sea. But there was no pause in the sailors’ efforts. The wind tore at the exposed parts of the sail and nearly succeeded in prising it free of their grip before the sailors managed to tie down the reefing lines. As soon as the sail was set, the men climbed back along the spar and painstakingly made their way down to the deck, their haggard faces testimony to the cold and exhaustion they were suffering.

 


 

 The prefect made his way to the hatch-coaming at the stern and carefully lowered himself down into the pitch-black interior. The small cabin seemed unnaturally quiet after the shrieking, buffeting wind and rain on deck. The sound of whimpering drew him aft, where the timbers curved together, and a flash of lightning through the hatch revealed the woman wedged into the stern, her arms tightly held round the shoulders of two young children. They shivered, clutching their mother, and the youngest, a boy of five, cried inconsolably, face drenched with spray, tears and snot. His sister, three years older, just sat, silent but wide-eyed with terror. The trireme’s bows suddenly lifted to a huge wave and the prefect pitched towards his passengers. He thrust an arm out against the hull and fell sprawling against the opposite side. He took a moment to recover his breath, and the woman’s voice spoke calmly from the darkness.

 


 

 ‘We will come through this, won’t we?’

 


 

 Another flash of lightning revealed the panic etched onto the pale faces of the children.

 


 

 The prefect decided there was no point in mentioning that he had decided to try and beach the trireme. Best save his passengers any further anxiety.

 


 

 ‘Of course, my lady. We’re running before the storm and as soon as it’s passed we’ll make our way back up the coast to Rutupiae.’

 


 

 ‘I see,’ the woman replied flatly, and the prefect realised she had seen through his answer. Clearly a perceptive woman then, a credit to her noble family and to her husband. She gave her children a reassuring squeeze.

 


 

 ‘Did you hear that, my dears? We’ll be warm and dry soon enough.’

 


 

 The prefect recalled their shivering and cursed his thoughtlessness.

 


 

 ‘Just a moment, my lady.’ His numbed fingers fiddled with the clasp fastening the water-proofed cloak at his throat. He swore at his clumsiness, and then the pin came free. He drew it from around his shoulders and held it towards her in the darkness.

 


 

 ‘Here, for you and your children, my lady.’

 


 

 He felt the cloak drawn from him.

 


 

 ‘Thank you, Prefect, it’s most kind of you. Let’s cuddle under this cloak, you two.’

 


 

 As the prefect drew his knees up and hugged his arms round them, trying to create some centre of warmth to draw comfort from, a hand gently tapped him on the shoulder.

 


 

 ‘My lady?’

 


 

 ‘It’s Valerius Maxentius, isn’t it?’

 


 

 ‘Yes, my lady.’

 


 

 ‘Well then, Valerius. Shelter under this cloak with us. Before the cold kills you.’

 


 

 The casual use of his informal name momentarily shocked the prefect. Then he mumbled his thanks and shifted over, joining the woman under the cloak. The boy sat huddled between them, shivering violently, and every so often his body was wracked by sobbing.

 


 

 ‘Easy there,’ the prefect said softly. ‘We’ll be all right. You’ll see.’

 


 

 A series of lightning flashes illuminated the cabin, and the prefect and the woman glanced at each other. Her look was questioning, and he shook his head. A fresh deluge of silvery water splashed through the hatch into the cabin. The great timbers of the trireme groaned all around them as the fabric of the vessel was subjected to forces its builders had never dreamed of. The prefect knew that her seams would not stand much more of this violence and eventually the sea would swamp her. And all the slaves chained at the oars, the crewmen and these passengers would drown with him. He cursed softly before he could stop himself. The woman guessed his feelings.

 


 

 ‘Valerius, it’s not your fault. You could never have foreseen this.’

 


 

 ‘I know, my lady. I know.’

 


 

 ‘We might yet be saved.’

 


 

 ‘Yes, my lady. If you say so.’

 


 

 Throughout the night the storm swept the trireme down the coast. Halfway up the rigging, the captain braved the biting cold to search for a suitable place to try to beach the trireme. All the time he was conscious that the ship beneath him was ever more sluggish in its response to the waves. Below decks a number of galley slaves had been unshackled to help with the bailing. They sat in a line and passed buckets from hand to hand, to be emptied over the side. But it was not enough to save the ship; it merely delayed the inevitable moment when a massive wave would burst over the trireme and sink her.

 


 

 A desperate wailing reached the captain from the slaves still chained to their benches. The water was already slopping about their knees and for them there would be no hope of salvation once the ship foundered. Others might survive a while, clinging to the debris before the cold finished them, but for the slaves, drowning was certain and the captain could well understand their hysteria.

 


 

 The rain turned to sleet and then to snow. Thick white flakes swirled in on the wind and layered themselves on the captain’s tunic. His hands were losing all sensation and he realised he must return to the deck before the cold weakened his grip on the rigging. But just as he took the first step down, he glimpsed the dark loom of a headland over the bow. White spray burst over jagged rocks at the base of the cliff, barely half a mile ahead.

 


 

 The captain rapidly swung himself to the deck and hurried aft towards the steersman.

 


 

 ‘Rocks ahead! Hard over!’

 


 

 The captain threw himself onto the timber handle and strained with the steersman against the pressure of the sea surging past the broad steering paddle overside. Slowly the trireme responded, and the bowsprit began to turn away from the headland. In the glare of the lightning, they could see the glistening dark teeth of the rocks rising from the crashing waves. The roar of their pounding carried even above the howling of the wind. For a moment the bowsprit refused to swing any further towards the open sea and the captain’s heart was seized by dark, cold despair. Then a fluke in the wind carried the bowsprit round, clear of the rocks, barely a hundred feet off the bow.

 


 

 ‘That’s it! Keep her there!’ he screamed at the steersman.

 


 

 With the small spread of mainsail straining under the pressure of the wind, the trireme surged forward, up and over the wild sea. Past the headland the cliff opened out onto a pebbled shore, behind which the land rose with a scattering of stunted trees. Waves pounded up the beach in great sweeps of white foam.

 


 

 ‘There!’ The captain pointed. ‘We’ll beach her there.’

 


 

 ‘In that surf?’ shouted the steersman. ‘That’s madness!’

 


 

 ‘It’s our only chance! Now, on the tiller, with me!’

 


 

 With the paddle biting in the opposite direction, the trireme swung in towards the shore. For the first time that night the captain allowed himself to believe they might yet emerge from this tempest alive. He even laughed with exultation at having defied the worst of the wrath that great Neptune could hurl at those who ventured into his domain. But with the safety of the shore almost within their reach, the sea finally had its way with them. A great swell rolled in from the dark depths of the ocean and lifted the trireme up and up, until the captain found that he was looking down on the shore. Then the crest passed beneath them and the ship dropped like a stone. With a jarring crash that knocked all the crew off their feet, the bows were impaled on a jagged sliver of rock some distance from the base of the headland. The captain quickly regained his footing, and the firm deck under his boots told him that the ship was no longer afloat.

 


 

 The next wave forced the trireme to pivot round, so that the stern was nearest the beach. A rending crash from forward told of the damage being wreaked. From below came the cries and screams of the slaves as the water cascaded down the length of the trireme. Within moments she would settle, and succeeding waves would dash her and all aboard onto the rocks.

 


 

 ‘What’s happened?’

 


 

 The captain turned and saw Prefect Maxentius emerging from the hatch. The dark mass of land close by and the glistening black of spray-soaked rock were explanation enough. The prefect shouted down through the hatch for the passenger to bring her children up on deck. Then he turned back to the captain.

 


 

 ‘We must get them off! They must get to the shore!’

 


 

 While the woman and her children huddled down by the stern rail, Valerius Maxentius and the captain struggled to lash several inflated wineskins together. About them the crew made ready with whatever they could find that might float. The screaming below deck intensified into spine-chilling shrieks of abject terror as the trireme settled further into the dark sea. Abruptly the screams were cut off. One of the crew on deck shouted and pointed to the maindeck hatchway. Not far beneath the grating, seawater glinted. The only thing preventing the ship from slipping beneath the water was the rock on which the bows were pinned. One large wave would finish them now.

 


 

 ‘Over here!’ Maxentius shouted to the woman and her children. ‘Quick!’

 


 

 As the first waves began to break over the deck, the prefect and the captain lashed their passengers to the wineskins. At first the boy protested and wriggled in panic as Maxentius tried to pass the rope round his waist.

 


 

 ‘Stop it!’ His mother slapped him. ‘Be still.’

 


 

 The prefect nodded his thanks, and finished tying the boy to the makeshift floats.

 


 

 ‘What now?’ she asked.

 


 

 ‘Wait by the stern. When I tell you, jump. Then kick as hard as you can for the shore.’

 


 

 The woman paused to look at the two men. ‘And you?’

 


 

 ‘We’ll follow you as soon as we can.’ The prefect smiled. ‘Now, my lady. If you will?’

 


 

 She allowed herself to be led to the aft rail, and carefully climbed over, clasping her children to her sides, braving herself to jump.

 


 

 ‘Mummy! No!’ the boy cried out as he stared wide-eyed at the wild sea beneath his feet. ‘Please, Mummy!’

 


 

 ‘Aelius, we’ll be all right. I swear it!’

 


 

 ‘Sir!’ the captain yelled. ‘There! Look there!’

 


 

 The prefect turned and through the snow-flecked storm he saw a monstrous wave rushing down on them, white spray whipped off its crest by the terrible wind. He just had time to turn back to the woman and scream out an order to jump. Then the wave crashed over the trireme and rolled it onto the rocks. The crewmen on the maindeck were swept away. As Maxentius threw himself backwards over the stern post, he caught one last glance of the captain gripping the main hatch grating, eyes staring at the doom about to engulf him. Icy darkness closed over the prefect, and before he could shut his mouth salt water filled his nose and throat. He felt himself turned over and over as his lungs burned for want of air. Just when he thought he must surely die, his ears momentarily filled with the din of the storm. Then it was gone for an instant, before his head broke the surface again. The prefect gasped for air, kicking out to stay on the surface. The heaving sea lifted him up, and he saw the beach not far off. There was no sign of the trireme. Nor a single soul of her crew. Not even the woman and her children. The swell swept him a little closer to the rocks, and the prospect of being smashed to pieces caused the prefect to renew his efforts to swim for the shore.

 


 

 Several times he felt certain that the rocks would claim him. But as he struggled towards the beach with all his failing strength, the headland began to protect him from the wildest waves. At length, exhausted and despairing, he felt his feet brush the shingle bottom. Then the riptide drew him back from the shore and he cried out his rage to the gods that he should be denied salvation at this last moment. Determined that he would not die, not yet, he gritted his teeth and made one last supreme effort to make the shore. Amid the pounding foam of another wave, he swept painfully over the pebbles and braced himself to resist the undertow as the wave receded. Before the next wave could crash down on the shore, Maxentius scrambled up the steeply sloped shingle and then threw himself down, utterly spent and gasping for breath.

 


 

 Around him the storm raged and fresh flurries of snow swirled through the air. Now that he was safely ashore, the prefect realised just how cold his body had become. He shivered violently as he tried to summon the energy to move. Before he could do so, there was a sudden scattering of stones nearby and someone sat down beside him.

 


 

 ‘Valerius Maxentius! Are you all right?’

 


 

 He was surprised at the strength of the woman as she lifted him up and rolled him over onto his side. He nodded.

 


 

 ‘Come on then!’ she ordered. ‘Before you freeze.’

 


 

 She drew one of his arms across her shoulder and half supported him up the beach towards a shallow ravine lined with the black forms of stunted trees. There, in the shelter of a fallen trunk, the two children crouched in the sodden mass of the prefect’s cloak.

 


 

 ‘Underneath. All of you.’

 


 

 She joined them, and all four huddled as tightly together as they could within the wet folds, shivering violently as the storm raged on and snow settled about them. Looking out towards the headland, Maxentius could see no sign of the trireme. It was as if his flagship had never been, so completely had it been obliterated. No one else seemed to have survived. No one.

 


 

 A sudden scrabbling of shingle caught his ear above the howling wind. For a moment he thought he must have imagined it. Then the sound came again, and this time he swore he could hear voices as well.

 


 

 ‘There’s other survivors!’ He smiled at the woman, easing himself to his knees. ‘Over here! Over here!’ he called.

 


 

 A dark figure appeared round the corner of the ravine opening. Then another.

 


 

 ‘Here!’ The prefect waved. ‘Over here!’

 


 

 The figures were still for a moment, then one of them called out, but the sense of his words was lost on the wind. He raised a spear and signalled to unseen others.

 


 

 ‘Valerius, be quiet!’ ordered the woman.

 


 

 But it was too late. They had been seen, and more men joined the first two. Cautiously they approached the shivering Romans. By the loom of the snow on the ground, their features slowly became visible as they came nearer.

 


 

 ‘Mummy,’ the girl whispered. ‘Who are they?’

 


 

 ‘Hush, Julia!’

 


 

 When the men were only a few paces away, a distant burst of lightning lit up the sky. In its pale glow the men were briefly revealed. Above their crudely cut fur cloaks, wildly spiked hair billowed in the wind. Beneath, fierce eyes blazed out of heavily tattooed faces. For a moment neither they nor the Romans moved or said a word. Then the little boy could take no more and a thin scream of blind terror split the air.

 




 


 

 Chapter Two

 


 

 ‘I’m sure it was around here,’ muttered Centurion Macro, glancing down a dark alley leading up from the Camulodunum quayside. ‘Any ideas?’

 


 

 The other three exchanged a glance as they stamped their feet in the snow. Beside Cato – Macro’s young optio – stood two young women, natives from the Iceni tribe, wrapped warmly in splendid winter cloaks with fur trims. They had been raised by fathers who had long anticipated the day when the Caesars would extend the limits of their empire into Britain. The girls had been taught Latin from an early age, by an educated slave imported from Gaul. As a consequence their Latin had a lilting accent, an effect Cato found quite pleasing to the ear.

 


 

 ‘Look here,’ the oldest girl protested. ‘You said you’d take us to a snug little alehouse. I’m not going to spend the night walking up and down freezing streets until you find exactly the one you’re looking for. We go in the next one we come across, agreed?’ She looked round at her friend and Cato, fierce eyes demanding their assent. Both nodded at once.

 


 

 ‘It must be down this one,’ Macro responded quickly. ‘Yes, I remember now. This is the place.’

 


 

 ‘It had better be. Or you’re taking us home.’

 


 

 ‘Fair enough.’ Macro raised a hand to placate her. ‘Let’s go.’

 


 

 With the centurion leading the way, the small band softly crunched up the narrow alley, hemmed in on both sides by the dark huts and houses of the Trinovantes townspeople. Snow had been falling all day and had only stopped shortly after dusk. Camulodunum and the surrounding landscape lay under a thick blanket of gleaming white and most people were indoors huddled around smoky fires. Only the more hardy of the town’s youngsters joined the Roman soldiers looking for dives where they might enjoy a night’s drinking, raucous singing and, with a little luck, a bit of fighting. The soldiers, armed with purses bulging with coins, wandered into town from the vast encampment stretching out just beyond the main gate of Camulodunum. Four legions – over twenty thousand men – were sitting the winter out in crude timber and turf huts, impatiently waiting for spring to arrive so that the campaign to conquer the island could be renewed.

 


 

 It had been an especially harsh winter and the legionaries, shut up in their camp and made to live on an unrelieved diet of barley and winter vegetable stew, were restless. Particularly since the general had advanced them a portion of the donative paid to the army by Emperor Claudius. This bonus was given to celebrate the defeat of the British commander, Caratacus, and the fall of his capital at Camulodunum. The townspeople, mostly engaged in some form of trade or other, had quickly recovered from the shock of defeat and taken advantage of the opportunity to fleece the legionaries camping on their doorstep. A number of alehouses had opened up to provide the legionaries with a range of local brews, as well as wine shipped in from the continent by those merchants prepared to risk their ships in the winter seas in return for premium prices.

 


 

 The townsfolk who were not making money out of their new masters looked on in distaste as the drunken foreigners staggered home from the alehouses, singing at the tops of their voices, and spewing noisily in the streets. Eventually, the town’s elders had had enough and sent a deputation to General Plautius. They politely requested that, in the interests of the new bonds of alliance that had been forged between the Romans and the Trinovantes, it might be a good thing if the legionaries were no longer allowed into the town. Sympathetic as he was to the need to preserve good relations with the locals, the general also knew that he would be risking a mutiny if he denied his soldiers an outlet for the tensions that always accompanied the long months spent in winter quarters. Accordingly, a compromise was reached, and the numbers of passes issued to soldiers rationed. As a result, the soldiers were even more determined to go on a wild bender each time they were allowed into the town.

 


 

 ‘Here we are!’ said Macro triumphantly. ‘I told you it was here.’

 


 

 They were standing outside the small studded door of a stone-built store shed. A shuttered window pierced the wall a few paces further up the alley. A warm red glow lined the rim of the shutters and they could hear the cheerful hubbub of loud conversation within.

 


 

 ‘At least it should be warm,’ the younger girl said quietly. ‘What do you think, Boudica?’

 


 

 ‘I think it had better be,’ her cousin replied, and reached for the door latch. ‘Come on then.’

 


 

 Horrified at the prospect of being preceded into a drinking place by a woman, Macro clumsily thrust himself between the woman and the door.

 


 

 ‘Er, please allow me.’ He smiled, attempting to affect some manners. He opened the door and ducked under the frame. His small party followed. The warm smoky fug wrapped itself around the new arrivals and the glow from a fire and several tallow lamps seemed quite brilliant after the darkness of the alley. A few heads turned to inspect the new arrivals and Cato saw that many of the customers were off-duty legionaries, dressed in thick red military tunics and cloaks.

 


 

 ‘Put the wood in the hole!’ someone shouted. ‘Before we all fucking freeze.’

 


 

 ‘Watch it!’ Macro shouted back angrily. ‘There are ladies present!’

 


 

 A chorus of hoots sounded from the other customers.

 


 

 ‘We already know!’ A legionary nearby laughed as he goosed a passing bar woman carrying an armful of empty pitchers. She yelped, and spun round to deliver a stinging blow before skipping off to the counter at the far end of the alehouse. The legionary rubbed his glowing cheek and laughed again.

 


 

 ‘And you recommend this place?’ Boudica muttered.

 


 

 ‘Give it a chance. I had a great time here the other night. It has atmosphere, wouldn’t you say?’

 


 

 ‘It certainly has an atmosphere,’ said Cato. ‘Wonder how long it’ll take before a fight breaks out.’

 


 

 His centurion shot him a dark look before turning to the two women. ‘What’ll you have, ladies?’

 


 

 ‘A seat,’ Boudica responded tartly. ‘A seat will do nicely, for now.’

 


 

 Macro shrugged. ‘See to it, Cato. Find somewhere quiet. I’ll get the drinks in.’

 


 

 While Macro steered a way through the throng to the bar, Cato looked round and saw that the only place left was a rickety trestle table flanked by two benches, right by the door they had just entered. He pulled back the end of one bench and bowed his head. ‘There you are, ladies.’

 


 

 Boudica curled her lip at the roughly hewn furniture presented to her, and might have refused to sit had her cousin not quickly nudged her forward. The younger woman was called Nessa, a brown-haired Icenian with blue eyes and round cheeks. Cato was well aware that his centurion and Boudica had arranged for her to come along to keep him distracted while the older couple continued their peculiar relationship.

 


 

 Macro and Boudica had met shortly after the fall of Camulodunum. Since the Iceni were nominally neutral in the war between Rome and the confederation of tribes resisting the invaders, Boudica was more curious than hostile towards the men from the great empire across the sea. The town elders had rushed to ingratiate themselves with their new rulers and invitations to feasts had flooded into the Roman camp. Even junior centurions like Macro had found themselves asked to attend. On the first such night he had met Boudica. Her forthright nature had appalled him at first; the Celts appeared to have a distastefully egalitarian attitude towards the gentler sex. Finding herself standing next to a centurion, who in turn stood next to a barrel of the most powerful beer he had ever encountered, Boudica wasted no time in grilling him for information about Rome. At first her open approach inclined Macro to regard her as just another of the horse-faced women that made up the majority of the higher class of Briton. But as he endured her questioning, he slowly became less and less interested in the beer. Grudgingly at first, then more willingly as she artfully drew him into a more expansive discussion, Macro talked to her in a way he had never before with a woman.

 


 

 By the end of the evening he knew he wanted to see more of this lively Icenian, and stammered out a request to meet again. She gladly assented, and extended an invitation to a feast being held by her kinsman the following night. Macro had been the first guest to arrive and stood in embarrassed silence by the spread of cold meats and warm beer until Boudica arrived. Then he watched in horror as she matched him drink for drink. Before he knew it, she had slapped an arm round his shoulder and was hugging him tightly to her. Looking round, Macro observed the same forwardness in the other Celtic women and was trying to reconcile himself to the strange ways of this new culture when Boudica planted a boozy kiss on his lips.

 


 

 Momentarily startled, Macro tried to break away from her powerful embrace, but the girl had mistakenly taken his writhing as a sign of his ardour and merely tightened her grip. So Macro gave in and kissed her back, and on the alcohol-saturated wings of passion they had collapsed under a table in a dark corner and fumbled the evening away. Only the limp side effects of the beer prevented the consummation of their mutual attraction. Boudica had been decent enough not to make an issue of it.

 


 

 They continued to meet almost daily from that point on, and sometimes Macro invited Cato to join them, mainly from a sense of pity for the lad, who had only recently seen his first love murdered at the hands of a treacherous Roman aristocrat. Quiet and shy at first, Cato had been slowly drawn out by Boudica’s infectious sociability and now the two could hold a conversation for hours. Macro felt himself being slowly frozen out. Despite Boudica’s claim that she only had relationships with grown-ups, Macro was not reassured. Hence the presence of Nessa – at Macro’s suggestion. A girl Cato could get stuck into while he continued wooing Boudica.

 


 

 ‘Does your centurion often frequent places like this?’ asked Boudica.

 


 

 ‘Not always as nice as this.’ Cato smiled. ‘You should feel honoured.’

 


 

 Nessa missed the ironic tone and sniffed in disgust at the suggestion that any right-thinking person should deem it a privilege to be led to such a dive. The other two rolled their eyes.

 


 

 ‘How did you manage to get permission to be out?’ Cato asked Boudica. ‘I thought your uncle was going to burst a blood vessel that night we had to carry you back home.’

 


 

 ‘He nearly did. Poor chap’s not been quite the same since and only agreed to letting us out to stay the night with some distant cousins provided we were escorted.’

 


 

 Cato frowned. ‘So where’s the escort?’

 


 

 ‘Don’t know. We got separated in the crowd near the town gate.’

 


 

 ‘On purpose?’

 


 

 ‘Of course. What do you take me for?’

 


 

 ‘I wouldn’t presume.’

 


 

 ‘Very wise.’

 


 

 ‘Prasutagus is probably peeing himself with worry!’ Nessa giggled. ‘You can bet he’ll be searching every drinking hall he can think of.’

 


 

 ‘Which makes us quite safe, since my dear kinsman – another cousin incidentally – would never think of this place. I doubt he’s ever even ventured into the alleys behind the quay. We’ll be all right.’

 


 

 ‘If he does find us,’ Nessa’s eyes widened, ‘he’ll go mental! You remember what he did to that Atrebate lad who tried to chat us up. I thought Prasutagus was going to kill him!’

 


 

 ‘Probably would have if I hadn’t hauled him off.’

 


 

 Cato shifted nervously. ‘Big lad, this kinsman of yours?’

 


 

 ‘Huge!’ Nessa laughed. ‘ Sa!

 Huge is the word all right.’

 


 

 ‘With a brain in inverse proportion to his physique,’ Boudica added. ‘So don’t even think of trying to reason with him if he comes in here. Just run.’

 


 

 ‘I see.’

 


 

 Macro returned from the bar, arms raised to keep cups and jug above the throng. He set them down on the rough surface of the bench and politely filled each of the pottery mugs to the brim with red wine.

 


 

 ‘Wine!’ Boudica exclaimed. ‘You do know how to spoil a lady, Centurion.’

 


 

 ‘Beer’s off,’ explained Macro. ‘This is all they have left, and it’s not cheap either. So drink up and enjoy.’

 


 

 ‘While we can, sir.’

 


 

 ‘Eh? What’s the matter, lad?’

 


 

 ‘These ladies are only here because they slipped away from a rather large male relative who is probably looking for them right now, and not in the best of moods.’

 


 

 ‘Not surprising on a night like this.’ Macro shrugged. ‘Still, we’re well out of it now. We’ve got a fire, drink and good company. What more could you ask for?’

 


 

 ‘A seat nearer the fire,’ replied Boudica.

 


 

 ‘Now then, let’s have a toast.’ The centurion raised his mug. ‘To us!’ Macro raised his mug to his lips and downed the wine in one go then slammed the mug back down. ‘Ahhhh! That hit the spot! Who’s for more?’

 


 

 ‘Just a moment.’ Boudica followed his lead and drained her cup.

 


 

 Cato knew his limitations with respect to wine, and just shook his head.

 


 

 ‘Suit yourself, lad, but wine’s as good as a knock on the head for helping you forget your troubles.’

 


 

 ‘If you say so, sir.’

 


 

 ‘I do say so. Particularly if you have some bad news to break.’ Macro looked across the table at Boudica.

 


 

 ‘What news?’ she asked sharply.

 


 

 ‘The legion’s being sent south.’

 


 

 ‘When?’

 


 

 ‘Three days’ time.’

 


 

 ‘First I’ve heard of it,’ said Cato. ‘What’s up?’

 


 

 ‘I’d guess the general wants to use the Second Legion to cut Caratacus off from any escape route south of the Tamesis. The other three legions can clear up on the north side of the river.’

 


 

 ‘The Tamesis?’ Boudica frowned. ‘That’s a long way off. When is your legion coming back here?’

 


 

 Macro was about to give some glib and reassuring answer when he saw the pained expression on Boudica’s face. He realised that honesty was the right course of action in this situation. Far better for Boudica to know the truth now than for her to resent him later.

 


 

 ‘I don’t know. Maybe a few more campaign seasons, maybe never. All depends on how long Caratacus continues to fight on. If we can crush him quickly then the province can be settled straightaway. As it is, the wily bastard keeps raiding through our supply lines, and all the while he’s trying to negotiate with other tribes to get them to join him in resisting us.’

 


 

 ‘You can hardly blame the man for fighting well.’

 


 

 ‘I can blame him for it if it keeps us apart.’ Macro reached for her hand and gave it an affectionate squeeze. ‘So let’s just hope he’s bright enough to realise he can never win. Then, once the province is settled, I’ll get some leave and come and find you.’

 


 

 ‘You expect the province to be settled that quickly?’ Boudica flared up. ‘Lud! When will you Romans learn? Caratacus leads only those tribes under the sway of the Catuvellauni. There are many other tribes, mostly too proud to let themselves be led into battle by another chief, and certainly too proud to meekly submit to Roman rule. Take our own tribe.’ Boudica gestured to herself and Nessa. ‘The Iceni. I know of no warrior who would dream of becoming a subject of your Emperor Claudius. Sure you’ve tried to woo our chiefs with promises of alliance and a share in the spoils of those tribes Rome defeats on the battlefield. But I warn you, the moment you try and become our master, Rome will pay a high price in the blood of its legions . . .’

 


 

 Her voice had become quite shrill, and for a moment her eyes blazed defiantly across the table. Drinkers at neighbouring benches had turned to look, and conversation was briefly stilled. Then heads turned back and the volume slowly rose again. Boudica poured herself another mug of wine and drained it before continuing, more quietly. ‘That’s true of most of the other tribes as well. Believe me.’

 


 

 Macro stared at her and nodded slowly as he took her hand again and held it gently in his own. ‘I’m sorry. I meant no slight on your people. Honestly. I’m not very good with words.’

 


 

 Boudica’s lips lifted in a smile. ‘Never mind, you make up for it in other ways.’

 


 

 Macro glanced round at Cato. ‘Do you think you could take this lass over to the bar for a while? My lady and I need to talk.’

 


 

 ‘Yes, sir.’ Cato, sensitive to the needs of the situation, quickly rose from the bench and held his arm out to Nessa. The young woman looked to her cousin and was given a faint nod.

 


 

 ‘All right then.’ Nessa grinned. ‘You be careful, Boudica, you know what these soldiers are like.’

 


 

 ‘ Sa!

 I can look after myself!’

 


 

 Cato did not doubt it. He had come to know Boudica quite well over the winter months and his sympathies were with his centurion. He led Nessa through the crowd of drinkers to the counter. The barman, an old Gaul judging by his accent, had eschewed the Roman fashions of the continent and wore a heavily patterned tunic, upon the shoulders of which rested his pigtails. He was rinsing mugs in a tub of dirty water and looked up when Cato rapped the counter with a coin. Wiping his hands on his apron, he shuffled over and raised his eyebrows.

 


 

 ‘Two mugs of heated wine,’ ordered Cato, before he considered Nessa. ‘That do?’

 


 

 She nodded, and the barman picked up two mugs, and made for a battered bronze cauldron resting on a blackened grate over faintly glowing embers. Steam curled up from inside and, even where he stood, Cato could smell the scent of spices above the beer and the underlying sour smells of humanity. Cato, tall and thin, looked down on his Iceni companion as she eagerly watched the Gaul dip a ladle into the cauldron to stir the mixture. Cato frowned. He knew he should make some attempt at small talk, but he had never been good at it, always fearing that whatever he said sounded either insincere or merely stupid. Besides, his heart was not in it. Not that Nessa was unattractive in looks – her personality he could only guess at – it was just that he still grieved for Lavinia.

 


 

 The passion he had felt for Lavinia ran through his veins like fire, even after she had betrayed him and run to the bed of that bastard Vitellius. Before Cato could teach himself to despise her, Vitellius had drawn Lavinia into a plot to kill the Emperor and cold-bloodedly murdered her to cover his tracks. An image of the dark tresses of Lavinia’s hair settling into the blood spreading from her cut throat filled Cato’s mind and he felt sick. He longed for her more than ever.

 


 

 All his spare passion was devoted to cultivating a burning hatred for Tribune Vitellius so great that no revenge could be too terrible to contemplate. But Vitellius had returned to Rome with the Emperor, having emerged a hero from his botched assassination attempt. As soon as it was clear that the Emperor’s bodyguards would save their master, Vitellius had fallen upon the assassin and killed him. Now the Emperor regarded the tribune as his saviour for whom no reward or honour could be sufficient expression of his gratitude. Staring into the middle distance, Cato’s expression hardened into a thin-lipped bitterness that startled his companion.

 


 

 ‘What on earth’s the matter with you?’

 


 

 ‘Eh? Sorry. I was thinking.’

 


 

 ‘I don’t think I want to know.’

 


 

 ‘It was nothing to do with you.’

 


 

 ‘I should hope not. Look, here comes the wine.’

 


 

 The Gaul returned to the counter with two steaming mugs, whose rich aroma excited even Cato’s taste buds. The Gaul took the coin Cato handed him and turned back towards his rinsing tub.

 


 

 ‘Hey!’ Cato called out. ‘What about my change?’

 


 

 ‘No change,’ muttered the Gaul over his shoulder. ‘That’s the price. Wine’s in short supply, thanks to the storms.’

 


 

 ‘Even so . . .’

 


 

 ‘You don’t like my prices? Then fuck off and find somewhere else to drink.’

 


 

 Cato felt the blood drain from his face and his fists clenched in anger. He opened his voice to shout, and only just managed to pull himself back from the brink of a terrible rage and a desire to tear the old man apart. With the return of self-control, he felt horrified at such a lapse in the rationality he prided himself in. He felt ashamed, and glanced round to see if anyone had noticed how close he had come to making a fool of himself. Only one man was looking his way, a thickset Gaul leaning on the far end of the counter. He was watching Cato closely and one hand had moved towards the handle of a dagger in a metalled scabbard hanging from his belt. Clearly the old Gaul’s hired muscle. He met the optio’s gaze and raised his hand to wag a finger at him, faintly smiling with contempt as he warned the young man to behave himself.

 


 

 ‘Cato, there’s a space by the fire. Let’s go.’ Nessa gently pushed him away from the counter towards the brick hearth where fresh logs hissed and crackled. Cato resisted her touch for an instant but then yielded. They picked their way between the customers, taking care not to spill the heated wine, and sat down on two low stools alongside a handful of others who craved the fire’s warmth.

 


 

 ‘What was all that about?’ asked Nessa. ‘You looked so scary back there at the counter.’

 


 

 ‘I did?’ Cato shrugged, and then carefully sipped from his steaming mug.

 


 

 ‘You did. I thought you were going to go for him.’

 


 

 ‘I was.’

 


 

 ‘Why? Boudica told me you were the quiet type.’

 


 

 ‘I am.’

 


 

 ‘Then why?’

 


 

 ‘It’s personal!’ Cato replied sharply. Then quickly relented. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean it to sound like that. I just don’t want to talk about it.’

 


 

 ‘I see. Then let’s talk about something else.’

 


 

 ‘Like what?’

 


 

 ‘I don’t know. You think of something. Do you good.’

 


 

 ‘All right then, that cousin of Boudica, Prasutagus, is he really as dangerous as he sounds?’

 


 

 ‘Worse. He’s more than just a warrior.’ Cato saw the frightened expression on her face. ‘He has other powers.’

 


 

 ‘What kind of powers?’

 


 

 ‘I-I can’t say.’

 


 

 ‘Will you and Boudica be in any danger when he finds you again?’

 


 

 Nessa shook her head as she sipped from her mug and spilt a few drops of wine down the front of her cloak where they glistened with reflected firelight for a moment, before soaking in. ‘Oh, he’ll go bright red in the face and shout for a bit, but that’ll be all. Once Boudica makes eyes at him he’ll just roll over and wait for her to tickle his tummy.’

 


 

 ‘Fancies her then?’

 


 

 ‘You said it. Fancies her something rotten.’ Nessa craned her neck to look across the room at her friend who was leaning over the table and cradling Macro’s cheek in the palm of one hand. She turned back to Cato and whispered confidentially, as if Boudica might somehow hear her, ‘Between us, I’ve heard that Prasutagus has quite fallen in love with her. He’s going to escort us home to our village once spring comes. I shouldn’t be surprised if he takes the opportunity to ask Boudica’s father for permission to wed her.’

 


 

 ‘How does she feel about him?’

 


 

 ‘Oh, she’ll accept, of course.’

 


 

 ‘Really? Why?’

 


 

 ‘It’s not every day that a girl gets offered the hand of the next ruler of the Iceni.’

 


 

 Cato nodded slowly. Boudica would not be the first woman he had met who placed social advancement before emotional fulfilment. Cato decided he would not tell his centurion about this. If Boudica was going to ditch Macro and marry someone else, then she could tell Macro herself. ‘A shame. She deserves better.’

 


 

 ‘Of course she does. That’s why she’s messing around with your centurion. Might as well have as much fun as she can, while she can. I doubt Prasutagus will give her much of a free rein once they’re married.’

 


 

 A sudden crash sounded from behind them. Cato and Nessa turned and saw that the door to the alehouse had been kicked open. Squeezing through it was one of the largest men Cato had ever seen. As the man straightened up, rather awkwardly, his head met the thatch. Swearing angrily in his native tongue, he ducked and moved forward to where he could stand erect and have a good look round at the customers. He was well over six feet tall, and broad to match. The bulging muscles under the hairy skin of his forearms made Cato gulp as with a sick sense of inevitability he guessed who the new arrival was.

 




 


 

 Chapter Three

 


 

 ‘Oh dear!’ Nessa winced. ‘Now we’re for it.’

 


 

 As Prasutagus glared round at the drinkers, they fell silent, and tried not to meet his eyes while carefully keeping him in clear view. Cato looked beyond the Iceni giant. In the nook by the door, Boudica and Macro were out of the new arrival’s line of sight, and Boudica quickly indicated to Macro that he should get under the bench. He shook his head. She jabbed her finger down insistently, but there was no swaying the centurion. He swung his leg over the bench, ready to confront the new arrival. Boudica quickly drained her mug and dived under the bench herself, pressing into the wall furthest from Prasutagus. In doing so she jolted the table and her mug tipped off the edge and shattered on the stone floor.

 


 

 Prasutagus whipped out a dagger from beneath his cloak and spun round, ready to pounce on any foe sneaking up behind him. He weighed up Macro’s stocky physique as the centurion rose to his feet, and then the Iceni warrior roared with laughter.

 


 

 ‘What you laughing at?’ Macro snarled.

 


 

 Nessa squeezed Cato’s arm and gasped. ‘Your friend’s a fool!’

 


 

 ‘No,’ Cato whispered. ‘It’s your kinsman who’s in danger. He’s had a skinful and he’s pissed Macro off. He’d better watch it.’

 


 

 Prasutagus patted the centurion heavily on the shoulder and said something conciliatory in his native tongue. The knife disappeared back into his cloak.

 


 

 ‘Hands off!’ growled Macro. ‘You may be a big bastard, but I’ve taken down harder men than you.’

 


 

 The warrior ignored him and turned towards the other customers, resuming his search for his wayward female relatives. Nessa had risen to her feet to better view the confrontation and was too slow ducking down out of sight again.

 


 

 ‘Ahhh!’ roared the giant and he ploughed forward, roughly pushing aside anyone in his path. ‘Nessa!’

 


 

 Before he could consider the wisdom of his action, Cato moved to place himself between them, hand raised to stop the approaching warrior.

 


 

 ‘Leave her alone!’ His voice quavered as the stupidity of his action sank in.

 


 

 Prasutagus swatted him to one side, grabbed Nessa by the shoulders and, true to her description of the man, began to bellow at her. Cato picked himself up from the floor and threw himself at the Briton. Prasutagus barely shifted. A moment later a heavy hand slapped the side of Cato’s head and his world flashed white before he dropped like a stone, out cold.

 


 

 By the door, Macro roused himself. ‘That was way out of order, sunshine!’ He thrust his way through the crowd towards the fireplace. Behind him, Boudica struggled out from under the bench.

 


 

 ‘Macro! Stop! He’ll kill you.’

 


 

 ‘Let the bastard try.’

 


 

 ‘Stop! I beg you!’ She flew after him, making a grab for his shoulders.

 


 

 ‘Let go of me, woman!’

 


 

 ‘Macro, please!’

 


 

 Prasutagus became aware of the commotion behind him and paused in his rough handling of Nessa to spare a glance over his shoulder. At once, he thrust Nessa to one side and swivelled his great frame round, bellowing out a torrent of words in a mixture of relief and rage. Macro stopped a little short of the giant, looking around for anything he could use as a weapon to even up the odds. He seized a crutch lying on the ground beside an unconscious tribesman and held it like a cross-staff. But before he could make a move on Prasutagus, a crashing blow to the back of his head laid him out – Boudica had felled him with a pottery jug. Stunned and dizzy, Macro struggled to his hands and knees.

 


 

 ‘Stay down!’ hissed Boudica. ‘Stay down and keep quiet if you know what’s good for you.’

 


 

 She advanced on her cousin, eyes blazing and mouth clenched in outrage. Prasutagus continued shouting and waving his great arms about. Boudica drew up in front of him and slapped him across the face, again and again, until his tongue stilled and his arms hung limp.

 


 

 ‘Na, Boudica!’ he protested. ‘ Na!

’

 


 

 She slapped him once more, and pointed a finger in his face, daring him to say another word. His eyes burned and he clenched his teeth, but he uttered not a sound. The other drinkers watched in fascinated silence for the next development in the confrontation between the hulking great warrior and the tall haughty woman who defied him so openly. At length Boudica lowered her finger. Prasutagus nodded, and spoke quietly to her, with the barest nod towards the doorway. Boudica called to Nessa and then led the way out into the street. Pausing a moment, Prasutagus glowered round at the customers, daring anyone to laugh at him. Then, kicking the prostrate optio to one side, he stormed out of the alehouse, hurrying after his charges before they could run off again.

 


 

 Every drinker in the establishment watched the open doorway for any sign of the warrior’s return. As conversation quietly resumed, the old Gaul nodded to his hired muscle and the man wandered over to the door and closed it. Then he casually worked his way over to Macro.

 


 

 ‘You all right, mate?’

 


 

 ‘Been better.’ Macro rubbed his head and winced. ‘Shit! That hurts.’

 


 

 ‘Not surprised. That’s quite a woman.’

 


 

 ‘Oh yes!’

 


 

 ‘Saved your bacon though. You and the lad there.’

 


 

 ‘Cato!’ Macro hurried over to his optio, who was propped on an elbow and shaking his head. ‘You still with us?’

 


 

 ‘I’m not sure, sir. Feels like a house fell on me.’

 


 

 ‘Not far off!’ chuckled the hired muscle. ‘That Prasutagus can get pretty heavy-handed.’

 


 

 Cato looked up. ‘Oh really?’

 


 

 The Gaul dragged Cato to his feet and brushed the straw from his tunic. ‘Now if you two gentlemen wouldn’t mind, I’d like you both to leave the premises right away.’

 


 

 ‘Why?’ asked Macro.

 


 

 ‘Because I fucking say so,’ replied the hired muscle, with a smile. Then he relented a little. ‘You just don’t mess with a high-ranking Iceni warrior. Especially a drunk one. I’d hate to think what will happen to my master’s business if Prasutagus comes back with a few friends and finds you two still here.’

 


 

 ‘Do you think he will?’ asked Cato, eyeing the door nervously.
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