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The Eagle’s Rise - Legions of Honour 1

The Eagle’s Rise opens in the heart of Roman Gaul, with the empire’s ambitions driving ever outward and Gaius Marius Maximus—a solider of remarkable resolve—at the center of its campaigns. The book immerses readers in the daily grit and tension of legion life, where the “constant shadow of war, the clash of iron, and bonds forged in battle” shape Gaius’s world. From the first battles, the emotional cost is apparent: victories are paid for with comrades’ lives, and unity is tested in the aftermath. Gaius struggles with heavy survivor’s guilt, unable to forget “the shattering of dreams, the futures unfulfilled,” and he finds solace in the brotherhood of his fellow soldiers, especially Marcus, whose quick wit grounds him when levity is scarce.​

The themes of leadership and responsibility are at the forefront as Gaius is promoted from the ranks for his bravery and tactical skill. The honour brings isolation and anxiety—the pressure of decisions ruining sleep and separating him from friends. Marcus’s loyalty remains steadfast, supporting Gaius through moments of doubt and through missions that require both cunning and courage. The campaign presses deeper into enemy territory, and Gaius’s voice rises in councils, advocating for judicious action and weighing diplomacy against the cost of open conflict.​

The harshness of a winter expedition tests the legion’s endurance further. Supplies dwindle, disease encroaches, and the cold becomes a foe as formidable as any Gaulish warrior. A daring raid, led by Gaius, brings relief and hope—a temporary victory against starvation that gives the men renewed purpose to carry on. The struggle for survival knits a stronger sense of family among the soldiers, and music and stories shared around campfires kindle a warmth that defies the icy landscape.​

Yet, even within the respite of harsh winter, new dangers loom. Gaulish forces gather for a desperate assault, and Gaius leads counterattacks from the front—his personal courage and strategic mind keeping the legion intact and victorious. The price, again, is high: lost lives, haunting memories, and scars both physical and emotional. Leadership means a growing separation from peers, a tent transformed from home to command post, and every decision entwined with heavy consequence.​

With Spring comes not only new battles but internal trials. Whispers of mutiny surface among the legionnaires, and Marcus brings word of discontent to Gaius, who must quell unrest with empathy and resolve. Conversations that respect grievances foster a fragile unity; Gaius uses dialogue rather than force to rebind the legion’s fabric. The threat from within becomes as significant as the threat from the enemy.​

Diplomatic overtures occasionally yield peaceful exchanges and fragile treaties, testifying that not all encounters need end in bloodshed. Temporary alliances and councils with local villages offer rare glimpses of what a world built on understanding might look like. Gaius, increasingly tempered by hardship, aspires to “a peace that might one day follow.” Marcus notes the weight of Rome’s ambition on both their shoulders, grounding philosophical musings with practical reminders.​

As the book unfolds, Gaius must navigate not only the tactical challenges of siege warfare and battlefield maneuvers but also mounting political intrigue. Betrayal and corruption within Roman ranks threaten the stability of campaigns, and Gaius must address injustice—from theft to conspiracy—holding to the ideals of honour even when personal bonds are at stake. The story deepens as Gaius works to defend the values he cherishes, facing engineered conflicts intended to reignite hostilities and undo fragile peace efforts.​

Ultimately, The Eagle’s Rise is as much about the inner battles—survivor’s guilt, isolation, conscience—as it is about field combat. Through victories and disasters, the unity of the legion becomes a beacon. The bond between Gaius and Marcus—sometimes frayed, never broken—is the emotional linchpin, and the hope of lasting peace stands amid the storm of war and empire. In its closing notes, the book leaves Gaius at the helm of a fractured but resilient force, his vision of a Rome built on alliances and mutual respect challenged at every turn, and every step forward fraught with risk and hard-won growth.



The Briton Wars - Legions of Honour 2

The Briton Wars launches the Legions of Honour into the unknown wilds of Briton, carrying forward the themes of friendship, loyalty, and the costs of conquest. Gaius, now Centurion of the Eighth Legion, receives orders to secure the Roman foothold in Briton—to “subdue local resistance” and “forge alliances,” an ambition that will shape every choice he makes. Marcus, ever at his side, maintains their bond through adversity and lends humour and perspective on the “edge of the world” as they march toward destinies uncertain.​

The novel’s opening set-piece—the sea crossing from Rome to Briton—is a harrowing ordeal, with storms and enemy pirates testing the endurance of both men and ships. The legion arrives battered yet unified, setting up camp in the myth-laden, mist-shrouded coast of East Anglia. Here, the first skirmishes with the Iceni reveal Briton’s fierce resistance—a people “born of its earth and water,” unwilling to yield easily to the might of Rome. Gaius and Marcus respond with tactical discipline and adaptive strategies, using cavalry and shield walls to overcome initial attacks, but always aware of the land’s wild power and the soldiers’ weariness after months of hardship.​

As the Romans march into the heart of Briton, they encounter not only open warfare but the subtler challenges of diplomacy and cultural understanding. Gaius strives to balance the Emperor’s ambitions with genuine attempts at peaceful exchange. He welcomes Briton scouts into Roman ranks, initiating joint training and fostering hard-won respect amid persistent suspicion and moments of sabotage. Marcus’s easy rapport with Briton villagers adds lightness to tense evenings, showing that story and song may bridge divides that swords cannot.​

Central to the narrative is the Briton chieftain Cadoc, whose rise to leadership and unification of tribes against Rome drives the larger conflict. Cadoc’s ties to druidic tradition and his strategies of guerrilla warfare pose new threats, forcing the Romans to adapt and to contemplate the meaning of home, honour, and legacy. In these woodland battles, the story explores the cost of war not only on soldiers but on the village life and family bonds both sides wish to protect.​

Gaius’s relationships become more complex as the campaign progresses. His connection with the Briton woman Eira brings hope and tragedy, with his personal dreams entwined with the prospect of a future uniting both peoples. Eira’s fate and the pressures of command push Gaius toward the brink—his grief and rage in the wake of violence darkening his heart, driving him to vengeance and jeopardising the fragile peace he has built.​

Marcus remains the anchor in these storms, urging Gaius to maintain lucid judgment as the quest for justice threatens to overtake every other concern. Together, they weather betrayals, ambushes, and the treachery of night attacks—moments when loyalty, honour, and survival are “put to the ultimate test”. The enemy’s tactics employ the land itself—a force of Druids and Briton warriors whose mastery of terrain and supernatural edge challenge Roman discipline at every turn.​

Amidst the chaos, Gaius repeatedly faces the choice between mercy and vengeance. The death of friends and the loss of love threaten his quest for peace, leading to trials of captivity and negotiation with enemy leaders. Interludes within Briton strongholds offer glimpses of everyday life, broadening his understanding of the people he once saw only as adversaries. Diplomacy, romance, and political intrigue weave together as Gaius tries to navigate duty to Rome and loyalty to those he loves.​

The final acts of The Briton Wars see both sides battered yet unbroken, with sieges, duels, and shifting allegiances setting the stage for a reckoning yet to come. Gaius and Marcus, scarred but resolute, must confront what Rome has become, what Briton may yet be, and whether true peace is possible after so much bloodshed. The legacy of “resistance, love, and sacrifice” deepens, driving the saga to a threshold where every decision shapes the future—individual, legion, and empire alike
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​A New Resolve

[image: ]




Gaius Marius Maximus had not slept through the last hours of the night. He walked the periphery of the Briton village, listening to the gentle crackle of distant hearths and the soft, worried murmurs that passed between the survivors. There were wounds to bind, ashes to sweep, urgent councils clustered in shadowed corners speaking in low voices about what new terrors might beat at their gates. The ground was sodden from rain and old blood, and above all lay a hush—a fraught equilibrium, not yet broken but trembling with the threat of morning.

In the days since Camulodunum’s siege ended, Gaius laboured ceaselessly. The joint work of Romans and Britons mingled hope with the weary caution of men who understood that peace, no matter how hard-won, was only ever a fragile arrangement. Eithne passed quietly among the wounded, a persistent presence that pulled Gaius’s mind back from the edge of despair. Yet even as he helped fortify the timber walls or reassured anxious sentries, the hollow ache in his chest grew ever sharper. Eira’s death shadowed every moment, a pain too raw for words, and any sense of unity felt balanced atop it like glass on stone.

Marcus matched his friend’s pace—a shadow at Gaius’s side, watchful and sardonic. Where Gaius spoke encouragement, Marcus joked about the odds, calculated risk, or the dubious quality of local ale. Together, they devised new signals, new ways to coordinate the Roman and Briton fighters. Patrols grew more disciplined, barriers more clever, every lesson hammered out in adversity. But Marcus could see that Gaius’s direction had shifted; his gaze was drawn beyond the village’s edge, out into the dense green world that hemmed them in, as if searching for a verdict from the land itself.

Under cover of early mist, Gaius left the safety of the village more and more. Sometimes Marcus caught up with him, sometimes not. Gaius wandered the ancient forest track, his senses tuned to the language of the woods—the feathered signs Britons left for each other, the sounds that hinted at life or foe. Every step marked a distance from Rome’s discipline, a move towards something less ordered but no less purposeful. It was here, on this uncertain threshold, that he recognised the futility of old patterns. Rome’s system, with its rectangles and rules, would founder on ground that itself resisted being mapped. Only adaptation could secure survival; only learning could lead to mastery rather than fruitless conquest.

By the third morning, Marcus found Gaius kneeling by the riverbank. They spoke little, the silence carrying the weight of unspoken memories. When Marcus asked, “You search for meaning?” Gaius replied, “Just listening.” The river, patient, moved on—just as theirs must. Rumours of fresh raids by rogue Britons drifted in with the wind. Rome’s support had grown tepid, the legate now sending only perfunctory messages and vague orders from far away. It was clear Gaius’s station was as much punishment as assignment—a leader exiled, forbidden to fail but designed never to succeed. Yet the men, both Roman and Briton, continued to look to him, and that burden shaped every plan.

As days passed, the rhythm of rebuilding was broken by new dangers. Bands of shattered Briton warriors, driven by vengeance or by ghosts, sent arrows into the night; a Roman centurion vanished from his watch; an uneasy truce with Cynric’s camp was tested by conflicting rumours and clandestine meetings. Amid all, Gaius kept his council tight. Each evening, after dusk, he would review maps—lines and marks scratched into bark and hide, tracing not only the defensive perimeter but the unknown zones where rebellion might yet stir.

One cold twilight, as Gaius and Marcus worked by lamplight within the hollow of a great oak, Marcus finally spoke, “Peace is unsteady. War is habit. But out here, Rome’s word means less every day.” Gaius nodded. “Then we abandon the old script. We train as the forest teaches, shape new defences fit for this place. If Rome will not adapt, we will.” Marcus’s grin was sardonic but warmed with respect. “You’re already more Briton than Roman. I find it suits you.”

Plans turned sharper. Gaius started recruiting from among the Briton villagers—scouts, trackers, even old fighters too lame for the field but keen for knowledge. The Roman auxiliaries learned to read the woodland signs, break formation when the thorns twisted, and trust in terrain over rigid drill. Marcus led nightly expeditions, his spear marking fresh passage through bramble and hollow.

The threat grew: not just from Briton rebels but from Rome itself. Gaius intercepted scraps of intelligence—a legion preparing for punitive action, senators muttering of lost discipline, spies probing the alliances he’d forged. He wrote none of this down, sharing only what was vital to keep hope intact. Still, every shadow felt longer, every silence a test. The campfires now burned low, and the men sat close, speaking more of belonging and survival than of glory.

One night, as rain battered the roof and Marcus returned from his patrol, he found Gaius brooding before the flames. Marcus clapped his shoulder, voice rough as old bark. “You can mourn, Gaius, or you can build. Only one honours the dead.” Gaius replied, “Tomorrow, we begin. Survival first—then the rest.” Marcus grinned, “Then tomorrow, the forest might just learn to fear us.”

With dawn came the resolve: to map every trail, to master every defence, to teach the skills of both Rome and Briton as one. The boundaries grew porous, and the first seeds of rebellion—shaped not from hatred, but from necessity—began to sprout.

And so the shadowed forest became not a punishment, but a crucible. Exile turned to opportunity. As Gaius and Marcus stepped out among the tangled roots and swirling mist, the story of their new battle was just beginning—quiet, bitter, fierce, and determined.

The forest stretched endlessly westward, a living maze where silver fog crept like breath between the trees. The oaks here were ancient, their roots breaking the soil in knotted veins, their black limbs clawing at the air with the restlessness of sleepers who could not die. Every sound—bird cry, falling leaf, the slow drip of water from moss—felt amplified in the hush, as if the land were listening to itself.

Somewhere far behind, down the old Roman road, lay order: measured voices, sharpened drills, the heavy rhythm of men who believed themselves eternal. Ahead lay something older.

Gaius Maruis Maximus stood between those worlds and felt the weight of both pressing on his shoulders.

He could smell rain before he saw it, caught the faint iron tang of wet bark and rotting leaves. Wind rolled down the valley, heavy with the scent of decay and something wilder still—freedom, maybe. He didn’t dare name it aloud. His hand rested on the pommel of his gladius, the one companion Rome had not taken from him. It felt different now—not the ornament of rank, but a relic, cold and solitary, like him.

The forest ahead was not conquered land. It had devoured legions before, their bones left for the roots. Somewhere inside its depths the ghosts of his own men were waiting.

He drew a breath deep enough to taste the damp earth. “So this is where it begins,” he murmured.

Behind him, the world of straight lines and measured walls flickered out of sight, swallowed by mist.

He had been a Centurion once—veteran of Gaul, of Germania, of Hispania’s blinding sun. His voice had carried above a hundred shields, his vine staff struck obedience into younger men. His title had meant something then: order, power, belonging.

Now it meant nothing.

Memory struck like a hammer: the ambush in the valley, screaming horses, the sudden dark rain of javelins, painted faces emerging from fog. His century shredded before he could even bark a command. Lucius—barely twenty—had died choking on blood while Gaius knelt helpless, promising lies he could not deliver.

Afterward came the inquiry that never spoke the word disgrace but carried its taste all the same. They had reassigned him north, to this wild island—a convenient exile draped in the excuse of usefulness.

Train the auxiliaries, they said. Teach them Rome’s ways.

But Gaius sensed irony in the gods’ laughter. For this place, untamed and dripping with life, had no patience for Rome’s geometry.

The forest was his punishment and his chance at redemption. He would reforge what had been broken, even if it meant unlearning the language of empire and listening instead to the silence of trees.

A rustle from the undergrowth broke his reverie. Gaius’s hand slid to his sword, though he did not unsheathe it. From the tangle of foliage came Marcus, moving with the uncanny ease of a man born to such terrain.

He was all crooked grace—dark eyes gleaming with humour, lean frame loose where Gaius’s was rigid. The man’s tunic was smeared with clay and old blood, his spear balanced easily on one shoulder.

“Still contemplating the abyss?” Marcus asked, his tone a strange mix of warmth and mockery. “Or did the abyss start contemplating you back?”

Gaius did not rise to it. “I’m assessing our route. We’ll move deeper by nightfall. The auxiliaries need ground fit for training.”

Marcus chuckled, leaning against a tree trunk slick with lichen. “Training? Out here? To what end—teaching Romans how to wrestle ghosts?”

“Your cynicism is noted.”

“My cynicism is survival. Helps fill the hours between one stupid decision and the next.”

The grin faded slightly. “Still—a fine place you’ve led us to. Beautiful, in that ‘might kill you’ sort of way.”

“Rome’s reach extends here,” said Gaius. The phrase felt empty as it left his mouth.

Marcus barked a laugh. “Rome’s reach ends where her roads do. Out here?” He gestured to the choking mist. “Out here we’re wanderers pretending the empire still cares.”

Gaius turned the thought over without answering.

“And why are you here, Marcus?” he asked instead.

“Because going back isn’t an option,” Marcus said simply. “And staying still is just another name for dying.”

They stood like statues amid the slow drip of mist from branch to branch, the silence alive around them. Finally Marcus clapped him on the shoulder, the gesture more honest than his jokes. “Come, before the forest eats your broodings whole. I'd rather be ambushed awake.”

They pushed into the green gloom.

The forest pressed close, humid, vast, and unkind. It muffled their steps and forced their pace to slow. Even Marcus, who moved with the caution of long habit, felt the weight of unseen eyes watching from between trunks.

Gaius’s every sense sharpened. The forest was a living thing—a thousand whispers, half danger, half promise. Rome’s rectangles of control meant nothing here. Formations fell apart where the ground sank without warning and the shadows shifted with every breath of wind.

For an hour they said little. The canopy thickened; daylight bled away until only dull green twilight remained.

When Gaius finally spoke, his voice carried strangely, swallowed by distance. “Are we certain this is the path?”

“In this place?” Marcus huffed. “I’m certain only that we’re not lost yet, which is faint praise, given the alternatives.”

“That’s hardly reassuring.”

“I’m not paid to reassure you. I’m paid to keep you breathing—and barely that.”

A grin this time. The grin of a man who needed humour like air.

Soon a ravine came into view, ripping the earth before them down into darkness. Ferns and mud dripped down steep sides. Rocks gleamed wet and treacherous. From below came the steady pulse of running water.

Marcus peered over the edge and gave a low whistle. “That’s a fine throat to fall into.”

Gaius crouched, judging the angles. The drop wasn’t impossible—thirty feet, maybe—but it felt endless. A place both trap and stronghold; terrain that favoured those who already knew its moods. A century could die here without leaving a song.

He traced the ridge line, eyes narrowing. “A narrow entrance. Defensible. If we learn it.”

“You plan to use it?” Marcus asked.

“Not yet. But understand it, yes.”

“Then we descend?”

“We descend.”

Marcus shook his head. “Of all Roman virtues, I never understood our addiction to vertical misery.”

“Complaints noted,” Gaius said, lowering himself first into the mud-slick path.

“One slip,” Marcus muttered behind him, “and I’m promoting myself.”

The climb shifted quickly from careful descent to battle. Soil gave under their boots, roots cracked. Gaius’s fingers dug deep into the earth, his breath short, each movement deliberate. Marcus followed without grace, muttering dark jokes between gritted teeth.

At the bottom, the smell of damp stone and running water engulfed them. Light from above filtered thin, turning the air grey-blue. The ravine wound narrow as a knife through the earth, its walls rising sheer on either side.

“Looks like the gods themselves carved it to hide from Rome,” Marcus said.

Gaius nodded, scanning where the stream looped ahead through twists of stone. “The locals could vanish here for days. Ambush by choice, retreat by nature.”

“And death by misstep,” Marcus added, prodding a slick boulder with his spear.

“Knowledge cuts both ways.”

They followed the stream until it widened into a shallows studded with flat rocks. Above, the forest leaned inward again, sealing them beneath its throat. Gaius felt the shiver of awe and unease that such places summoned—the intimacy of isolation. For a moment he could almost hear voices whispering through running water, old and bitter, speaking in tongues far older than Latin.

The air prickled. Gaius froze.

Something moved beyond the bend—a flicker low to the ground, a soft scrape of pebbles.

Marcus’s hand tightened on his spear.

They waited. Nothing. Only the river’s quiet murmur. Then, from behind, a heron burst upward in a crash of wings and both men turned, blades ready, half expecting spears to follow. The heron vanished into the fog, silence flowing back like blood after a wound.

Marcus exhaled, slow. “I hate this place.”

“It hates you back,” said Gaius.

By nightfall they found an ancient oak with roots that had grown over stone, forming a hollow deep enough for shelter. There they rested—a pocket of stillness within the forest’s endless noise.

Marcus stripped bark for a tiny fire, cradled it beneath the shelter of their gear. The flame, when it caught, was little more than a glow, but it kept the wet from crawling down their bones.

Gaius sat near the entrance, gladius across his knees. The day’s silence pressed in. Rome, in her marble perfection, had never felt this far away.

Marcus settled opposite him, stretching his back against the wood. Smoke curled upward, joining mist. “You know,” he said, eyes half closed, “the ghosts here are easier to bear than the ones we bring.”

Gaius looked up.

“They stay in the shadows, these forest spirits,” Marcus continued, voice lower now. “Our ghosts whisper in our heads.”

Gaius said nothing. He didn’t need to. Both men bore the same burden—the faces of the lost, watching from the periphery of memory, war after war.

Finally, Gaius stirred. “Tomorrow, we begin mapping what we’ve seen.”

Marcus gave a crooked smile. “Yes, sir, Centurion sir. Always work before breakfast. I’ll sleep smiling at your efficiency.”

“You can laugh, Marcus, but if we are to draft any defence worth its salt, we must understand this wilderness. Not endure it—master it.”

Marcus raised an eyebrow. “Master it? I’ve yet to meet a man who can master weather, mud, and superstition.”

“Then we become the first.”

Through the firelight, their eyes met—mockery fading into something like respect.

Marcus nodded. “Fair enough.”

Morning came thin and grey.

They rose before the first bird calls. Their breath clouded white. Marcus checked his snares, empty but undisturbed. Gaius methodically cleaned his blade on the grass, rituals of habit grounding him in a world that made little sense.

They moved again, tracing animal tracks through low mist, mapping by instinct now instead of compass. Marcus pointed out broken twigs, bent saplings, scatterings of wild boar prints. Each one, he explained, spoke of passage—not just of beasts but men who could use those paths unseen.

“Look at this,” Marcus whispered, crouching near a sapling bent deliberately. “Briton trail marker. Left like a whisper for their kind. Means safe water ahead, and... watch for Roman dogs.”

Gaius felt his lip twist. “They have signs for us, too, then.”

“They always did. We were just too proud to learn them.”

“Then teach me.”

Marcus’s gaze sharpened—perhaps surprised. “Glady, Centurion.”

They spent hours like that—teacher and student, moving between the dripping trees, reading the forest’s secret language. Gaius’s mind filed every detail with military precision, but his heart rebelled at the idea that his salvation might lie in imitating the people he’d once called barbarians.

When he hesitated, Marcus caught it. “Learning from enemies isn’t weakness, Gaius. Rome built itself this way—the phalanx from Greece, walls from the Etruscans, gods from everywhere else. Why not strategy from Britannia?”

“Because this feels like surrender.”

“No. This is survival.”

For a while after that, they said nothing. The forest itself seemed to approve, whispering through leaves as if amused by their quarrel.

By afternoon they reached higher ground, from which the entire wilderness unfurled before them like an ocean. The hills rolled dark into horizon fog. Smoke from distant Roman forts rose faint and straight.

Marcus shaded his eyes. “You can almost smell the hubris from here.”

Gaius studied the vista, the line between the known and the wild. Two worlds laid out, divided not by miles but by faith.

“Out there,” he said, pointing east, “men drill and die believing order is destiny. Here, the world breathes differently. Every step requires permission.”

“That’s why the Britons fight like they do,” Marcus said quietly. “It’s not resistance—it’s belonging. This land is in their blood; they don’t need orders to defend it. We’re asking them to fight for a Rome that never wanted them, using her tactics to protect what she took.”

“Then we change the tactics,” Gaius said at last.

Marcus turned to him. “You say that like you mean it.”

“I do.”

Something tight eased between them then, replaced by the spark of shared purpose.

“We’ll train them differently,” said Gaius. “Small units. Independent command. No parade drills. Rome’s cohesion will be their ruin in these woods. We’ll weld flexibility onto structure. Teach discipline that breathes.”

Marcus’s grin spread slow and dangerous. “You plan to out-Rome Rome.”

“Perhaps.”

“Or to create something new.” Marcus gestured to the endless forest. “A force not bound by empire or tribe—a way to live in both worlds.”

Gaius’s lips thinned into a semblance of a smile. “A dangerous idea.”

“Good,” Marcus said. “Dangerous ideas are the only ones that ever mattered.”

They descended again as sunset turned the mist crimson. Both men hooded their cloaks and walked in silence, lost in thought. The forest deepened around them, swallowing colour until only twilight grey remained.

When they reached the stream’s edge, Gaius stopped. The day’s light still flickered faint on the water, turning it to blood and gold.

“I’ll tell you one thing,” Marcus said. “We’ll scare the empire more by surviving than they ever feared of us in battle.”

“You think survival is enough?” asked Gaius.

“I think rebellion begins that way. A man refuses to die, then refuses to bow, and soon there’s a warlord where there was just a soldier.”

Gaius smiled faintly. “Why do you sound almost hopeful?”

“Because, my friend,” Marcus said, “for the first time in a long time, we have nothing left to lose—and everything left to learn.”

The forest darkened to velvet shadow. The last rays of sunset vanished behind a wall of trunks. In that instant, Gaius knew what this wilderness demanded—not conquest, but transformation. Rome’s laurels would rot here, but perhaps something stoic and new might take their place.

He sheathed his gladius, feeling its weight differently again—not as burden, but as reminder.

Later, as they made camp under tangled boughs, Marcus drew the fire small, a whisper of orange in the dark. The mist caught its light like breath.

“You realise,” Marcus said, “if we succeed, we’ll have made ourselves enemies of both Rome and Britannia.”

Gaius stared into the flames. “Then we’ll belong to the forest. It judges more fairly than either.”

Marcus raised an invisible toast with his water skin. “To becoming something no empire can name.”

Gaius’s reply was quiet but certain. “To the new art of survival.”

Above them, unseen wings beat once in the darkness—a raven’s call echoing like a promise.

And deep within the forest’s indifferent heart, two men stepped from exile into legend.

––––––––
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​Into the Wild
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The clearing was small and ragged, hemmed in by ancient oaks whose blackened knees thrust from the soil like buried giants forcing their way to the surface. Fog drifted through the branches, silver-grey, low to the ground, concealing the tracks that led in and out. The air smelled of leaf rot and ash—the scent of many small fires hurriedly extinguished.

The band gathered there was no army, not anymore—only the survivors of one, men and women ground down by distance and hunted silence. Mud streaked their faces; their hands were raw from work and weapon both. They stood half-circle around Gaius, who said nothing at first. His gaze searched the tree line again and again as though the forest itself might grant him counsel.

“The bounties on our heads grow heavier by the day,” he said at last, voice low but strong, travelling through damp air like the vibration of a drum. “Rome does not forget. And Rome does not forgive. Every road we take, every village we pass, they’ll have our names on their tongues.”

A short laugh broke from Marcus at the edge of the group. He leaned against a moss-dark trunk, arms folded, his battered gladius still hanging from his belt. “Wanted men,” he muttered. “There’s a certain glory to that—provided the reward remains uncollected.”

A few chuckles stirred, thin as wind. Then Eithne stepped forward; red hair caught a rogue beam of sunlight and flashed like living copper. Her expression eased none of the tension—too much steel beneath her weariness. “We can’t stay here,” she said. “These woods have sheltered us long enough, but they’re too close to the roads. Sooner or later, patrols will smell the smoke. We need ground deeper, somewhere the trees close behind us and swallow every path back out.”

Cynrick, the scout, shifted near her, blending almost seamlessly into shadow. His leathers were stained the same brown-green as the forest. “There are places,” he said, voice rough with accent but smooth in conviction. “Cursed places, they’d call them—where fog lives like breath and travellers lose their own. Land that eats bootprints faster than a tide. Few go there, fewer come back.” He paused, eyes gleaming faintly. “Which makes them perfect.”

The crowd shifted uneasily. Perfect for safety, or perfect for graves, no one wanted to ask.

Gaius nodded once, already deciding. “Then that is where we go. Marcus, you ride with me. Cynrick leads. The rest stay hidden, rebuild what’s left of the camp. Eithne—your command until I return.”

She held his gaze evenly. “We’ll be ready when you come back,” she said.

“Always do,” Marcus added, though his hand rested on his sword as if contradiction waited nearby in the brush.

They left before dawn. The fire’s last traces hissed and died under a scoop of wet earth.

The forest was a cathedral of mist—every branch drooping under the weight of it, every sound swallowed. Birds stirred high overhead yet seemed distant, their calls drifting in and out of hearing.

Cynrick moved at the front, hardly making a sound. His feet knew where roots hid and where they wouldn’t hold weight. Gaius followed close, Marcus behind him. They looked like revenants—figures half-shaped from fog, the faint silver light rippling over worn armour.

By the time the clouds began to pale, their path met a small river running black beneath the trees. Its voice filled the silence in their throats. Cynrick crouched to test the current. “Peat water,” he said. “It’ll lead us east, where the hills rise sharper. The old tribes built sanctuaries there—places to see the horizon before Rome ever smelled this island.”

“Sanctuaries or tombs?” Marcus asked.

“Depends who walks in and who walks out.”

They followed the river.

The journey twisted them through the heart of the woodland, where daylight seldom reached. Fallen giants sprawled across gullies, wrapped in moss that muffled their steps. The air was thick enough to taste, bitter with sap and decay. Every so often they glimpsed Roman signets carved into trees—old survey markers, proof that their hunters had measured even this wilderness, but dared not settle it.

Hours passed. No speech, only the scrape of breath. Eventually Gaius’s hand lifted in signal, and they crouched by a huge boulder threaded with carvings so faint they looked almost like veins in the stone. Rings, spirals, suns—marks of the lost tribes who had worshipped here.

Cynrick pressed his palm flat to one spiral. “Old wards,” he murmured. “The land remembers what men forget.”

“Any chance it remembers the way out?” Marcus muttered under his breath.

The faintest smile curved Cynrick’s mouth. “Follow me.”

Midday came dressed in drizzle. The river thinned to a rushing stream, leaping from stone to stone. The climb grew steeper—hands and knees, slick mud on flint. Once Marcus slipped, his curse echoing down the slope until Gaius caught his arm, hauling him up by sheer stubbornness.
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