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'Help me! Please, help me!' Branna pleaded, but the fleeing tribesmen were deaf to her cries. Stunned by defeat, and intent only on their own escape, the line of weary men passed the young woman struggling to right the toppled cart without a second glance.

Branna stared at them with frightened eyes. The last remnants of Boudicca's proud army, they were a sorry sight to behold. Bloodstained and filthy, they limped past in an unending stream, some clutching wounds bound up with makeshift bandages, some using their spears as crutches, and some hobbling beneath the weight of wounded comrades. She gasped and averted her eyes as one man, half his face gone, staggered past her bent double beneath the body of a son or a brother, his one remaining eye staring blindly out from around a mask of blood.

Her mouth set as she turned her attention back to the fallen cart. Taking a deep breath, she set her shoulder to the wheel and pushed with all her strength in an effort to right it. Her feet slid in the muddy earth, and the cart remained exactly where it was. Straightening up again, she aimed a vicious kick at it. Yet even if she managed to right it, there was no way she could move it now that her small shaggy pony was gone; she was sure someone had eaten him.

'Leave it,' a harsh voice commanded, and she looked up to see a man older than her father gesticulating urgently. 'Run, girl, get out of here before the Romans come!'

The Romans! Her stomach clenched with the strength of her hatred. Curse them! Curse them all! She spat on the ground. It was not enough to grind her tribe into poverty with their taxes and their moneylenders; they had to have it all. When King Prasutagas died without a male heir, they used this as an excuse to seize everything. And when Queen Boudicca protested, they scourged her within an inch of her life and ravished her daughters before her very eyes.

Branna closed her own eyes against the memory of the day when she had been forced to watch her queen beaten like a common criminal and her daughters publicly abused and dishonoured. Even now she shuddered remembering the echo of their screams mingling with the jeers and catcalls of the soldiers. But they had paid for that, and they had paid dearly. Boudicca had been magnificent as she called her tribe to arms. With her long tawny hair falling to her waist, a thick golden torque gleaming around her neck and her cloak billowing in the wind, her words could have inspired the dead to rise. And they had not been alone in their fight. The Trinovantes had joined them, and together they marched against the might of Rome, and won. Andastra, goddess of victory, had favoured them. Camolodunum, with its hated temple to Claudius, had fallen first, the ninth legion defeated, with only its cavalry escaping. Londinium had fallen next, and then Verulamium. The skies had been alight with fires that burned for days and nights as everything was destroyed, and the shrieks of dying Romans had been music to the ears.

It had been a glorious adventure and she, Branna, had been part of it. She could not possibly have stayed at home in the safety of the oppida when the world was on the move. Despite her mother's wailing and hand wringing, she joined the other women who chose to follow their husbands, sons and lovers to battle.

Her face softened as she thought of Cerdoc, her betrothed. How fine he looked with his blue eyes ablaze with excitement. 'We'll show them,' he had told her, 'and with the booty I gather, we can buy sheep and cattle for our farm. And you shall have a fine belt and an embroidered tunic for your wedding day, and a mirror, too!'

There was no time for a wedding, but in the eyes of Teutates they were one already. They had shared a makeshift bed beneath the stars, and his strong body had pleasured hers. Her lips parted as she grew breathless remembering their lovemaking... the feel of his chest against her breasts and the strength of his thighs and buttocks... the heat and hardness of his manhood as it slid inside her... she closed her eyes and shivered, remembering how she moaned and writhed beneath him, her hips bucking as she met each of his thrusts with one of her own, until they shuddered to release together...

A heavy hand falling on her shoulder startled Branna back to reality, and she found herself staring up into the angry face of the old man who had urged her to run. 'Are you mad, girl?' he demanded, shaking her roughly. 'Do you want to fall into the hands of the Romans? Have you any idea what they'll do to you? Take what you can and run while you still have the chance.'

Her chin rose as she stared back at him defiantly. 'I go nowhere without my man. I shall wait here until he returns.'

'Teutates give me strength,' he groaned. 'If the ravens are picking his eyes, you'll have a long wait. Or are you going to stand here until Samhain when he comes back from the dead?'

She stared at him in dismay. The thought that Cerdoc might be dead had not even crossed her mind, and now she shook it off stubbornly. How could that strong young body, so warm and full of life, be lying cold on a battlefield? It was impossible. 'I shall wait for my man,' she repeated firmly, pulling a small knife from her girdle. 'And if he is dead, then I shall follow him into the next world.'

'So be it,' the old man said with grudging admiration. 'We must all make our own choices, and I choose to live.' He nodded at her in farewell, and rejoined the rest of his fleeing comrades.

Branna watched him until he disappeared beneath the trees, and then she turned her attention back to the cart. If she could not salvage it, then she would take whatever she could carry. Pulling a small skin from the back, she began to pile their few remaining supplies onto it. It was a motley collection - a few strips of cloth, a wad of the healing moss used to pack wounds, some dried meat, a lump of hard cheese and a hunk of even harder bread. Then there were Cerdoc's spoils - a scattering of coins, a lump of amber on a thin silver chain, and a ring dented as it was chopped off the finger of a dead body. She sighed as she tied up the corners of her bundle, and hefted it experimentally over one shoulder. At least it would be easy to carry.

She set the bundle down, wrapped her cloak around her against the rain, and sat on the edge of the cart anxiously scanning the faces of the passing men. Twice she leapt to her feet and twice she sank down again in disappointment, as the man she thought was Cerdoc proved to be a stranger.

At last an undeniably familiar figure stumbled into the clearing, and her heart leapt into her mouth as she took in his condition. His clothes were torn and stained with blood, a long gash down his right arm was still dripping blood despite the strip of cloth he had ripped from his cloak to tie around it, and his face was a mask of exhaustion beneath a soiled mane of hair. Dropping her bundle, Branna ran towards him.

'What are you still doing here?' he demanded, gripping one of her shoulders with his good hand. 'I thought you safely gone!'

'Did you think I would go without you?' she replied scornfully. 'Did you think I would run away like a frightened girl? I am Iceni,' she added proudly, 'not some simpering Roman maiden.' She pulled him towards the cart. 'Come and sit down while I tend to your wound.'

'There's no time,' he argued frantically. 'They're right behind me. Can't you hear them? In the name of Teutatis, leave me and run while you still have a chance!'

She froze, her ears straining for sounds of the enemy even as she forced a smile. 'I hear nothing,' she lied, shaking her head, and ran to pick up her bundle. 'Come,' she said gently but firmly, 'put your arm around my shoulder. We can move more quickly if you lean on me.'

Too exhausted to argue, Cerdoc did as he was told, and together they stumbled into the dark maw of the forest.

––––––––
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At first it seemed as if fate was on their side. Taranis growled overhead, and the mists thickened until they could barely see anything. Faint despairing shrieks audible in the distance told them the Romans had come upon some other unfortunate refugees, and Branna hoped the old man who had tried his best to save her was not one of them.

Eventually, even these sounds died away and all they heard was water dripping from leaves and the nervous scuffling of small animals in the undergrowth. Then darkness fell, bringing with it an illusion of safety.

She let her heavy bundle drop to the waterlogged ground, and looked around them. She could hear a stream running through the small clearing they found themselves in. 'This will do as well as anywhere to spend the night,' she said. 'Even if we dare not start a fire, we will at least have fresh water. There is enough dried meat and cheese left for tonight, and we can hunt for fresh meat tomorrow when we are rested.' She looked anxiously at Cerdoc. 'Now sit down and let me tend your wound.'

With a groan of exhaustion, he slumped down at the foot of a tree and allowed her to unwind the filthy cloth from around his arm, gritting his teeth against the pain. Hiding her dismay at the sight of his swollen flesh, she washed it with icy water from the stream, packed the gash with healing moss, and bound it tightly again with clean strips of cloth torn from her own cloak. Finally, she sat back on her heels and smiled at him. 'There,' she said with forced cheerfulness, 'I think I caught it before it poisoned.'

'And at least it wasn't my sword arm,' he added.

Much to her relief, the colour was returning to his lips. Once he had some food in his belly, it would help replace the blood he had lost, and a good night's sleep would set his feet on the path to recovery in no time. She began to feel more optimistic; they were both alive, they had escaped their enemies, and tomorrow they would put even more distance between themselves and their pursuers. Humming beneath her breath, she untied her bundle and drew out the remains of the food, dividing it so Cerdoc had the larger share.

Then, after they had eaten, she gathered bracken, piled it beneath some overhanging bushes, and laid the skin on top of it to form a makeshift bed.

'Come,' she urged, smiling in the darkness. 'We must sleep. Wrapped in each other's arms, and with our cloaks about us, we should be warm enough.'

'If it wasn't for this arm of mine, I'd soon heat you up,' he replied, slipping his good arm around her waist.

'I said sleep,' she scolded him, pushing him away gently. 'You must save your strength for the morrow. There'll be time enough for that when we're out of harm's way.'

Grumbling in mock protest, he allowed her to help him down, and then she stood over him for a long moment straining her ears for any sounds of movement. When she heard none, she lay down beside him, pulled their cloaks around them, and curled up against his side, carefully avoiding his wounded arm. Slowly, the damp chill left their exhausted bodies, and they fell into a fitful sleep.

––––––––
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Three times Branna started awake in terror, once to the high-pitched screech of an owl swooping down on unsuspecting prey, a second time to the distant howling of wolves, and a third time to the snorting of a wild boar as it charged through the undergrowth nearby.

When dawn finally arrived she arose heavy-eyed, her limbs leaden and aching.

Cerdoc was still sleeping heavily, moaning and muttering to himself. Looking down at him, she bit her lip anxiously. His pallor had been replaced by an unhealthy flush, and the flesh above and below his bound wound was red and swollen. She would let him keep resting while she went downstream to attend to her bodily needs, and then she would see if she could find some mushrooms, or even a rabbit, if she was lucky. If it still felt safe they might risk a fire, and if not, blood and raw meat were unappetising but nourishing.

Covering him with his cloak again, she checked the dagger in her belt and walked quietly away from the clearing.

She had no luck with the hunting, but she did find a few edible fungi. Scooping up her skirt, she bent over and began gathering them, and so engrossed was she in her task that she spun around with a cry of surprise when she suddenly felt a heavy hand grip her shoulder.

'What have we got here?' A Roman legionary grinned at her. 'A tasty little morsel to start the day with, I'd say,' he added, answering his own stupid question.

She did not understand all his words, but the look in his eyes made his intentions clear. Her hand flew to the dagger at her belt - but too late.

He got there first, snatched the weapon away from her, and tossed it to one of his comrades. 'That's no way to treat conquering heroes,' he chided her, reaching out and squeezing one of her breasts. 'You want to be nice to us. Doesn't she, boys?'

Panting in fear, Branna looked around the circle of faces and saw lust written on all five of them. Certain they would slake their desire on her helpless body, then cut her throat and leave her to rot, desperation gave her strength. She brought her right knee up and rammed it into the leader's groin, wrenching herself free of his grip as she did so and taking to her heels. There was a moment of stunned silence as his companions watched him double up, clutching himself and groaning in pain, but then they ran after her, whooping and yelling angrily.

Ignoring the branches whipping and snatching at her, Branna ran towards the clearing, and Cerdoc. 'Quick!' she cried as he staggered to his feet. 'We have to get out of here. Run!'

The first of the legionaries burst into the clearing, saw Cerdoc, and reached for his sword.

Shoving Branna behind him, Cerdoc pulled out his own sword and fell into a fighting crouch, holding the deadly blade out before him.

The other soldiers arrived, their leader limping along in the rear, and exchanged sly smiles. One wounded man and an unarmed girl against six of Rome's finest. It would be over in moments. They surrounded the two Iceni, stabbing playfully at Cerdoc with their short-swords like cats toying with a mouse.

'Mind the girl,' the leader grunted. 'I've got plans for that little bitch.'

Cerdoc had done enough trading in the oppida to understand the man's words, and he was an Iceni warrior. He lunged furiously at the soldier nearest him, and the point of his blade sank through the leather breast-guard into the soft flesh beneath. The Roman gave him a look of sheer astonishment, and fell facedown on the boggy ground, dead.

All the playfulness vanished from his companions' eyes, which regarded the blond barbarian with new respect even as they rushed him. Cerdoc fought like a madman, but he was borne down under the weight of numbers while Branna shrieked and flew at his attackers, her fingers hooked into claws, but their desperate struggles were useless.

'Shall I kill the bastard now?' one of the panting soldiers demanded, the point of his sword held at Cerdoc's throat. Blood streamed down from the Iceni's reopened wound, but another Roman lay unconscious on the ground and the others had not emerged unscathed.

'Not yet,' their leader replied breathlessly. 'Let him watch while we show his woman what real men are like.' He grabbed the front of Branna's tunic, ripped it open, and licked his lips at the sight of her soft white breasts. He ran his hands over them, pinching her pink nipples.

'Go on, Maximus,' the one holding the sword at Cerdoc's throat urged, 'show her how you got your name.'

With an answering grin, Maximus flung her down across the ground, straddled her, hoisted his leather kilt, and fumbled out his swollen cock.

Cerdoc went mad. Wrenching himself free of his captors, he rammed his forehead into the Roman in front of him, smashing the man's nose into a bloody pulp. Then he whirled around, grabbed the one behind him by the throat with both hands, and began choking the life out of him. He had almost succeeded when the hilt of a sword thudded into the back of his skull, and he sank unconscious into a muddy puddle. For a few moments the clearing was filled with the terrible thudding sound of fists and boots sinking into unprotected flesh as his senseless body was kicked and beaten.

Branna closed her eyes in despair. Her lover was dead. No man could withstand punishment like that, particularly when he was already wounded, and survive.

'Now, where was I?' Maximus asked, smirking down at her. 'Ah yes.' He spat on his hand, and rubbed his prick until the bulbous purple tip looked as if it would burst. Then he threw up her skirt, wrenched her thighs apart, and thrust two fingers into her soft pussy.

Branna bit back a cry; she would not give them the satisfaction of seeing her pain. The sooner they finished with her and cut her throat, the sooner she could join Cerdoc in the next world.

The soldier withdrew his fingers, and then thrust them in again, grinning as she defiantly held his stare. Then she gasped as he threw himself across her, his weight and the stench of his sweat nearly knocking the breath out of her. She could feel his cockhead pushing at the entrance to her body, and braced herself for the penetration.

But it did not come.

Suddenly the soldier's weight was lifted off her, and she could breathe again. Stunned, she opened her eyes and saw a tall, hard-faced man standing over her, his hands on his hips as he glared at her tormentors. His uniform did not look any different from theirs, but he was obviously a figure of authority. She struggled to remember the term... centurion.

'And exactly what do you think you're playing at, Maximus?' the newcomer demanded angrily. 'I send you out to forage, and this is what you find?'

'A prisoner, sir,' muttered Maximus. His prick had shrivelled to nothing, and he was trying to stand to attention and tuck it away at the same time. Under different circumstances, Branna would have found the sight very amusing.

'A prisoner?' the centurion snapped. 'This slip of a girl?'

'Iceni, sir, one of the rebels, and her man killed poor Gaius before we finished him off. She deserves whatever she gets.'

The centurion glanced indifferently at Cerdoc's body, and then looked thoughtfully down at Branna. 'In that case,' he stabbed a finger at two of the soldiers, 'you, and you, bind her, escort her to camp, and put her in my tent. She should bring a few sesterces in Rome.' He glared at them. 'And if you lay so much as a finger on her, I'll have your guts for garters.'

'But, sir,' Maximus protested, 'I found her first, so she's mine. Spoils of war.'

His superior grinned nastily. 'When you're a centurion, then you'll be entitled to the spoils of war. Until then, keep your mouth shut and do as you're told.'

'Yes, sir,' Maximus muttered, looking down at his boots.

The sound of a horse whinnying froze them all in place as a young man rode into the clearing. Branna gaped at him in wonder. His armour was so highly polished the early morning sun breaking through the rolling clouds shone off it almost blindingly, and whereas the men on the ground were grimy and battle-worn, he looked as if he had just stepped out of a bathhouse. He leaned on the pommel of his saddle and grinned down at the stunned group.

'I think we'll have her sent to my tent, centurion,' he drawled. 'A pretty girl like that would be wasted on the likes of you.'

'Yes, prefect,' the centurion replied stiffly.

'Good, now be about your business. I want as many stragglers caught and killed as possible. We don't want another rebellion, do we?'

'No, prefect,' the centurion remained at attention, his face blank, until his superior rode away, and then he spat on the ground. 'Bastard!' he muttered. He whirled around on the others. 'And you can wipe those bloody smirks off your faces. Do as the man said, otherwise there'll be trouble.'

Clutching her torn tunic over her breasts, Branna got stiffly to her feet and glanced from face to face, trying to understand what was happening. As two grinning legionaries grabbed her arms and hustled her off, she gazed despairingly over her shoulder at Cerdoc's body, until the trees hid her dead lover from view forever.

Meanwhile, the centurion walked over and nudged Cerdoc's body with his foot. 'Not bad fighters, the Iceni,' he remarked with grudging admiration. 'Shame they rebelled. The empire could do with a few more like him.'

There was a groan, and Cerdoc's eyes flickered open. For a moment he fumbled on the ground for his sword, and then lapsed into unconsciousness again.

'Zeus protect us, he's till alive!' Maximus exclaimed. He knelt beside the body and reached for his dagger. 'Well, I'll soon fix that.'

'No,' the centurion snapped. 'Take him away and tend to his wounds. If he survives, I can find a use for him.'

'And if he doesn't?'

'In that case,' he said indifferently, 'throw his carcass on the midden with the rest of the carrion.'

––––––––
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Dazed with grief, Branna lost track of time as she stumbled along between her captors. Exhausted by emotion and by lack of food, she staggered and nearly fell several times, and barely noticed when the men used the excuse of steadying her to caress her. Life was reduced to the struggle of putting one leaden foot in front of the other.

When they stopped to camp that night, she collapsed onto the wet ground and sat rocking back and forth, her cloak wrapped around her. She was so cold, and Cerdoc's body would be cold now, too, his limbs stiff with death, and the thought of him lying alone and comfortless, with no one's love and prayers to guide him safely into the next world, was more than she could bear. She bit her lip to stop herself from bursting into sobs and sat bolt upright, her head held high as she glared at her two captors. She was Iceni, and she was damned if she was going to give the bastards the satisfaction of breaking her.

The Romans ignored her as they set up camp with the brisk efficiency of long practice. She watched with pretended apathy as they gathered wood, and started a fire. Perhaps they would let down their guard and she could make a break for it. If she ran for the woods she might find a deer path while they blundered through the undergrowth after her...

Very casually she stood up, stretching and yawning as if she was merely easing her aching muscles. She took a step backwards and nothing happened, so she took another step. She was bracing herself to turn and run for the trees when a strong hand gripped her arm, and she was flung back down onto the ground.

'Oh no you don't, my pretty, you stay right where you are. Prefect Paulus wants you taken to camp, and that's exactly where you're going. I'm not risking my pay because you fancied a little stroll in the woods.'

She glared up at the guard, panting with rage and frustration.

He smiled, eyeing the glimpse of soft breasts beneath her torn tunic. 'Pity he put you off limits,' he muttered. 'I could do with a nice little piece to warm my bedroll.' He ran his tongue over his lips. 'Saving you for himself, he is, the greedy swine.' His gaze became cunning. 'Still, who's to tell him... you?' He laughed. 'Not when you can't speak a word of a decent, civilised tongue.'

A quiver of fear ran through Branna and she pulled her cloak tightly about her. She knew enough to guess his intentions as he took another step towards her.

'Better not, mate,' his companion said regretfully. 'Not if you fancy keeping the skin on your back. I wouldn't mind a helping or two myself, but Paulus isn't going to take too kindly to you disobeying his orders.'

'Bitch!' the first man hissed in disappointment. 'She's probably diseased anyway. I hope his cock falls off.' Branna gasped as he aimed a kick at her and caught her a glancing blow in the ribs. Then he turned his back on her and returned to tending the cooking tin bubbling over the fire.

Hopelessness washed through her as her vision of freedom vanished. If only she had died with Cerdoc!

She had to force herself to eat when they fed her, the taste of captivity bitter on her tongue, and the sour wine washing it down might as well have been water for all the effect it had on her.

When it came time to bed down for the night, she hardly registered the humiliation of having to relieve herself while her captors watched, and sniggered. Producing a length of thin leather, they then tethered her to a tree like a leashed dog, flung a blanket at her, and pointed to the ground beside the fire. Obediently she spread herself across the blanket with hope springing anew inside her. Perhaps she could free herself while they were sleeping... but this brief hope was also quickly dashed. While one of the men wrapped himself in his blanket and curled up on the opposite side of the fire, the other stood guard, leaning on his short spear as he gazed into the night.

Sighing, Branna closed her eyes and let exhaustion claim her.

––––––––
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She woke to the smell of cooking. For a few blessed moments she was back with Cerdoc, and then reality crashed over her again and brought a flood of grief with it. She gasped in a pain both emotional and physical as a boot dug into her side.

'Get up, bitch, you've got another long walk ahead of you today.'

She sat up and pulled her cloak around her shoulders, again feeling the unwelcome pressure of her bladder. In a mixture of sign language and broken Latin, she indicated her need, and was glad when the smaller of the two men untied her leash and led her off into the bushes. She squatted, grateful that this time he had the decency to turn his back on her as she relieved herself.

She breakfasted on water, and a piece of flatbread still hot from the stones it was cooked on, while her captors broke their temporary camp. Then she was yanked unceremoniously to her feet.

'Get a move on.' The tall soldier shoved her forward so hard she nearly fell. 'We haven't got all day!'

Gathering the tattered remnants of her dignity around her, she cast one scathing glance back at him, and began walking.

––––––––

[image: ]


It was evening, and the cooking fires were already beginning to burn, when they finally reached the main camp. Despite herself, Branna was impressed by its size, and for a while curiosity overcame her misery. This was the camp of her enemies and she wanted to despise them, yet she could not help but admire the signs of discipline she saw everywhere she looked.

A stockade surrounded the camp, and they were met at the gate by two guards who checked them thoroughly before permitting them to enter. Although she could not see them, she did not doubt other guards were posted around the perimeter. There was no chance of any of her fellow tribesmen attacking the camp under cover of nightfall; they would be cut down before they had gone a spear's length.

Row upon row of tents laid out in neat lines stretched into the darkness, and she was surprised there were no piles of ordure, and the overlying stench of human waste, she expected. No doubt the neat Romans had dug pits somewhere nearby. There was an air of cheerful good humour in the camp as the men relaxed after their victory, and bitterness washed over her again; there was no celebration for her people, who were all wounded and hiding in the hills and forests, or lying dead beneath a tree like her beloved Cerdoc.

There were wounds here, too, but they were all neatly bound, and no doubt the more serious cases were being tended to inside tents. All around her men were playing dice and drinking and turning cooking meat on makeshift spits. The more conscientious were tending to their equipment, sharpening swords and polishing shields. She heard the sound of hammer on metal, and saw one soldier beating the dents out of his breastplate.

As she passed the men looked up, grinned, and called out remarks she knew must be lewd because her captors kept laughing in response.

'Paulus said we couldn't touch, but he didn't say anything about looking,' her tall companion remarked. 'Let's give the boys a show.' He wrenched the concealing cloak from her shoulders, and yanked down the top of her tunic. The material, already torn, gave way and fell to her waist, revealing her plump breasts, their tips rosy in the firelight. When she tried to cover herself with her arms, he grabbed her wrists and pulled them behind her back. The movement thrust her bosom into prominence, and she blushed beneath a chorus of catcalls. Then her breasts bounced as she staggered forward, bringing more jeers from the soldiers, and despite her resolve, her courage began to dissolve. It seemed she must walk forever through the ranks of her tormentors. The flames lit their faces, glistening off wet lips, gleaming teeth and gaping mouths, and made them look like creatures from a nightmare.

It was a relief when her escorts eventually stopped in front of a tent considerably larger than the rest. A legionary in full armour stood before it, and he dropped his spear to bar the entrance and spat out something incomprehensible. He was obviously demanding their business, because one of her keepers immediately launched into some kind of explanation, gesturing towards her and smiling. She heard the name 'Paulus' several times until the guard finally nodded and allowed them to pass, holding open the tent flap as she was pushed inside.

She stood rubbing her wrists to bring the blood flow back into them while the two men gazed around. 'Look at this lot! All the bleeding comforts of home, and there's you and me lying on the cold hard ground while this bastard lives it up in the lap of luxury. I wouldn't mind a bit of this meself.'

'Forget it; you ain't a prefect, or a patrician with a rich daddy in Rome. Let's face it, you and me are just battle fodder, mate. Best we can hope for is to survive long enough to retire to a nice little farm somewhere.' He smiled with anticipation. 'Me? I'm going to get me one of them pretty little Gaul girls with a chest like a pouter pigeon and a good pair of childbearing hips, settle down, and make wine and babies.'

'No ambition,' his tall friend sneered. 'By the time I'm finished, I'm going to be a bleeding centurion. You just watch me.'

'Not if you don't do what you're bloody told. If Paulus comes back and finds us still hanging around, we'll be on latrine duty for the next six months. Get on with it, and let's get out of here. I'm starving. My stomach thinks my throat's been cut.'

'Right, bitch, time to put you back on your leash.' Grabbing Branna's arms, the guard bound her wrists firmly behind her back with a length of leather. 'There, that should keep you out of trouble.' He ran his hands over her exposed breasts, pinching her nipples viciously. When they hardened beneath his touch he bent over and ran his tongue over them. She shuddered in disgust, and he grinned at her. 'Just getting you in the mood for when Paulus comes back,' he leered. 'He'll be wanting to sample your charms, no doubt about that. He'll want to see if Iceni whores are any different from the ones in Rome.'

'Leave it,' his companion tugged impatiently on his sleeve, 'and let's get out of here. After we've eaten I've got a skin of wine tucked away, and I want a chance to win back that money you took off me the other night.'

'You'll be lucky, as I'm the best dice player in the legion. You might as well hand over the rest of your pay right now - it'll save you the bother of doing it later.' He chuckled to himself.

Branna sighed with relief as they headed back towards the entrance of the tent, and then left her there alone with no idea what she was in store for. She stood motionless in the centre of the luxuriously appointed space listening until the sound of their voices died away. Then, satisfied they would not return, she looked around her. The first thing she had to do was free herself, but a cursory inspection revealed nothing she could use to cut her bonds. Her eyes lingered on an empty wine amphora lying near the entrance. If she broke it she could use one of the shards to saw through the leather around her wrists.

Crouching awkwardly, she fumbled behind her until she could get a grip on the vessel, and pick it up. Then she backed towards the central tent pole and swung the amphora against it. There was a dull thudding down, but the vessel remained intact. Cursing softly she tried again and this time it shattered, leaving her holding one of the handles. She held her breath, waiting for the guard at the entrance to come bursting in and demand to know what she was doing. When the tent flap remained undisturbed, she let out a sigh of relief.

Kneeling down she dropped the handle, scrabbled behind her, and closed her fingers around the biggest shard, cutting them in the process. She winced, but at least she knew it was sharp. Then easing herself into a more comfortable position, she pulled her wrists apart until the leather was stretched taut between them, twisted her hand until the edge of the shard came into contact with it, and began to saw.

The task was more difficult than she had thought it would be. The leather was wet, the sharp edge of the clay slipped off it, and her fingers were both slippery and sticky with blood. Twice she dropped the fragment and had to fumble to find it again. Her hands were becoming numb from the pressure around her wrists, and her shoulder muscles ached from the strain. The temptation to simply give up was overwhelming, but she persevered, panting with the effort of keeping up a regular rhythm.

Finally she felt the first tiny give as the leather began to fray. She redoubled her efforts, and within minutes her bonds snapped, and she was free. She brought her hands around in front of her and began massaging her wrists, groaning in pain as the blood rushed back into her fingers. Her first overpowering instinct was to try and escape, but she dismissed it. Even if she somehow managed to get past the guard - a highly unlikely prospect - she would still be in the middle of the enemy camp, and she had no illusions as to her fate if she fell into the hands of the common soldiers. They would fall on her like wolves, and she shuddered at the thought of their hands ripping the clothes from her body. No, she would have to be more cunning than that.

Her mind raced as she tried to see a way out, discarding one wild idea after another. This was a temporary camp. The rebellion was over now, which meant they would soon be moving back to their permanent quarters, and once they were actually on the march there would be more opportunities for her to get away. They could not watch her all the time.
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