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AD 60. Britannia is in turmoil. The rebel leader Boudica has tasted victory, against a force of tough veterans in Camulodunum.


Alerted to the rapidly spreading uprising, Governor Suetonius leads his army towards endangered Londinium with a mounted escort, led by Prefect Cato. Soon it’s terrifyingly clear that Britannia is slipping into chaos and panic, with ever more tribal warriors swelling Boudica’s ranks. And Cato and Suetonius are grimly aware that little preparation has been made to withstand a full-scale rebellion.


In Londinium there is devastating news. Centurion Macro is amongst those unaccounted for after the massacre at Camulodunum. Has Cato’s comrade and friend made his last stand?


Facing disaster, Cato prepares his next move. Dare he hope that Macro – battle-scarred and fearless – has escaped the bloodthirsty rebels? For there is only one man Cato trusts by his side as he faces the military campaign of his life. And the future of the Empire in Britannia hangs in the balance.
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CAST LIST


Roman army of Britannia


Centurion Bernardicus, senior centurion of the IXth legion


Quintus Petillius Cerealis, Legate of the IX legion, a rash commander


Prefect Cato, commander of the Eighth Illyrian Auxiliary cohort


Gaius Suetonius Paulinus, Governor of the Roman province of Britannia, wrongfooted but utterly determined to crush Boudica and her followers


Cestius Calpurnius, Legate of the XX legion


Poenius Postumus, Camp Prefect of the II legion, of questionable reliability


Prefect Thrasyllus, commander of the Tenth Gallic Auxiliary cohort


Centurion Tubero, commander of the Eighth cohort’s cavalry contingent


Centurion Galerius, senior centurion of the Eighth cohort


Centurion Hitetius (retired), a legionary veteran with nothing to lose


Centurion Macro (somewhat less retired), a legionary veteran and best friend of Prefect Cato


Agricola, Tribune on the governor’s staff, green but destined for great things, if he survives that long


Centurion Vespillus, acting commander of the Londinium garrison, barely able to cope


Phrygenus, surgeon of the Eighth cohort


Roman civilians


Claudia Acte, lover of Prefect Cato and former exiled mistress of Nero, now incognito


Petronella, wife of Macro, fearless and formidable, the love of Macro’s life


Portia, mother of Macro, equally fearless and formidable, though frail


Lucius, son of Cato, a chip off the old block and shaping up nicely


Denubius, Portia’s handyman, a loyal retainer


Decianus Catus, Procurator of the province, a scheming opportunist with devastating consequences


Maecius Grahmius, a civilian rather too much in love with the sound of his own voice


Rebels


Boudica, Queen of the Iceni, the proud leader of those cruelly oppressed by Rome


Syphodubnus, a noble of the Iceni who thinks he should be in charge


Bardea and Merida, daughters of Boudica


Bellomagus, champion of the Iceni tribe


Tongdubnus, an Iceni warrior, but a poor swimmer.









CHAPTER ONE


Roman province of Britannia, summer 61 AD


The column was in trouble. Centurion Bernardicus, commander of the First Cohort of the Ninth Legion, sensed it the moment he caught sight of the enemy, shading his eyes in the bright sunlight. A distant line of riders regarded the approaching Romans from a low ridge half a mile ahead. At first the centurion mistook them for some of the legion’s scouts screening the advance of Legate Cerialis and his soldiers. But there was something irregular about the disposition of the riders, and then he noticed the absence of any standard or the red crest of an officer’s helmet.


How in Hades had a party of rebel horsemen managed to slip through the line of scouts? he wondered. The officer in command of the mounted picket was going to feel the sharp edge of the legate’s tongue when the column made camp that night. Assuming the enemy made no mischief before then. Bernardicus squinted up at the sun and calculated that there was another three hours to march before the legate gave the order to halt and erect the defences of a marching camp. Maybe longer, given the late halt the day before. Then there had only been time to set up the stockade of sharpened stakes to guard the camp. No ditch, nor rampart.


Bernardicus had fretted at the legate’s failure to follow the army’s doctrine for preparing defences when marching into hostile territory. There was little doubt in his mind about such dangers, given Cerialis’s briefing on the eve of their advance from the legion’s base at Lindum two days before. A message had arrived from the senior magistrate of the veterans’ colony at Camulodunum reporting an uprising by the Iceni tribe and their Trinovantian allies. The magistrate had learned that the rebels were making for Camulodunum and had begged the Ninth Legion to march to the veterans’ rescue.


As the senior centurion of the legion, Bernardicus had put his concerns to the legate and been rebuffed with haughty disdain.


‘We’re dealing with a ragtag mob of armed peasants,’ Cerialis had scoffed. ‘Led by the scrapings of whatever warrior caste has survived the conquest. We have nothing to fear from such a rabble. They’ll take one look at the vanguard of the Ninth and turn tail and bolt for the safety of the woods and bogs of their territory.’


‘I hope you’re right, sir.’ Bernardicus nodded diplomatically. ‘But if they stand and fight?’


A cold smile formed on Cerialis’s lips. ‘Then we’ll crush them, scatter any survivors and crucify the ringleaders. After that, I doubt that any tribe on this island living under our rule will have the balls to ever rebel again.’


Bernardicus could not help a small degree of bitter mirth at his superior’s words, given the gender of the enemy’s leader. He had seen Queen Boudica several months earlier when she was amongst the tribal leaders declaring their annual homage to the emperor before the provincial governor in Londinium. Tall, haughty and flame-haired, she had stood out amongst the others. A woman to be reckoned with, Bernardicus had thought, and he had been proven right. Where Boudica led, her people, men and women, old and young alike, would be sure to follow in their desire to humble Rome and its ruler, Emperor Nero.


Rome had a history of fearing powerful women and, fortunately for the Empire, triumphing over them. Yet the centurion could not help a tremor of anxiety. Under other circumstances he might have shared the legate’s easy confidence. As things stood, the bulk of the Roman army occupying Britannia was campaigning against the mountain tribes far to the west of the island. Governor Paulinus had stripped the province of the best soldiers to fill out the ranks of the army, including four of the cohorts from the Ninth. The only forces available to confront Boudica and her rebels comprised the raw recruits being trained at the Second Legion’s base down at Isca Dumnoniorum, a handful of poor-quality auxiliaries and the six remaining cohorts of the Ninth at Lindum.


Proud as Bernardicus was of his legion, he was aware that the cohorts marching behind him were under strength and their men had not made the cut to join their comrades now serving under Paulinus. He was also aware of the limitations of his superior. Legate Cerialis had only recently been appointed commander of the Ninth and had arrived in Britannia wreathed in the customary arrogance and ambition of his class. His only combat experience had been a brief punitive expedition across the Rhine during his time as a tribune. He had yet to earn the hard-won experience required to make a decent legate of him.


All this flowed through the veteran centurion’s mind in a matter of heartbeats before he drew a deep breath to give the order. ‘First Cohort! Halt!’


The men, bent slightly forward under the burden of the kit on their marching yokes, took a pace and a half further along the track and drew up. Some regarded him with surprise. They had stopped for a rest break less than a mile back, and it was too early in the day to make camp. Bernardicus ignored them and strode on another twenty paces ahead of the column before he paused to scrutinise the distant horsemen.


The dull thrumming of hoofbeats heralded the approach of Legate Cerialis and his small band of staff officers, fresh-faced tribunes who had yet to see any combat. Maybe that was about to change, Bernardicus mused.


‘What’s the bloody meaning of this?’ Cerialis snapped. ‘Who gave the order for the column to halt?’


The centurion turned and nodded a salute. ‘I did, sir.’


Cerialis frowned. ‘Why?’


Bernardicus gestured towards the ridge. The legate straightened and squinted briefly. ‘So?’


‘The enemy, sir.’


‘Nonsense. Those are our scouts.’


‘Look again. They’re no more Roman than I am a Druid, sir.’


Cerialis and his tribunes stared ahead of the column before one of the latter cleared his throat. ‘The centurion’s right, sir.’


‘Then where are the scouts? They’re supposed to clear the way ahead of us.’


Bernardicus took a deep breath before he responded. ‘I’d say our lads are either dead, taken prisoner or have been forced to flee. Some of ’em might make their way back to us, but the scouts are gone, sir.’


‘Gone?’ Cerialis stared back as if the centurion were quite mad. ‘Impossible.’


Bernardicus shrugged and there followed a strained silence as the officers waited for the legate to give fresh orders. Nearby, the legionaries stood ready, still shouldering their yokes. At length, the senior tribune edged his horse alongside his superior.


‘Give the word, sir, and I’ll lead the rest of our mounted contingent forward to drive those rebels off the track.’


Cerialis chewed his bottom lip for a moment before he shook his head. ‘If they have dealt with our scouts, then I’ll not throw any more men away or send them on a wild goose chase. No . . . We’ll continue the advance. The rebels wouldn’t dare attack the column. Besides, we must reach Camulodunum as swiftly as possible and save our comrades there.’


And no doubt claim a civic crown for saving their lives in the process, Bernardicus thought cynically. Like most of his kind, Cerialis was eager to win military decorations to add lustre to his family’s name.


‘Pass the word for the column to close up,’ the legate continued. ‘The mounted contingent is to form up at the rear.’


‘Yes, sir.’


As the tribune trotted back along the ranks of the waiting legionaries, Bernardicus made his own way down the track, cupping a hand to his mouth as he bellowed, ‘First Cohort centurions! On me!’


When he was safely out of earshot of the legate, he stopped, and the other centurions of his cohort gathered round.


‘Looks like we’ve seen the last of our scouts, lads. Cerialis is determined to reach Camulodunum nonetheless. Reckons we can see off any rebels that try their luck. So we keep closed up and keep a good look out for trouble. We’re the spearhead of the Ninth, so it’s up to us to set the example. No slacking or grousing from our boys, understand? If the other side try and block our path, we go through them quicker than shit through a sheep.’ He glanced at his subordinates and was met with steady gazes. ‘Our comrades at Camulodunum are counting on us. They’re good men. I knew their chief magistrate back when we both served in the Second Legion. Macro’s one of the best. If our positions were reversed, he’d give his all to save us.’


‘Do you think there’ll be any trouble?’ asked a well-built centurion.


‘There’s always trouble in this shitty island, Timandrus.’


There was a chorus of chuckles and some smiles from the other centurions.


‘Without the scouts, we’re blind,’ Timandrus continued. ‘Who knows what we’re marching into? Could be a trap.’


‘Could be,’ Bernardicus conceded. ‘But we’ve never let those hairy-arsed barbarians get one over us yet, and they ain’t going to do it today. Right?’


The other man nodded.


‘That said, if I give the order to down packs, I want the boys formed up in a heartbeat, with their shields out and javelins ready. Now get back to your men and be ready to move as soon as Cerialis gives the command.’


Bernardicus returned to the head of the column and strode out boldly the instant the legate called the order to resume the advance. The legionaries of his century tramped steadily behind him. Ahead, on the ridge, the horsemen held their position as they observed the approaching Romans. The track inclined slightly, and as Bernardicus came within two hundred paces of the rebels, he felt the first icy trickle of concern slide down his spine. At the same time, he stiffened his shoulders and continued to advance without the slightest sign of hesitation. He had always striven to appear fearless and bold to provide a reassuring example to his men. Even now, he resisted the urge to call for his manservant to bring up the mule carrying his heavy rectangular shield, while he handed over his cloak so that the folds did not encumber him if it came to a fight.


Closer still, no more than a hundred paces from the crest of the low ridge, he could make out the grisly trophies the horsemen now raised for the Romans to see. Severed heads, gripped by the hair. Brandished at the legionaries as the rebels jeered and shouted insults.


‘Bastards!’ a voice cried out close behind Bernardicus. ‘They’ll pay for that.’


‘Silence in the ranks!’ The centurion glanced over his shoulder. ‘Next man to open his mouth gets latrine duty for a month!’


The horsemen lowered their heads, then turned their mounts away and trotted down the far slope and out of sight. Bernardicus had marched along this route many times before and knew the lie of the land beyond. There was a sharp dip into a wooded vale where the ground had been cleared by the army’s engineers for sufficient distance on either side of the track to deny any attacker the chance to spring a sudden surprise. It also provided the Romans with space to change into a more defensive formation if necessary. The vale was also as good a place as any to ambush the column, but three thousand heavily armed soldiers of the finest army in the world should be more than a match for any force the tribes could scrape together, Bernardicus reassured himself.


Glancing back, he saw that the gaps between the six cohorts had narrowed, and their small baggage trains of carts and mules were now flanked by the legionaries of the rearmost century of each cohort. The column was now little more than half the length it had been before the halt, when it had been strung out along the track.


The centurion reached the crest and looked down into the vale. He could see that the horsemen had increased their distance to half a mile ahead of the column, but there was no sign of any other rebels. He scanned the treeline on either side of the track, but there was no sign of movement. Then his eyes fell upon a cluster of bodies lying halfway between himself and the horsemen. The headless corpses of the scout squadron. They had been stripped and their weapons and horses taken, and their pallid flesh was spattered and streaked with blood under the bright sun. As the column drew closer, he heard the muttered curses of his men rippling through the cohort and angrily demanded silence once again before turning to his second in command.


‘Optio Severus, my compliments to the legate. Tell him that we’ve found what’s left of the scouts.’


‘Yes, sir.’


Bernardicus paused while the optio trotted back along the column, then gave the follow-up order. ‘First Section, First Century . . . Fall out and get the dead off the track and loaded onto our wagons.’ The funerals could be arranged once the legion had made camp at the end of the day. Identifying the bodies, though, would be a problem, especially if the enemy had taken the scouts’ identity tags as trophies.


The men of the leading section dropped their packs at the side of the track and jogged forward to take care of the bodies as the centurion continued leading the column into the vale. He spared the corpses laid out beside the track a brief glance as he marched past, then resumed scanning the way ahead for signs of danger. The wooded slopes on either side blocked all but the lightest puffs of breeze, and the air in the vale was still and hot. Sweat trickled from under the felt skullcap beneath his crested helmet. The bracken and undergrowth on either side was parched and dry after many days without rain. Overhead, the sky was cloudless and the afternoon sun grilled the marching men without pity as two kites swooped languidly against a cerulean backdrop searching for prey. Every so often the horsemen would rein in and taunt the Romans with their gory prizes before trotting off again. Each time Bernardicus felt his blood run hot in his veins, frustrated that he was powerless to avenge his comrades.


The column had advanced nearly two miles into the vale when he saw the first swirl of white ahead. An instant later, there was another, and another, until several trails of smoke were visible across the width of the open ground either side of the track. He could make out figures with torches moving to set alight yet more of the dry bracken and undergrowth. Soon the flames beneath the smoke could be discerned, brilliant flares of red and orange that swiftly spread from side to side until there was a curtain of fire and smoke blocking the way ahead. Now and then Bernardicus could see the figures of the rebels beyond, shimmering in the heat haze.


He halted the column once again a hundred paces from the blaze and ordered the cohort to down packs and stand to along the track.


‘Sir! Look!’


He turned to see Timandrus gesturing towards the rear of the column. Above the cloud of dust stirred by thousands of boots and the hooves and wheels of the carts, smoke billowed from yet more fires stretching across the vale behind the legion. As the Roman soldiers looked anxiously in both directions, there was a deep roar from the trees on either side. Bernardicus felt his guts twist as he saw figures emerge from the gloom beneath the boughs of the trees and pour out onto the open ground.


Hundreds, then thousands of the rebels were massing on each side of the Ninth Legion, roaring their battle cries, jeers and insults as they brandished spears, swords and axes. In amongst them, their chiefs and Druids urged their followers on.


‘First Cohort! Form square!’ Bernardicus had to strain his lungs for the order to be heard above the din that filled the stifling air. He waved his servant forward and took up his shield, handing his vine cane over before ordering the man to fall back to the baggage train. Around him the men of his cohort changed formation, his century facing the fire, two more on either flank and the last closing the rear of the formation. Their large, heavy shields formed a wall, and between each shield, the point of a short sword protruded. The javelins were handed back to the men of the rear rank, ready to hurl over the heads of their comrades.


The other five cohorts of the column were still completing the manoeuvre when the rebels’ war horns sounded. The rearmost unit surrounded the baggage train and the mounted contingent, as well as the legate and his staff. Bernardicus could just make out the glint of the gilded eagle standard and the bright red falls of the other standards of the legion.


The horns sounded again and the Romans braced themselves for the enemy charge. Instead, hundreds of men advanced to within a hundred feet of the legionaries. Each carried a torch, and they bent to thrust them into the dry undergrowth, surrounding the Ninth with fire. Only now did Bernardicus realise that the ground in front of the trees had been cleared of most of the combustible material, which had been cunningly concealed amongst the parched bracken close to the track.


‘Shit,’ he mouthed softly before turning to steady his men with a forced grin. ‘Hold fast, boys! We’ve some hot work ahead of us!’


The cordon of fire was still some distance away, and he caught glimpses of the enemy through the wavering flames and searing air. The blaze prevented any attack for the present, he mused. Then the truth of their predicament struck home. The enemy did not intend to attack the legion directly; they meant to let the fire do the work for them before picking off the survivors. Already the flames were working their way towards the Roman column in an uneven ripple of smouldering, then roaring bursts that crackled and hissed like some demonically possessed monster. There was only one path to salvation that occurred to Bernardicus, and he sheathed his sword and turned to his men.


‘We have to create a fire break. Cut away as much of the undergrowth as we can and dump it close to the fire. Severus, set the men to it!’


Leaving the optio to obey his orders, the centurion moved along the column to pass on the instructions. As he reached the Fifth Cohort, he saw Cerialis riding towards him.


‘What in Jupiter’s name is going on, Centurion? Why are the men breaking ranks? They need to be ready to receive an attack.’


Bernardicus explained briefly, and concluded with a warning. ‘We have to do it, sir, or perish in the blaze.’


The legate looked towards the head of the column and observed the frantic efforts of the legionaries before he winced and nodded. ‘Very well, carry on. Once we have tamed the fire and it burns out, we’ll teach those barbarians the price of defying Rome.’


As the centurion turned away, a blast of scalding heat from a nearby flare-up made him flinch. Along the column, the legionaries had downed their shields and were hacking at the undergrowth, using their swords to loosen roots and strip the combustible material away from the bare earth before hurling it into the flames. Still the fire crept closer, the heat forcing the men back into an ever smaller space each side of the track. Nor was the blaze the only danger. The enemy were hurling rocks and spears and loosing arrows through the flames and smoke, shooting blind but striking Romans who had been forced to set down their shields to work on the fire break. The casualties were hauled onto the track, where the legion’s medics attended to their wounds as best they could while smoke and cinders swirled around them. The mules of the baggage train were braying with terror as they pressed together, the drovers trying to prevent them becoming entangled. The disciplined cohesion of the legion was beginning to break down as the men were steadily driven back by the heat.


Bernardicus turned to the legate. ‘We’re going to have to break through the blaze, sir. We can’t stay on the track. The fire’s getting the better of us.’


Cerialis glanced at the cordon of glittering flames and smoke. ‘We can’t get through that.’


‘We have to, sir. And quickly. Before it closes in.’


‘How?’


‘The men will have to use their cloaks to beat paths through the flames.’


‘Even if that works, the enemy will be waiting for us on the far side.’


‘Yes, sir. That’s the choice before us. We either stay put and roast, or we take our chances with the rebels. I’d sooner die with a sword in my hand than be burned to death.’


The legate shuddered. ‘Then there is no choice. Re-form the cohorts and tell the men we’re going to fight our way out of the trap. We’ll head to the right,’ he continued. ‘That way we’ll only have to face half their number before the rest see what’s up and work their way round the blaze to join the fight.’


‘Yes, sir. Good idea,’ the centurion conceded. ‘We’d better move all at once to make the most of it, sir.’


‘I’ll have the bucinas sound the advance when the men are ready.’ Cerialis gestured to the men carrying the brass instruments who were formed up behind the legion’s standards. ‘Go and give the order, Centurion.’


Bernardicus hurried back up the column, pausing to relay instructions to the commander of each cohort, and the men fell back from the flames, faces gleaming with sweat as they took up their shields and waited for the signal. When he reached his century at the head of the column and explained the plan, his optio glanced at the fire, no more than twenty feet from them, and shook his head. ‘We’ll never make it.’


‘Maybe. Maybe not,’ Bernardicus replied laconically. ‘We can discuss that afterwards. Get the men ready.’


‘Yes, sir.’ The optio forced a grin. ‘Later, then.’


The men of the First Century formed up, four deep, to the right. One section had their cloaks ready while their comrades carried their shields. The cloaks were hurriedly soaked with water from the canteens. Three more sections stood with javelins, ready to unleash them against the enemy on the far side of the blaze as the way was opened for the century to pass through and engage the rebels. Looking down the column, Bernardicus could see the other centuries making their preparations, and the legate and his men in the distance.


‘Give the order,’ he muttered to himself. The flames were close enough that he had to squint to protect his eyes from the searing heat. ‘For Jupiter’s sake, man, give the fucking order . . .’


He saw that his men were pressing closer together and raising their shields to protect themselves from the scalding air that stung their exposed skin. He raised his own shield and ducked his head behind it.


‘Sir!’ a voice called out. ‘Your crest’s alight.’


He smelt the sudden acrid odour of burning horsehair and snatched at his canteen, removing the stopper and dousing the top of his helmet with what was left. The strident notes of the legion’s bucinas sounded above the roar of the fire, and he let the canteen drop to his side as he shouted to his men, ‘Beaters! Get forward!’


The men with the dampened cloaks bent double to keep the heat off their faces as they scurried forward and started striking out at the burning grass and bracken, then cast the cloaks onto the ground to smother the flames. Within moments, only a thin line of fire separated them from the enemy.


‘Javelins!’ Bernardicus called out. ‘Loose!’


The legionaries hurled the weapons in a shallow arc and the shafts disappeared into the smoke. An instant later, there were cries of alarm as the points penetrated the enemy’s ranks. Long experience had taught the centurion the importance of striking home while the enemy was still recoiling from the impact of a javelin volley, and he snatched out his sword and shouted for his men to follow as he ran towards the smouldering cloaks on the ground. He heard a man close behind him call out the legion’s battle cry, ‘Forward Hispania!’


Bursting through a thin screen of flames, heedless of their sharp sting, he charged across the ground on the far side, where wisps of smoke curled from the blackened earth. The first of his men ran close behind and fanned out on either side as they made for the nearest rebels. The enemy were loosely massed and had been cheering at the prospect of their foes being burned alive. Now they were taken by surprise as the Romans surged through the flames and slammed their shields into the tribesmen, stabbing at them with their short swords.


Bernardicus saw a tall figure with helmet and armour to his right and took the man for one of the enemy leaders. He swerved towards his opponent, who had time to raise his kite shield so that they clashed with a jarring thud. The momentum was with the Roman and the rebel stumbled back. Bernardicus seized the advantage and thrust his sword into the other man’s throat, driving the point through the back of his neck. Recovering the blade, he did not spare his enemy a second glance as the rebel fell to his knees, sword and shield dropping from his hands as he gurgled blood. On either side, more of his men were throwing themselves at the enemy after braving the thin curtain of fire. To his right, the other Roman units were following suit, charging home with desperate fury to shatter the rebels’ morale.


The centurion turned to face a younger rebel warrior, tall and skinny, barely old enough for stubble to grow on his jawline. The youth’s eyes were wide with fear and the point of his spear trembled as he confronted the Roman officer. Bernardicus smacked the flat of his sword sharply against the trim of his shield and noticed his opponent flinch. He feinted with the sword and gave a vicious snarl, and the youth backed away hurriedly and disappeared amongst his comrades.


The enemy’s battle horns sounded in answer to the bucinas, their flat notes overwhelming the sound of the Roman instruments. The air filled with the battle cries of the Iceni and their Trinovantian rebels, who pressed towards the scattered groups of legionaries desperately fighting for a foothold beyond the flames. Glancing over his shoulder, Bernardicus could see that almost all his century had passed through the fire and were holding their own, for the moment. Other units of the legion were not faring so well. Some had not even breached the flame wall. Others had, but were being forced back on the blaze. He felt a leaden sickness in the pit of his stomach as he realised that the fight was already lost. The odds were against the Romans and worsening with every heartbeat. The only hope for himself and his men was to try and cut their way through the enemy and escape into the trees.


‘Form a wedge on me!’ he cried out above the din of battle. ‘First Century, on me!’


His men edged toward him in tight formation, with the century’s standard two ranks behind Bernardicus. He waited an instant to ensure that the last of them had escaped the flames, then called the pace as the wedge of overlapping shields, punctuated by the tips of the legionaries’ swords, tramped into the dense mass of tribesmen. Bracing their shield arms, the Romans punched and pressed their way forward, stabbing at any enemy warrior who came within reach. Sword and axe blows thudded off the curved shields and rang sharply where they struck the large hemispherical hand guards.


Steadily the wedge cut its way through, leaving a trail of bodies in its wake. A handful of legionaries were wounded, and those who could still walk fell in behind the standard and did their best to keep up. Those who could not were borne away by their comrades in the middle of the formation, but as the latter were called on to fill the gaps, the injured men were left behind to be slaughtered by the enemy.


Bernardicus steered the formation towards the nearest trees, noting that there appeared to be a narrow track that ran up the slope towards the ridge. That would be the century’s best chance of escaping the fate of the rest of the legion, he decided. All around the enemy continued their assault, increasingly frustrated by their failure to break up and crush the wedge as it carved its way through. Only a handful of rebels now stood in the centurion’s way, and he battered one to the side and cut through the arm of another before those left backed away and left the path unguarded.


‘Stay with me, lads!’ he called out. ‘Keep on the path!’


He moved swiftly between the trees and trotted up the incline, his lungs burning with the effort of his exertions. His men followed him, the rearmost turning to cover the retreat as the enemy pursued them closely. The undergrowth began to thicken as the path penetrated the trees, hampering any attempt by the rebels to harry the flanks or cut round the Romans and block their escape. The sounds of the fighting in the vale began to fade as the trees muffled the noise.


After half a mile, the trees began to thin out, and a short distance ahead Bernardicus could see the bare crest of a hillock that formed part of the ridge. If they could occupy the high ground, his men could catch their breath while he considered the next move.


‘Set the standard up there,’ he panted to the century’s standard bearer, then stepped to the side to urge his men on as they stumbled past him, gasping for breath. As the stragglers came up, labouring under the burden of their armour and shields, he pointed to the standard.


‘Up there, lads. Then you can rest a while.’


He could hear the sounds of fighting drawing closer: the clash of blades and the thud of weapons on shields. He headed back down the path, rounded a corner and came up against Optio Severus, who was commanding a section that made up the rearguard. Beyond them, he could see the enemy, desperate to hunt down and slaughter their prey. The six legionaries were falling back in relays, using their broad shields to block the path while they stabbed at any rebels reckless enough to come within range.


‘Good job, Severus,’ he greeted the optio.


‘Hot work, sir.’


‘I’ve got the rest of the century on top of the ridge. Delay that lot as long as you can before you fall back to the standard. I’ll have two sections ready to cover you once the path leaves the trees. Understood?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Good.’ Bernardicus patted him on the shoulder and left him to his task. Trotting back up the path, he came across a straggler who had slumped to the ground just before it reached open ground. One of the younger men who had only recently joined the Ninth. He was on his knees, leaning forward as he fought for breath, his sword sheathed and his shield lying on the ground beside him.


‘On your feet, boy!’ Bernardicus smiled at him. ‘Don’t let those barbarian bastards think we can’t go the distance.’


‘So tired . . . sir. So fucking tired . . .’


‘There’ll be plenty of time to be tired later.’ He bent to haul the legionary to his feet and picked up his shield for him. ‘You’ll need this. Trust me.’


He gave the youth a gentle shove, and together they climbed the short distance to the crest of the ridge, where the other men were gathered around the standard.


Bernardicus took a deep breath to ensure his order would be clearly heard. ‘First two sections! Fall in on me! The rest of you be ready to stand to the moment the enemy come out of the trees.’


The men rose wearily to their feet across the crest of the hill. Bernardicus could see the flames and smoke that were engulfing the rest of the column and the baggage train. A panicking team of mules emerged from the blaze, their manes on fire. As they careered across the open ground, driven mad by their agony, the enemy scattered to avoid falling under their hooves and the heavy wheels of the burning cart. Amid the flames he could see legionaries pressing together in small groups, trying to shelter behind their shields until they too caught fire. Others, singly and in small groups, dashed through the fire and were cut down by the enemy waiting beyond.


At the rear of the column, several more carts drawn by mules bolted through the enemy, clearing a wide path. Immediately after them galloped a body of mounted men. Bernardicus smiled bitterly as he realised that must be Cerialis, his staff and the rest of the mounted contingent, saving their own necks while the infantry were burned alive or slaughtered by the enemy. A handful of the riders were pulled from their horses as the party cut their way through the scattered rebels, but the rest escaped and raced back down the track in the direction of the fortress at Lindum. The legate would live to tell the tale. Bernardicus could only hope that his reputation would die along with the thousands of good men he had led into the trap.


He turned to the two sections he had summoned to cover the optio’s retreat. ‘Let’s go, lads.’


They were no more than ten paces down the slope when Severus and two of his men came running out of the trees ahead of the enemy, sprinting hard towards the crest. The rearmost man stumbled and fell to his knees. An instant later, he was knocked onto his face by a brawny warrior wielding an axe. The second blow smashed into his helmet, pulverising his skull. A handful of the warrior’s companions paused in their pursuit to hack at the body and stab it with spears before resuming the chase. Their bloodlust was the salvation of Severus and the last survivor of the rearguard section as they ran through the narrow gap in the line of shields, which closed behind them. Bernardicus and his men had recovered their breath and easily held off the rebels who reached them, cutting down several before he gave the order to break contact and withdraw to the crest.


A steady stream of rebels spilled out from the path, and more joined them from amongst the trees, flowing swiftly across the slope and beginning to encircle the crest. Bernardicus considered rousing his men to follow him in an attempt to cut their way out again, but there was no chance to escape now. Better to make their last stand here than be slaughtered like dogs in a futile attempt to outrun the enemy.


He spat, then called out, ‘Close up around the standard!’


He estimated that little more than forty of his men remained. At least a thousand rebels surrounded them, and more were appearing all the time. A mounted chieftain rode up from the trees and reined in safely beyond javelin range as he surveyed the Roman position. He shouted an order to his followers, and those closest to the legionaries drew back and began to jeer and throw insults at the small knot of soldiers defending the hilltop.


Bernardicus regarded them silently. Even as he looked over the mass of warriors and those in the distance still gathered around the conflagration in the vale, his mind was calm. This was the moment that all soldiers contemplated many times during their service. There was always the question about how they would face the end, in whatever form it took. A sudden merciful death, the lingering agony of a mortal wound or, as was now the case, the certainty of annihilation. He knew that he had enjoyed better fortune than the majority of those who served in the legions. He had survived battles and skirmishes when many others he had known did not. Promotion, decorations and loot had come his way and paid for the modest farming estate in Gaul where his wife was raising his sons. He thought of them fondly, and the only thing he found himself regretting was that he had not been able to join them for one last Saturnalia.


‘Ah well,’ he muttered to himself. ‘The gods will play their games.’


The enemy chieftain slowly approached the crest, accompanied by one of his men. They halted some thirty paces away, and the chieftain thrust his finger at the centurion and spoke loudly and clearly in the native tongue. He paused, and the man beside him cleared his throat and translated in slightly accented Latin.


‘My lord, Syphodubnus calls on you to surrender and save your lives! Throw down your weapons and submit to his mercy and you will be spared.’


‘Oh, I believe that!’ said one of the legionaries cynically.


Bernardicus was about to silence him, then thought better of it and addressed Severus instead. ‘Optio, take that man’s name. Latrine duties for a month.’


The men laughed, as he had hoped they would.


‘Romans! What is your answer?’


Bernardicus leaned on the top of his shield. ‘What shall I say, lads? He’s inviting us to become slaves. I say fuck that. But what do you say, eh?’


The air filled with loud raspberries and contemptuous laughter, and the noise from the enemy massed about them died away for a moment as the rebels took in the Roman soldiers’ response to their chieftain’s offer. Looking surprised, Syphodubnus spoke again, and waited for his warrior to translate.


‘My lord offers you one last chance. Surrender or die. What say you?’


Bernardicus paused a moment to find the right words to sum up his feelings about bowing to the enemy, his anger at the foolishness of his legate, his despair at never seeing his family again, and the comradeship he felt for the tough men who were about to die along with him.


He smiled, and bellowed his answer. ‘Bollocks!’


The chieftain frowned and turned to his translator, and there was a brief exchange. Then he shrugged and gave a sad salute to Bernardicus before turning his horse and trotting down the slope to his followers. The centurion’s smile faded as he called out to his men.


‘Take as many of those barbarian bastards down as you can. Let those that survive never forget the men of the First Century, First Cohort of the Ninth Legion!’


The legionaries let out a loud cheer and brandished their short swords as the standard bearer raised the standard high.


A war horn sounded and a savage roar erupted all around them as the rebels charged up the slope.


‘Shields up!’ Bernardicus shouted. ‘Close ranks!’


The legionaries hoisted their broad shields and braced their boots, ready to absorb the impact of the charge. They raised their swords to the horizontal and drew their elbows back, muscles bunching. The centurion offered a swift prayer to Mars that he be permitted to die with honour and without undue suffering, then gritted his teeth and faced the enemy.


The rebels came in the wild rush favoured by the Celts, lips stretched wide as they shrieked their war cries, eyes blazing and their limed hair rising in spikes from their scalps. Many bore the swirling tattoos of warriors on their limbs and chests and carried the shields and spears that had been concealed from their Roman overlords for many years. They closed the last few paces in a heartbeat and slammed into the legionaries’ shield wall with a rippling series of thuds and sharp, splintering cracks as their blades bit at the leather-covered laminate.


Bernardicus let his body sway under the impact and then thrust back, slamming his shield boss into the sword-wielding rebel before him. He heard the man grunt, and stabbed his short sword round the side of the shield, angling the point towards where he estimated his opponent’s torso to be. He was rewarded with the judder up his arm that indicated a solid strike. Twisting the blade, he tore it free and drew his arm back to strike again. Around him the clatter of weapons and the shrill ring and scrape of blade on blade filled his ears. He could hear the grunts and gasps of his nearest men and those of his foes.


The first of the Romans fell as his shield was ripped from his grip before a spear thrust tore through his thigh and opened an artery. He staggered a moment as blood gushed from the wound, then his knees folded beneath him and he pitched forward amid the rebels.


‘Close the gap!’ Bernardicus shouted, and the small formation shrank a little tighter as the fighting continued.


As the men were cut down one by one, the wounded were dragged to the centre and sat or lay at the feet of the standard bearer, who cried out constant encouragement to his comrades: ‘For Rome! For the emperor!’


Bernardicus knew that this skirmish would be forgotten almost as soon as it was over, and that though he and his men would be mourned, no history would ever relate their last stand. He was no longer fighting for Rome and emperor. He was fighting for his men, and because that was what he was trained to do until he drew his last breath.


A sudden surge of enemy warriors forced a break in the shield wall a short distance to his right, and then the rebels were in amongst them, striking at the sides and backs of the legionaries still trying to hold the perimeter. In an instant the formation dissolved into a series of unequal duels as the enemy overwhelmed the position. Bernardicus saw the standard bearer stagger under an axe blow from behind; his fingers spasmed and the standard slipped from his grip. As it began to fall, the centurion threw his shield aside and leaped forward to catch the wooden shaft and keep it aloft, slashing wildly with his sword at any rebels who came close.


As his men died around him, butchered where they lay on the bloodied grass, Bernardicus was surrounded by several attackers. He managed two parries and blocked a feint before a blade cut deep into the wrist of his sword arm, almost severing it. His weapon dropped at his side and the enemy rushed forward, hacking and stabbing. He felt the blows, and the warm rush of blood as he was driven to his knees. Still he clutched the standard tightly in his left hand, resisting the first attempt to wrestle it from his grip. Then his strength gave out and he fell onto his side and rolled onto his back. As his vision darkened, he could only gaze up in despair as an enemy warrior brandished his trophy against the clear blue sky while his comrades roared in triumph.









CHAPTER TWO


The straits of the island of Mona


Dusk was closing round the mountains to the east, while in the other direction the sun was setting over the gentle hills of Mona, bathing the scattered clouds in a warm red glow. The final squadron of the cavalry contingent of Prefect Cato’s cohort was being ferried across the strait aboard the shallow barges that had been used to invade the island. The Eighth Illyrian cohort was one of the auxiliary units made up of both cavalry and infantry that were the workhorses of the Roman army across the Empire.


Cato was watching the sunset from a small hillock overlooking the straits and the fortified camp where the rest of the cohort was feeding and grooming the horses before they attended to their own needs. Men drawn from a number of mounted units made up the flying column escorting Governor Suetonius in his bid to reach Londinium before Boudica and her rebel horde. Cato had been obliged to leave his infantry with the main body of the army while he and the mounted contingent of the cohort raced ahead with the governor’s column. He could easily make out the headquarters tents where Suetonius had planned the attack on the enemy’s defences across the strait less than a month before. He could imagine the fevered atmosphere at headquarters at this moment, and what might be said at the briefing for senior officers that was due to take place later.


He had taken advantage of this moment of inactivity to find a place where he might be alone. There had been so little time to think over the months since the campaign to defeat the hill tribes and their Druid allies. The enemy had resisted with desperate courage and had come close to frustrating Rome’s ambitions. They had fought to the last to protect the sacred groves of the Druids that had stood for longer than history could record. Now those groves had been destroyed, the sacred oaks cut down and burned and the Druids and their followers massacred. Most of the warriors of the mountain tribes had been killed, though a handful had managed to flee the island and escape to the mainland. Only a few hundred had been taken prisoner, to be sold into slavery. The proceeds would be meagre, and along with such booty as had been gleaned from the battlefields and the settlements, it was doubtful that Emperor Nero would have much to rejoice over when news of the victory reached Rome.


Cato sighed. It was the emperor’s reaction to the other news from Britannia that would set the cat amongst the pigeons in the capital. In fact, reports of the outbreak of the rebellion led by Boudica was more likely to reach Nero first, and there would be shock and outrage over the destruction of the veterans’ colony at Camulodunum. The announcement of Governor Suetonius’s victory over the hill tribes and the conquest of the Druid stronghold of Mona would be overshadowed. There would be no celebration, no vote of acclaim for the governor in the Senate. Indeed, the emperor and his advisers would be looking for someone to blame, and Suetonius would be the first in line for that.


Moreover, Cato was aware of the political cross-currents in Rome. There were many senators, some of whom had the ear of the emperor, who advocated the abandonment of Britannia. He appreciated the arguments made in favour of withdrawing the legions – mostly to do with the imbalance between the costs of operating the province and the revenues it generated. At the same time, the damage to Roman prestige would be formidable. The perceived influence of the Druids over the Celtic tribes of the mainland had prompted the invasion of Britannia. To withdraw before the Romanisation of the island was complete would be seen as weakness and embolden the enemies that surrounded the Empire’s thinly held frontier. Besides, there was a more human argument in favour of retaining Britannia. Much blood had been shed by the men of the legions and auxiliary cohorts to tame the new province and put an end to the Druids. If Rome pulled out now, it would mock the sacrifice of her soldiers, including the veterans who had died at Camulodunum.


As his thoughts turned to the colony, as they had many times since the news had reached Mona only the day before, a shadow passed over Cato. The small circle of family and friends he had loved most in the world had been living in Camulodunum when he had been called away to fight in the campaign. A great burden had been lifted when he had learned that the women and children had been sent to the relative safety of Londinium. However, his best friend, Centurion Macro, Camulodunum’s senior official, had remained to defend the colony, and had undoubtedly perished with the rest of the defenders when the rebels took the place.


Macro, his grudging mentor when Cato had first joined the Second Legion nearly eighteen years ago. Macro, who had been there to share the chilling dangers of each campaign they had fought. Macro, who had been so proud when Cato had been promoted above him, and who had handled the new arrangement with a sensitivity that belied his gruff, hard exterior. Macro, who had toasted the birth of Cato’s son, Lucius, and who had invited Cato to be his guest of honour when he married his woman, Petronella. Macro had been friend, father figure and brother in arms for most of Cato’s life, and he found it hard to accept that he was now gone. It pained him so much that he was tempted by the conviction that it could not be. That somehow Macro had survived. But cold reason mocked such a slender hope. Macro would not have abandoned his post. He would have gone down fighting, since nothing else would have occurred to him. He would have scorned flight or surrender.


‘Macro is dead,’ Cato muttered to himself. Then, more bitterly, as the urge to deny it rose in his heart, ‘He is dead . . .’


He must accept that and use it to harden his resolve to avenge his friend and defeat the rebels before they marched on Londinium. As for his love, Claudia, and his son, he earnestly hoped that they had the good sense to leave Londinium and take ship to Gaul until the rebellion was crushed. He smiled ruefully and corrected his line of thought. There was no certainty that the rebels would be defeated. Given the disposition of the forces in play, Boudica and her followers would have a free hand across the richest and most vulnerable areas of the province. They could devastate Britannia to such an extent that it would be beyond salvation. Worse still, if they moved swiftly and boldly, they could pick off the Roman forces before the governor had a chance to concentrate them into an army powerful enough to confront the rebels. The situation looked bleak indeed.


His thoughts were interrupted by the notes of a bucina announcing the change of watch at sunset. The last of the barges had grounded on the shore and the auxiliaries were unloading their mounts and kit and leading the horses towards the camp. Cato stirred and rose stiffly to his feet before striding down the slope to the nearest gate. He exchanged a salute with the sentry before crossing the timbered causeway that stretched across the defence ditch. The fortified camp had been built to accommodate two legions, and so there was plenty of space for the mounted column and their horses, and the air was thick with the sour odour of horse sweat and manure.


He made his way to his tent and took off his helmet, cloak and scale vest. It had been a hot day and it would be some hours before the temperature became more comfortable. His dark curls were plastered to his scalp, and he cupped his hands in the water bowl his orderly had prepared for him and doused his face, scalp and neck, enjoying the cool trickles that found their way under his tunic. Mopping his brow with a rag held out to him by the orderly, he instructed the man to prepare a meal for when he returned from the briefing.


‘Roast pork or mutton,’ he decided. ‘Take whatever coin is needed from my purse. But get a good price.’


The parsimony of the long years before he had acquired wealth had stayed with him, much to the initial amusement of his orderly. The latter was used to the string of aristocratic officers he had served before being appointed to Cato’s cohort as a replacement after the costly fight to secure a foothold on the island.


‘Yes, sir. I will see what can be done. But I dare say the other officers’ servants will have a head start on purchasing what meat there is to be had.’


‘You haven’t failed me yet, Trebonius,’ Cato responded, half in praise and half in warning. He handed the rag back and made his way across the camp to the cluster of large tents where Governor Suetonius and his staff were quartered.


As he passed the tent lines, where the men of the column were lighting cooking fires, there was a palpable tension in the air, different from the customary quiet good cheer of men relaxing after a day’s march. There was no singing and little of the usual humorous banter. The disaster at Camulodunum and the danger posed to the lightly defended territory of the south and east of the province preyed on every man’s mind. Many had family in the settlements that had grown up around the garrison forts dotted across the land, now under threat from the rebels. Some, like Cato, had friends who had lived at the veterans’ colony. He shared their sense of helplessness, being so far away from where they were needed to protect those they knew and loved. The same concerns were being played out in the camp of the main army that was following in the footsteps of the mounted column, only they would be more acute for the infantry, who would be marching at a slower pace and would take longer to cross the straits, then head through the mountains and across the province to Londinium, in the unlikely event that the town had not been sacked by the enemy by the time they arrived.


The flaps of the governor’s tent had been rolled up to take advantage of the light breeze blowing across the camp, bringing with it the sweet scent from the heather growing on the nearby hills. Most of the summoned officers were already present, and Cato sat on the end of one of the benches as he waited for the briefing to begin. He could see Suetonius talking earnestly to two tribunes outside, clasping the forearm of each before they climbed onto their mounts and rode off towards the gate giving out onto the coastal path that ran along the sea to the north of the mountains.


As the governor entered the tent, the officers within stood to attention. It would be light for some hours yet, and there was no need for any lamps as Suetonius glanced over his officers.


‘Be seated.’ He paused while Cato and the others eased themselves back onto the benches. ‘The last elements of the column will reach the mainland soon. The mounted column will be leaving the camp at first light and riding hard. I’ve sent men ahead to make sure that remounts are made ready for us at Deva and the larger forts along the way. With luck we should be in Londinium in six days. The rest of the army under Legate Calpurnius will reach the straits tomorrow evening and follow our route at the best pace they can manage. I’ve emphasised that I want the units intact when they catch us up – it’s not a race. I can’t afford stragglers. Every man will be needed when we face the enemy. Assuming they can keep to a pace of twenty to twenty-five miles a day, the infantry will reach Londinium in twelve to fourteen days’ time. That’s if there are no contacts with the rebels or mountain tribes who still have any fight in ’em.’


He rubbed his left eye and blinked wearily. ‘It’s possible, even likely, that Boudica will reach Londinium before us. I’ve just sent a tribune with orders to the procurator, Decianus Catus, to evacuate the town as soon as the enemy scouts are sighted. I’ve sent a second tribune to the Second Legion at Isca Dumnoniorum to order them to march on Londinium. Hopefully, the commander there will have already acted on his own initiative and set off. If the town has been taken, they are to turn north instead and meet the main column marching down from Mona. A message has already been sent to Lindum to order Cerialis to march the Ninth Legion to Londinium and fall back on us if he finds the rebels there. With the best part of three legions and the auxiliary cohorts, I will have enough men to risk battle.’


‘Surely that is ample to deal with a tribal uprising, sir,’ one of the cavalry prefects commented. ‘After all, it’s only the Iceni and some of the Trinovantes we’re dealing with. What can they muster, a few thousand men armed with farm tools and hunting weapons?’


‘If that was the case, then I dare say the veterans at Camulodunum would have been able to hold them at bay for much longer. The truth is that we . . . I have underestimated the Iceni. Both in terms of number and the amount of weapons they have concealed from us. I received a dispatch from Decianus this afternoon. A merchant has seen the enemy camp outside the ruins of Camulodunum. He’s a former officer of scouts, so he knows his business, and he reckoned their number at no less than eighty thousand.’


His audience stirred anxiously before the governor continued. ‘How many of those are first-rate fighters, I don’t know. But with the defeat of the veterans at the colony, it’s likely that many more will flock to Boudica’s standard. There are plenty of warriors in other tribes who will be keen to join her cause. I dare say they will also have hidden their weapons in the hope that the day would come when they could use them against us.’


Cato could see that the scale of the peril posed by the rebels had shocked some of the other officers. Rome had not faced a tribal army of that size since the time of Caratacus. The fate of the province was balanced on the edge of a knife and every man there knew it. For a moment he felt a degree of sympathy for Suetonius, who should have been enjoying the victory that had eluded his predecessors. Instead he would be seen as the man who failed to spot the danger and whose campaign to take Mona would now look like reckless adventurism. If he defeated Boudica, he would still be accountable for the destruction and loss of life she had caused. If he was defeated, his name would enter the annals of infamy. Not that he would be alive to mourn the fact. Nor would Cato and all the other officers contemplating the desperate situation they were facing. Nor the thousands of legionaries and auxiliaries who served under Suetonius and the tens of thousands of Roman citizens who had settled in Britannia. Not to mention the people of the tribes that had allied with Rome, and as a result would surely be treated with greater cruelty than the rebels unleashed against Romans. All were at risk, and the killing had only just begun.


Suetonius continued. ‘The danger is that the longer the rebellion lasts, the more those tribes whose loyalty to Rome is uncertain will be tempted to join Boudica. It’ll be like an avalanche, gathering pace and growing as it sweeps all before it. So the best chance we have of stopping the rebels is to move to confront them as swiftly as possible, before they can turn almost every tribe against us. To that end, my intention is to see if we can meet them at Londinium and repel them there. A sharp setback will hit their morale and discourage others from joining their cause.’


Cato raised a hand. The governor turned to him. ‘Yes, Prefect Cato?’


‘Sir, the defences in Londinium are in shit order. Every one of us who has been there knows this. There’s hardly anything left of the rampart and ditch that protected the original settlement. Only the governor’s palace compound has any walls that could be defended. Even then, a determined assault made by the enemy will overwhelm them. Besides, there wouldn’t be enough room to shelter the people of the town.’


‘Thank you for your contribution,’ Suetonius replied flatly. ‘There’s truth in what you say about the defences. Once we reach Londinium, I will assess what can be done to make good. If there is time, we may effect repairs sufficient to keep the rebels out. Besides, the Second Legion will be on hand a matter of days after our arrival. A few thousand legionaries manning the rampart against the rebels could well be enough to stem the tide until the rest of the army catches up. Then we’ll be on the offensive and will crush those treacherous bastards who have stabbed us in the back.’


‘And if you judge that the defences can’t be made good, sir, what then?’


‘I’ll order the civilians to evacuate, abandon Londinium and fall back on the main body of the army.’


‘Where will the civilians go, sir? Where would they be safe?’


‘Verulamium . . . Calleva. Any place they can stay ahead of Boudica and her horde. They’ll have to shift for themselves, Prefect. My concern is safeguarding my forces until I can concentrate them on the enemy. I cannot and will not waste men on futile attempts to delay the rebels. If Londinium cannot be held, it must be sacrificed. You all know how it is – we must trade space for time if there is to be any hope of winning the day. If that means we lose Londinium, Verulamium or any other town or settlement in the path of Boudica and her army, that is a price that has to be paid. There may be some in Rome who will question my decision, but they are not here and I’ll be damned if I will let the prospect of grumbling from some dining-couch generals decide my strategy. They’ll be grumbling even more if we go down to defeat and lose the entire province.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Cato said with feeling. He was relieved that the governor’s grasp of the overall situation was sound and that he was not prepared to take unnecessary risks out of concern for how his actions might look back in Rome. For an instant he felt a spark of anger over Macro’s refusal to give Camulodunum up and evacuate the colony. The veterans might still be alive if he had. Then he felt ashamed for second-guessing his friend. Perhaps Macro had managed to repair the colony’s defences to the extent that they were sound enough in his professional judgement. He had been there and Cato had not, and in the absence of accurate knowledge it was unfair to question his judgement. At the same time, he understood Macro well enough to know that he would have found it hard to give up a position. It was one of the qualities shared by all men promoted to the centurionate. The first into a fight and the last to leave it. That was why they were the backbone of the Roman army. It was likely that Macro knew he was a dead man when he made his decision to remain and defend the colony, and whatever Cato might think, that decision was the inevitable consequence of his character and every value he held dear.


‘Very well,’ Suetonius concluded. ‘Make sure your men are ready to ride at first light. They are to leave all non-essential kit here. Just two days’ rations from the stores, weapons, armour and cloaks. Nothing else. Any horse that goes lame will be left behind along with its rider. They can make their way to the nearest garrisoned outpost and wait for the main body to catch up. Better let them know as soon as you are dismissed. I don’t want them dealing with a nasty surprise come the dawn. Very well, there’s nothing more to be said. Goodnight, gentlemen.’


The officers stood to salute and made their way outside. There was a rosy hue across the horizon to the west, and the evening air was still and humid. To the north, the sky was gloomy and there were no stars. As Cato turned to make his way back to his men, there was a faint rumble of thunder, culminating in a sound like a discordant and uneven drum roll that ended with a resonating boom. He stared towards the gathering storm, wondering if this was an omen, and then pushed the thought out of his mind. There were preparations to be made for the tough march to come. The demands of the next few days would test every man and horse to the limit of their endurance and beyond. But they must reach Londinium before Boudica and her rebels if the town and its inhabitants were to be spared the fate that had befallen Camulodunum.









CHAPTER THREE


The storm broke early in the morning, not long after the mounted column had ridden out of the camp. The air was oppressively still and heavy as the first rolls of thunder echoed off the hills to the right of the cavalry units. Low clouds covered the sky from horizon to horizon and obscured the heights above the track. Despite the constant clop of hooves, the champing of snaffles and the snorts of the horses, the men were aware of the imminence of the deluge and rode in silence for the most part, muttering quietly when they spoke. The rain came on a sudden chilly breeze that bit through the sultry summer air, heavy drops that pattered onto the cloaks of the men and the coats of their horses and impacted with a light ping on their helmets.


Cato and the two hundred men of his mounted contingent formed the vanguard of the column, riding a short distance ahead. He pulled his cloak more tightly across his shoulders and tilted his head to the side so that the water ran off the brow guard of his helmet and did not obscure his view ahead. Even though the local tribe, the Deceanglians, had been defeated in the recent campaign, there were still war bands at large, and they were capable of launching hit-and-run attacks before melting away into the hills. He hoped the enemy would be deterred by the fact that the column was comprised solely of cavalry, unaccompanied by any slow-moving baggage train. There would be little to tempt any raiders and much for them to be wary of. The greater danger was the possibility of an ambush or a more concerted attack that would hinder the column’s progress and cause casualties that the governor could ill afford in his bid to save Londinium.
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