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About the Book

			WARRIOR: THE DRUID’S LAIR is the second episode of the story of Caratacus – barbarian enemy of Rome.

			AD18. Britannia. Prince Caratacus arrives at the Druid sanctuary in the far west of the island of Britannia, in the mountainous valleys of the Silurians. The prince endures unpleasant initiation rites and proves his mettle in training. What he does not expect to find is an enemy: a bullying fellow scholar, Eboricus.

			As the young novices endure a brutal regime of combat training and study, Caratacus quickly realises that he is far from Eboricus’s only victim. Caratacus knows he must find a way to confront his tormentor – but a contest of strength against the much older Eboricus is surely beyond him. And even his closest allies in this shadowy sanctuary may not be what they seem . . .
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CHAPTER EIGHT

			Rome, AD 61

			In the morning I returned to the house of Caratacus at the appointed hour. It had rained heavily during the night and the sky remained grey and overcast, but even the vile weather couldn’t dampen my mood, and as I made my way through the puddled streets I felt a keen stirring of excitement at the prospect of my next interview. My initial conversation with Caratacus had gone well, better than I had dared to hope. I had rushed home the previous evening to write up the notes I had taken, working feverishly at my desk by the wan glow of a bronze oil lamp. As I scribbled away, I felt surer than ever that I, Caius Placonius Felicitus, minor historian and scribe to the Roman aristocracy, had stumbled upon the project that would preserve my name for posterity.

			Along with that of Caratacus, of course.

			I had spent years recording the mainly dull lives of senators and knights. Now I finally had the opportunity to tell a worthier tale. The life of Caratacus, I was certain, would be read through the ages. I didn’t dwell too long on the fact that the only sincere account of the invasion of Britannia would be the one told by an exiled barbarian. Quite what that says about our glorious empire, I’m not sure.

			His home on the Aventine appeared even more decrepit in the harsh light of the day than it had done the night before. The surly doorman, Davos, admitted me with a disapproving grunt and as we passed through the inner courtyard I noticed a small boy and girl playing with a set of wooden toy figures while a woman stood nearby watching over them. I dipped my head in a greeting but she received me with a look so cold it belonged in a frigidarium.

			‘My lady, please allow me to introduce myself,’ I said. ‘My name is—’

			‘Yes, I know who you are. Felicitus something-or-other. You’re that historian. The one my husband has been talking to. The Roman.’

			She spoke in harsh, heavily accented Latin and it took me a moment to understand what she was saying. ‘I’m sorry. You are?’

			‘Mardicca,’ she replied flatly. ‘His wife.’

			I studied her closely. She was in her fifties, with fierce green eyes and long red hair streaked with grey. She was undeniably a Celt: she was dressed in the fashion of her backward culture, with a colourful tunic beneath a plaited cloak fastened with a brooch. The golden torc around her neck was decorated at both ends with a pair of serpents’ heads. The wife of Caratacus looked nothing like a highborn Roman woman, but in her own way she had clearly once been quite beautiful.

			‘A pleasure, my lady,’ I said.

			‘Yours, perhaps. It certainly isn’t mine.’

			I was so taken aback by the bluntness of her manner that for a moment I didn’t know how to respond. ‘F-forgive me,’ I stuttered. ‘Have I done something to offend you?’

			‘You’re a Roman, aren’t you? That’s bad enough, where I come from.’

			‘Sorry?’

			‘Never mind.’ She cocked her head. ‘This is a terrible idea, you know. This biography of yours. No good will come of it.’

			I knitted my brow in puzzlement. ‘Caratacus is a great man. A true hero of his people. His story deserves to be told.’

			‘He’s also my husband, the father of my children and the grandfather of these two.’ She nodded at the children. ‘Telling his story is going to bring us nothing but strife once your audience reads an account that flies in the face of the vainglorious falsehoods of the Roman version. You know it, and so do I. Don’t pretend otherwise.’

			I held up my hands in mock surrender. ‘I have vowed to your husband not to publish a word until he is deceased. He made me swear to it. His story won’t bring him any harm, my lady. I assure you.’

			‘And what about the rest of us? Have you thought about that?’

			I admitted that I had not, and muttered something to the effect that the biography would make people aware of her husband’s heroic deeds and perhaps go some way towards restoring his reputation after death, which could only help his family’s cause. If I’m honest, I didn’t really believe the argument myself. 

			‘You give your fellow citizens too much credit,’ Mardicca sniffed. ‘Your emperor thinks we’re nothing but barbarians, and the rest have an even lower opinion of us. What makes you think you can change their minds?’

			‘People are fickle. Opinions change.’

			‘Not when it comes to us Britons, they don’t.’ She nodded in the direction of the street beyond the perimeter wall. ‘Ten years we’ve been living here, and still people hurl abuse at us. They call us all sorts: milk-drinkers, torc-wearing scum, and a lot more besides. It’s been even worse since this business with Boudica. Hardly a day goes by without someone insulting my family in the street. Last month some idiots even scrawled graffiti on the front door telling us to go home. I won’t repeat the other vile message they left for us.’

			‘I’m sorry to hear all that.’

			Mardicca shook her head. ‘I can deal with it. Lud knows, I’ve put up with far worse in my life. But the children have done nothing wrong. Why should they get punished?’

			‘I’m just trying to help, my lady.’ I shuffled my feet awkwardly and searched for some grain of comfort I could offer her. ‘Perhaps the book will bring attention to your family’s plight. It might persuade the emperor to raise a modest pension for you and your children once Caratacus is no more.’

			She laughed at that. ‘You don’t know Nero very well, do you? He’d sooner see us all rot.’

			‘Yes,’ I admitted quietly. ‘I suspect you’re right.’

			‘Look,’ Mardicca said, ‘if you really want to help us, then leave my family alone. My husband has suffered enough at the hands of Rome. We all have. He should be dedicating himself to securing a future for his offspring, not sitting in his study wallowing in the past.’

			‘This is not just some idle biography, my lady. It’s far more important than that. We’re telling the truth about his life and the invasion. This is the story of how it really happened.’ She laughed bitterly and I frowned. ‘What’s so amusing?’

			‘My husband said something similar to me last night. I couldn’t persuade him to change his mind, and it seems you’re just as stubborn. Clearly, I’m wasting my breath. Just promise me one thing.’

			‘Yes, my lady?’

			‘You’re well connected, I hear. Friends in high places. Is that true?’

			‘I have a few acquaintances in the Senate, yes.’

			She nodded. ‘When the time comes, if my family should ever be in trouble, promise me you’ll help us out. Don’t abandon us.’

			‘Why would you be in danger?’

			Mardicca made a face. ‘This is Rome. I’m not stupid. I know the emperor dares not move against us as long as my husband is alive and well. He’s a living demonstration of Roman benevolence, and far too valuable to your precious imperial prestige. But once he’s gone, our family will be vulnerable. I want your word that you’ll help if anything should happen to Caratacus.’

			‘But of course,’ I replied sincerely. ‘I swear to it.’

			‘I hope you are a man of your word.’ She stepped to one side and folded her arms across her belted chest. ‘Well, you’d better go and find him. He’ll be waiting for you.’

			‘Where is he?’

			‘His study. Where he spends most of his time these days. Teaching one of his grandchildren.’

			I bowed again and headed for the study, pausing beside the entrance. Caratacus was pacing the length of the room, his hands behind his back. A fair-haired boy no older than seven or eight years of age sat on one of the padded stools, reciting a few words in some ghastly foreign tongue. I cleared my throat noisily, they both stopped and glanced up, and then Caratacus placed a hand on the child’s shoulder and smiled.

			‘That’s it for today,’ he said in Latin. ‘Excellent work. Now run along and play with your little brother and sister, there’s a good boy.’

			‘Yes, sire,’ the boy replied.

			He hurried past me and scurried off towards the front of the house. I watched him leave, then looked at Caratacus in surprise. ‘What language was that? I’ve never heard it before.’

			He smiled sadly. ‘Catuvellaunian. Tongue of our kingdom, although few people speak it now. The boy’s a natural. Very advanced for his age.’

			There was something tragic about this aged Briton clinging to his old values even after ten years of exile.

			‘My grandchildren are the descendants of a king,’ he continued. ‘They should learn to be proud of their ancestry. Whatever Rome might think of us.’

			‘What else do you teach them?’

			‘Some of our customs, the history of our tribes, the names of our gods. It helps to keep our traditions alive in some modest way.’ He dropped his voice to a murmur. ‘Not that my daughter-in-law agrees.’

			‘She doesn’t approve of their education?’

			He grunted. ‘She thinks my grandchildren should learn to become more like their Roman betters. She tells me I should stop trying to teach them the old ways of our tribes.’

			‘She may have a point.’ I spread my hands in front of me. ‘This place is their home now.’

			Caratacus glared at me, his voice trembling as he replied. ‘We may be prisoners of your emperor, but my family will never consider this city as their home. Never.’

			‘But they can’t go back to Britannia. You said so yourself. Who knows? They might even be conferred with Roman citizenship one of these days. If they married into a Roman family, or entered into military service—’

			‘Nero has already offered my children citizenship,’ Caratacus interrupted. ‘In return for publicly denouncing their barbaric origins and praising Rome’s glorious civilisation. Even in exile, it seems your emperor is determined to shame me and my family.’

			I could see that I had touched a raw nerve, so I stayed quiet while Caratacus eased himself down into his chair and gestured for me to take a seat. ‘Now,’ he began. ‘Where were we?’

			I sat down, rested my wax writing book on my lap and looked down at my notes. ‘The Druids. You had told me how your father had sent you to train under them at their sanctuary in Siluria. You had just arrived at the Silurian capital, Merladion.’

			‘Ah. Yes. I remember.’ Something gleamed in his eyes as he leaned across the desk and pointed a finger at me. ‘The first thing you must realise is that the Roman idea of the Druids is completely wrong. The tales written about them are nothing more than crude caricatures. Do you know why?’

			I shook my head.

			‘Because they’re a threat,’ he went on. ‘The Druids are a powerful force, more so than any of our kings. Since my arrest, they have been the only group capable of uniting our tribes against the legions. Romans have a habit of making monsters out of the things they fear most.’

			‘But that’s all in the past,’ I countered. ‘Their spiritual home on the isle of Mona was destroyed shortly before the Boudican revolt. Everyone heard the announcement in the Forum. General Suetonius Paulinus and his men overran the defenders and their Druid commanders and cut down their sacred groves. The cults are finished, they say.’

			Caratacus smiled wryly. ‘If you believe that, you’re more foolish than you look. The Druids have other hiding places, ones your generals do not know about. They will continue to thrive in the shadows, as they have done in the past.’

			‘Maybe so, but they can’t hide for ever. The emperor has vowed to suppress them once and for all.’

			‘A hollow threat. The Druids will not be so easily wiped out, no matter how many groves your soldiers burn to the ground. General Paulinus has made the same mistake as his predecessors. He thinks the Druids rule the tribes through ignorance and fear. If he had bothered to understand them, he’d realise the futility of his policy.’

			‘So what did you really think of them?’ I asked.

			Caratacus went quiet for a moment as he gazed out of the window at the crumbling ruins of the garden. Then he spoke again.

			‘The Druids were many things to our tribes,’ he said. ‘They practised the sacrifice of humans and animals to the gods, it is true, but they did much else besides.’
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