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			The stunning 20th book in the epic bestselling Eagles of the Empire series!

			AD59. Fifteen years after her heroically fought the barbarians of Britannia during the Roman invasion, Centurion Macro is back. The province is tense. There are rumours of restlessness amongst the tribes that have supposedly accepted Roman rule, while Londinium feels more dangerous than Rome. Macro – newly discharged from the army – is missing the camaraderie and drama of battle. But all his military courage and skills will be needed to survive the ordeal ahead.

			Gangs of ruthless thugs run the city. When Macro resists, a brutal attack serves as punishment for him and a warning for others. But the mobsters have made a deadly error. Britannia’s veterans stand with their own. And Macro will soon have a powerful ally: Prefect Cato. Friends who have battled across the Empire together, Macro and Cato make a formidable team. And they will fight to the death to protect the honour of Rome.
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			Pansa: his second in command
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			Caius Torbulo: a cargo gangmaster with a quick eye for business
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			Gracchus: the owner of a tannery in Londinium who is being skinned by the gangs

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER ONE

			The Tamesis river, Britannia, January AD 59

			‘There’s a boat approaching,’ Centurion Macro said, and pointed down the river. The grey-streaked curls above his brow stirred in the cold breeze as he squinted over the water. The others on the deck of the Dolphin turned to see a small, low craft being propelled by four men at the oars, while another three sat in the stern and one more stood in the bows, holding a rope to steady himself. It had rounded a bend in the Tamesis no more than a quarter of a mile away and was approaching fast. Macro swiftly calculated that it would soon overtake the sluggish merchant vessel carrying his wife and himself upriver to Londinium. Although the men wore no armour and Macro could see no spears or other weapons, something about their demeanour caused a wary tingle at the back of his neck.

			‘Are we in any danger?’

			He turned to his wife, Petronella, a heavily built woman with an oval face fringed with dark hair, who was only a little shorter than Macro. They had been together for a few years now and she knew that, though Macro had left the army, his senses were well honed to detect any potential threat.

			‘I doubt it, but better to be safe than sorry, eh?’

			He left Petronella to watch the approaching boat and addressed the captain of the merchant vessel in a casual tone. ‘A word with you, Androcus.’

			The captain caught the warning look in Macro’s eye and followed him aft to where the baggage lay, covered by a goatskin. Macro folded the covering back and undid the latch of the chest holding his kit. Reaching inside, he rummaged for his sword belt then quickly buckled it on, adjusting it so that the handle of the sword settled into its usual place against his hip. He handed a spare sword belt to Androcus. ‘Put it on.’

			The captain hesitated and glanced towards the oncoming boat. ‘They look harmless enough. Are weapons really necessary?’

			‘Let’s hope not. But in my experience it’s better to have them at the ready and not need them than not have them ready and need them.’

			Androcus took a moment to digest the comment before he took the belt and hurriedly fastened it around his slim hips. ‘Now what?’

			‘Let’s see what they do.’

			A dull sun shone through the grey overcast, bleakly illuminating the river and the drab landscape on either bank. The sound of the oars splashing into the water carried over the surface to those aboard the merchant ship. The boat held its course and passed within thirty feet of the larger vessel, and Macro saw the man in the bows scanning the deck, his gaze quickly passing over what cargo was visible before settling on Macro and Androcus. Like the others, he wore a cloak, and his hair was tied back with a leather thong.

			Macro cleared his throat and spat over the side as he raised his hand in greeting, making sure that his cape opened enough for those on the boat to see the handle of his sword protruding from the scabbard. ‘Hello, friends. It’s a cold afternoon to be out on the river, eh?’

			The man in the bow nodded and grinned as he muttered an order in the native dialect to his companions. The men at the oars rested and their craft began to slow at once. ‘Aye, cold enough.’ He switched to a heavily accented Latin. ‘You bound for the town?’

			‘We are,’ Androcus replied. ‘And you?’

			The man gestured upriver. ‘A fishing village a couple of miles that way. Looking forward to our supper. May the river god keep you safe.’

			He tapped a finger to his forehead in farewell and then spoke in dialect again to the men at the oars. They took up the strain and the low craft lurched forward and continued upriver, water swirling in its wake.

			Androcus let out a relieved sigh. ‘Seems there was no cause for concern after all.’

			Macro watched the boat surge away as it made for the next bend in the river. Mist was spilling out from the reeds along the bank, and the boat disappeared from view even before it reached the bend. ‘I’m not so sure. What reason do you imagine they have to be out on the river on a cold winter afternoon?’

			‘How should I know? Some might ask the same question of a captain crossing from Gaul at this time of year.’

			Macro reflected a moment. ‘That village he mentioned. Do you know of it?’

			Androcus shook his head. ‘There are several along the river, but none as close as he says.’

			‘Are you certain?’

			The captain looked offended. ‘I’ve been plying my trade between Londinium and Gesoriacum for the last five years now. I know the Tamesis like the back of my hand. I’m telling you, Centurion, the nearest village is at least ten miles away. That said, there might be some settlement at the end of any of the creeks that feed into the river. But none that I’m aware of.’ He turned to look in the direction the boat had taken. ‘You may be right. I don’t like the look of those men.’

			‘You don’t say.’ Macro sniffed. ‘I think we may be in trouble. I don’t think it’s safe for us to stop for the night.’

			‘Sail at night?’ Androcus shook his head. ‘No chance of that.’

			‘You said you know the river.’

			‘By daylight, yes.’

			‘It’s still the same river at night,’ Macro countered. ‘I have every confidence you’ll be able to guide the ship a safe distance from those men. What’s the worst thing that can happen? If we run aground, it just means we’ll have to wait until the tide rises and floats us off.’

			‘If we sail into a mudbank at any speed, the impact could take the mast down.’

			‘Then take it slowly. Even if you lose the mast, it’s better than losing your ship, your cargo, your crew, your passengers and your life to a gang of river pirates.’

			The captain rubbed his jaw. ‘When you put it like that . . .’

			‘That’s exactly how I am putting it. We keep going.’

			Macro turned away and made his way back along the deck towards his wife. He offered her a reassuring smile. ‘We’re not stopping along the riverbank tonight.’

			‘Why? Because of those men?’ Petronella responded shrewdly.

			He nodded. ‘Just to be on the safe side.’

			‘Are they dangerous?’

			‘It’s best we don’t wait around to find out.’ He paused to think briefly and called out to Androcus. ‘Have you and your lads got any weapons?’

			‘Some axes, knives and the belaying pins.’

			‘What about armour?’

			‘We’re sailors, Centurion, not soldiers. Why would we have armour?’

			‘Fair point,’ Macro conceded. ‘Just make sure your men are armed, and keep your eyes skinned when we get moving again. If we are attacked, it will be a fight to the death. Pirates won’t want to leave any witnesses alive. No quarter will be given. Understand?’ He looked round the crew to make sure they grasped the seriousness of their plight.

			‘What about me?’ asked Petronella.

			Macro regarded her thoughtfully She might be a woman, but since they had met, he had seen her deck more than a few men with her solid punch. She was as fierce and formidable in a fight as many men he had known. He kissed her on the cheek. ‘Just try not to kill too many of our lads in the darkness, eh?’

			As the winter sun declined towards the horizon, the crew and passengers kept watch for any signs of danger from the reed-lined banks on either side.

			‘We gave up a comfortable life in Rome for this?’ Petronella gestured at the bare landscape. The Tamesis, being a tidal river, exposed broad expanses of mudbanks as the tide ebbed. Beyond the reeds at the water’s edge, low mounds were dotted with clumps of brambles and trees stripped of their leaves.

			She shook her head and shrank into the fur collar of her cloak as Macro shrugged. He had been discharged from the army nearly two years earlier. They had set off for Britannia soon after but had been delayed in Massillia for several months when Petronella had fallen ill. Once she had recovered Macro had been keen to complete the journey as swiftly as possible, even if that meant crossing the sea in the depths of winter. In addition to the generous bounty he had received from the imperial treasury in thanks for his many years of honourable service, he had also been granted a parcel of land at the military colony of Camulodunum. More than enough to set him up comfortably for retirement, he reflected with a smile.

			‘Oh, it’s not so bad here,’ he replied.

			‘No?’ She glanced at him and raised an eyebrow. ‘Why would Rome want to turn this . . . bog into a province?’

			Macro laughed, his lined face creasing up and emphasising the handful of scars etched across the skin. He wrapped an arm round her shoulders and drew her close. ‘You’re not seeing it at its best. When summer comes, it’s quite different. There’s rich farmland, forests teeming with game. The trade routes with the rest of the Empire are opening up to all manner of creature comforts.’ He paused to nod towards the rows of wine jars tightly packed into the grass matting in the hold. ‘Give it a few years and Britannia will be no different to any other province. You’ll see. Ain’t that right, Androcus?’

			The captain was standing on the small raised deck at the bows, scanning the river ahead. He turned and nodded. ‘Aye. There’s more ships crossing between here and Gaul every month. You should see Londinium now, miss. It’s grown from a trading post into a huge town in the space of a few years. Bit rough and ready at the moment, but it’ll be a fine place once things settle down.’

			‘Hmph,’ Petronella muttered, and returned her gaze to the dismal sprawl of mud and mist stretching out on either side.

			Macro frowned and slowly sucked in a breath, sensitive to the likelihood that anything he might say would not improve matters. That was how it was with women, he thought to himself. If you could not read their minds and say what they wanted to hear, it was best to say nothing. However, silence ran the risk of provoking the accusation that men were unfeeling, insensitive brutes incapable of being supportive of their wives. Accustomed as he was to the battlefield, it perplexed Macro that there was no winning strategy in such matters. Women had their men completely outflanked, and all that remained was to retreat into the corner and face the end with defiant stoicism.

			The captain glanced up at the band of cloud moving in from the east. ‘Let’s hope that’s not snow.’

			Macro followed the direction of his gaze and nodded. It would be dark in an hour or so, and he did not relish the prospect of spending another freezing night aboard the ship.

			‘So what’s waiting for you in Londinium?’ asked Androcus. ‘A posting to one of the legions, is it?’

			Macro shook his head. ‘I’m done with soldiering. Me and the wife are here to make some money and live out a comfortable retirement. I own a half-share in an inn. My mother’s been running it for the past few years.’

			‘Oh? I might have heard of it.’

			‘The Dog and Deer is the name of the place. In a good position, not far from the river. Doing a brisk trade, according to her letters.’

			‘The Dog and Deer . . . No, can’t say I know it. But then I don’t spend much time in Londinium. Just long enough to unload my cargo and take on the next load before sailing back to Gaul. I take my drink at a place on the quayside.’

			‘If you want to give my place a try, I’ll stand you the first drink,’ Macro offered companionably.

			‘Thank you, sir.’ Androcus smiled. ‘I may well take you up on that.’

			A movement amongst the reeds of the nearest bank drew both men’s attention. A moment later, a startled heron struggled into the air and flew off across the water. The pair exchanged a relieved smile and returned to their vigil.

			The temperature dropped sharply the moment dusk gave way to night. Androcus, anxious about running aground in the darkness, ordered his crew to take in two reefs to slow the ship down. The Dolphin glided upriver in the middle of the broad expanse of the Tamesis. Their progress seemed unbearably slow to Macro, and he cursed Androcus for being too timid to risk continuing under full sail. However, it was the other man’s ship and Macro knew better than to try to tell the captain how to do his job. Besides, he needed to keep alert for any sign of danger. If it came to a fight, he would be the only one aboard trained to deal with it; he had little confidence in the crew being able to defeat a gang of river pirates who were accustomed to killing and looting.

			Petronella was standing beside him, hefting a belaying pin to test its weight. Macro put his arms around her and held her close for a moment before speaking softly into her ear. ‘If anything happens and it goes badly for us, get away however you can. Even if that means jumping over the side and swimming for it. When you get ashore, make for my mother’s place. She’ll take care of you.’

			They fell silent and, like the captain and his crew, kept watching for any sign of the boat that had passed them less than two hours earlier.

			‘Look there,’ Macro said, and pointed to the south bank. In the gloom he could barely see the two figures that had emerged from the stunted undergrowth and climbed a small mound overlooking the river. They paused to look towards the Dolphin before breaking into a trot down towards the bushes at the foot of the mound and disappearing from view.

			‘What are they up to?’ asked Androcus.

			‘Tracking us, I imagine. If there’s any way you could make this tub go faster, it would be a good idea to see to it now.’

			The captain raised his hand briefly before he responded. ‘There’s virtually no breeze. It’s the tide that’s doing most of the work. And that’ll help those pirates if they attack, since they have the lighter craft.’

			The fear in his voice was palpable, and Macro turned and grasped him by the shoulders as he spoke in a fierce undertone. ‘Listen, if it comes to a fight, your crew will be looking to their captain. You set the example on the ship. So take a deep breath and get a hold on yourself, Androcus.’ He eased his grip and patted the man on the arm. ‘Besides, you’ve got me, and I’ve been in more battles than most. I’m more than a match for any bog-hopping barge bandits. Hold your nerve and we’ll come through this and reach Londinium safely. Is that clear?’

			‘Y-yes.’ The captain cleared his throat. ‘I’ll do my duty.’

			‘Good for you.’ Macro chuckled reassuringly. ‘For now, just get us upriver fast as you can.’

			Androcus approached his crew, who were lining the side facing the south bank, scanning for any further sign of the pirates, and quietly ordered them to shake out one of the reefs. A moment later there was a rustle of leather and a faint phwap as the breeze filled the sail and the water gurgled along the waterline. Scanning the banks on either side, Macro could see that they were making some progress now. Overhead, heavy clouds rolled in from the east, beneath them a greater darkness indicating rain, or snow. If fortune was on their side, the weather would make it harder for the pirates to find them in the darkness. On the other hand, Macro reflected, the same weather might conceal the approach of an enemy vessel until the very last moment. With that in mind, he decided that it would be best to talk to the crew while there was still time to think clearly.

			‘Lads,’ he spoke just loud enough for the crew to hear him clearly, ‘a word with you. Those pirates will be thinking that the Dolphin is just another cargo ship, with a crew they can easily overwhelm. They’ll be depending on our fear to weaken any resistance we offer. That’ll be their best weapon against us. So we have to show them we’re not afraid. If they come for us, I want to hear you give them as bloodthirsty a greeting as possible. And we don’t wait for them to get on board before we fight ’em. Find something to throw at the bastards as soon as they draw close. And if they attempt to get aboard, we meet them at the ship’s rail and knock them on the head before they can get a foot over the side. If you have the urge to run from the fight, just remember, there’s no place to hide. So we drive ’em off or go down fighting, eh?’

			He paused and looked over the dark figures standing before him. The ship’s boy remained at the steering paddle. Macro recalled what he had learned about the crew during the short voyage from Gaul. Besides the captain, there was his first mate, Hydrax, a burly, good-humoured man who seemed a competent sailor. He had stuffed an axe in his broad leather belt. Beside him stood the other two sailors, Barco and Lemulus, both of whom had been friendly in their dealings with the two passengers. Barco had armed himself with a stout boathook while his companion carried a belaying pin. The captain had Macro’s spare sword and stood with his hand resting on the pommel. It was then that Macro realised he had not learned the name of the ship’s boy. The lad, no more than twelve or thirteen, had not spoken a word the entire time and had been addressed by his crewmates simply as ‘boy’ whenever they had spoken to him.

			‘Lad,’ Macro called over to him. ‘What weapon have you got?’

			The shadow at the stern reached his spare hand to his side. There was a dull rasp and he raised his arm, revealing the just discernible shape of a dagger blade.

			‘Good,’ Macro responded. ‘Then we all know what we must do.’

			‘What about your wife?’ asked Androcus.

			‘I’ll feed them their own balls,’ Petronella purred menacingly, and Macro was pleased to hear the men laugh in response. They were as ready for a fight as any bunch of civilians could be, he decided.

			Something brushed his forehead, and he glanced up to see fine shapes swirling down from the darkness. Snow, then, not rain. The first small specks soon gave way to large, feather-like flakes that settled on the deck and the cloaks of those watching for danger. In moments the dark timbers of the upper works of the Dolphin were covered in a thin layer of snow. Macro had to shield his eyes as he squinted across the water, blinking as the blizzard blew at an angle into his face.

			‘Can you see anything?’ asked Petronella.

			‘Not much, but then neither can they.’

			The falling snow had a deadening effect on the sounds around the ship. On all sides the twisting specks blotted out even the vaguest hint of the banks beyond the dark flow of the river, so that the vessel felt cut off from the world, with no sense of direction.

			‘We’ll have to lower the sail,’ said Androcus. ‘We’re steering blind and I can’t see anything more than fifty feet away. If we run aground now, we’ll lose the mast, if not the whole ship and her cargo if the hull is breached.’

			‘Hold your course,’ Macro replied firmly. ‘A little longer. Just until the blizzard abates.’

			‘Who says it will? It’s too dangerous.’

			The captain turned to his crew and was about to shout an order when the snowstorm passed beyond them. On either side they could see the banks of the Tamesis again. More by luck than any nautical expertise, the Dolphin seemed to be almost exactly in the middle of the river; there was no danger of her running aground as Androcus had feared. Ahead of them the dark band of the blizzard receded swiftly.

			Then, emerging from the snow, moving at an angle across their course, came the dark outline of the pirates’ boat. Its crew worked the oars hard as they were urged on by their leader to close in on their prey.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER TWO

			‘Here they come!’ Macro called out, and the crew of the cargo ship turned to look in the direction he was pointing. It was already clear that there was no chance of escape. The boat would cut directly across their bows.

			Lowering his arm, Macro looked round at the others, their faces clearly visible thanks to the faint loom of snow that covered the deck and picked out the rigging in fine white lines against the night sky. It was pleasing to see that Androcus and his men no longer looked so terrified. Their expressions were grim and they appeared to be resigned to fighting a battle they could not avoid. Petronella’s expression, by contrast, was deadly. Her head was slightly lowered and her dark eyes glowered as she clenched her teeth.

			‘That’s my lady.’ Macro smiled. ‘Give those bastards a thrashing they’ll never forget.’

			She sniffed with derision. ‘They’re not going to live long enough to forget when we’re through with them.’

			Macro nodded and turned back to watch the approaching pirates. Their boat had drawn ahead slightly, but they made no attempt to change course towards the cargo ship.

			‘The odds are almost even.’ He spoke calmly to reassure the sailors. ‘And they’ll have to climb the side to get at us. We have the advantage. All we have to do is hold our nerve and stop them getting aboard. Once we kill or wound some of ’em, they’ll lose heart and scarper. Are you with me, lads?’

			Androcus and his crew nodded uncertainly.

			Macro thrust his sword into the air. ‘Then let’s give them something to be afraid of.’

			He let his jaw drop, sucked in a deep breath, then roared, ‘For the Dolphin!’

			Far from working the crew up, he saw them flinch slightly, and he clenched his spare fist and gestured to them. ‘Come on, let’s hear it from you! Dolphin! Dolphin!’

			The others joined in, hesitantly at first, but then, as their resolve hardened, louder and louder, brandishing their weapons at the pirates. The men in the boat turned to look across the water until their leader bellowed to the men at the oars and they continued to propel the craft forward, ahead of the cargo ship.

			Macro edged towards the bows to keep the boat in sight. ‘They’ll be turning towards us any moment.’

			As he watched, the boat pulled directly ahead of the cargo ship and slowed to match its pace.

			‘What are they waiting for?’ asked Androcus.

			Macro strained his eyes ahead for a moment before he replied. ‘I don’t know. Unless . . .’

			He climbed onto the small platform in the angle of the bows and grasped the shroud as he glanced round, straining his ears for any sounds other than the soft creak of the rigging and the muffled swish of the boat’s oars from ahead. Then he heard a cry from the darkness to his left, and turned towards the south bank as a voice on the pirates’ boat called out in response. He felt a chill grip the pit of his stomach. The pirates’ plan was obvious. The first boat would wait until the new arrival was in position, and then they would attack the cargo ship from both sides. Macro had been counting on being at the head of the fight, but now he would have to divide his tiny force and place Androcus in command of half of it. He was not convinced the ship’s captain had the heart for such a fight.

			‘Listen here, Androcus,’ he began calmly. ‘I want you to take two of your men and defend the port side. Hydrax can fight alongside me and my wife.’

			‘What about the boy?’

			Macro glanced at the slight figure holding the tiller of the steering paddle. ‘Tell him to stay where he is and keep the vessel on course. He won’t be much good in a fight. Not enough to make a difference. But lend him a knife in any case. He may need it.’

			‘If you say so,’ Androcus replied grudgingly.

			Macro caught his arm. ‘Remember, this is a fight to the death. We drive them off or they will kill us all. There is no other outcome. They won’t spare any witnesses to their piracy.’

			The captain nodded. Macro released his grip and the man made his way aft.

			‘Do you think we can rely on him?’ Petronella asked quietly.

			‘What choice do we have?’ Macro forced a smile. ‘Are you ready?’

			‘Hmph.’

			The two parties moved to either side of the ship and made ready as they watched the second boat surge across the current. There was a brief shouted exchange before both smaller craft turned towards the Dolphin and raced downstream, closing quickly as they made for each beam of the cargo ship. Macro drew his sword and tested his grip in the icy air to make sure that his fingers were supple and could be relied on to grasp the handle tightly.

			As the first boat closed in, he saw a figure rise up between the rowers and take aim with a bow. An instant later, an arrow hissed close overhead and Hydrax flinched and ducked. There was just time for the pirates to attempt a second shot; this time the iron head of the arrow buried itself in the timbers beneath Macro with a sharp splintering crack. Then the boat glanced off the bows and swept down the side. The dark shape of a boarding hook arced over the rail, struck the deck and was instantly hauled tight so that the points lodged in the wooden frame and secured the boat to the ship.

			Macro raised his sword and hacked at the thin rope stretched over the rail, but it slipped towards him at the last moment and the blade bit into the wood. He tore it free as the first of the pirates was hoisted by two of his comrades, sailing up and over the side to land on the deck. He was lithe and nimble and did not stumble as he readied a short axe in one hand and a dagger in the other. There was a thud from the other side of the vessel as the second boat came alongside, and the pirates gave a lusty cheer, but there was no chance for Macro to turn and look before he rushed the first enemy to board the Dolphin. The pirate crouched as he swung his axe back, but Macro powered forward before the man could strike, easily parrying the dagger, then slamming shoulder first into the pirate’s chin and sending the lighter man flying backwards to crash onto the deck. Macro was standing over him before the man could snatch a breath, and he drove his short sword down into his opponent’s throat and twisted it left and right before tearing the point free and backing off to face the next pirate.

			A second man vaulted over the rail between Macro and Petronella, while a third clambered up just beyond Hydrax. Macro twisted round, but before he could move, fingers closed round his ankle. The pirate he had knocked down was scrabbling on the deck, gurgling horribly as blood pulsed from his wound, splattering black across the snow-covered planks. He had dropped his axe, but his dagger was still in his other hand, and now he slashed at Macro’s calf. The point went high, tearing through the hem of Macro’s breeches and scoring a shallow wound. Macro swung his other boot into the man’s head, kicking hard. It took two blows before the wounded pirate released his grip and freed Macro to help Petronella. She was locked in a tight embrace with a shorter man, and snarled as she flailed at the back of his head with her belaying pin. As Macro watched, she butted her head against her foe’s nose, and then bit into his cheek. The pirate let out a shocked cry of pain and made to punch her with the fist grasping his axe.

			‘Not my bloody wife you don’t!’ Macro bellowed. He grabbed the man’s wrist and twisted it viciously so the axe head slapped into the pirate’s back, driving the air from his lungs in a loud gasp. Then he drove his sword at an angle up into the pirate’s side before thrusting him against the rail, where Petronella gave him a violent thrust so that he toppled with a splash into the river.

			There was no time to share a brief moment of triumph. Macro saw that Hydrax had been driven to his knees by a blow from a studded club. At the same time, the pirate sensed the danger from behind him and glanced over his shoulder just as Macro brushed past Petronella and charged towards him. Spinning round, the pirate swung his club, knocking aside the sword that Macro had raised to parry the blow. It was snatched from his numbed fingers and clattered onto the deck several feet away. The pirate’s lips parted in a triumphant snarl, and he shaped to strike again, but his expression twisted in agony as Hydrax’s belaying pin smashed into the side of his knee with a bone-shattering crack. As he began to topple to one side, Macro sprang at him and swung a powerful hook into his jaw. The pirate’s head snapped back before he collapsed in a heap on top of Hydrax.

			‘Macro! Help!’

			Macro looked round to see another attacker wrenching Petronella’s hair from behind and dragging her towards him. She tried to pull free but could not break his grip. Macro snatched up the studded club and stepped round her, swinging a quick blow at the man’s elbow. It was enough to make him release her. At once she turned on him and clamped her hands round his throat, shrieking with rage. The pirate clawed at her hands as he struggled to retain his balance. She thrust him against the rail, then snatched her right hand back, balled it into a fist and punched him on the nose. At the same time, she released his throat and pushed him hard on the collarbone so that he tumbled over the side into the pirates’ boat, where he lay groaning.

			The three pirates still waiting to board looked up warily, weighing up their chances. Seeing their hesitation, Macro dropped the club and swept up the axe of the first boarder he had felled, then swung the blade down on the grappling line stretched tightly across the ship’s rail. It parted on the third blow, and the boat lurched away and fell astern of the Dolphin.

			Breathing hard, he turned to look across the deck to where Androcus and one of his men were struggling against the attackers from the second boat. The other man lay still on the deck. The captain had his back to the mast as he fended off two pirates armed with swords. As Macro started to cross the deck to come to their aid, he saw one of the attackers feint. Androcus half turned to defend himself, and at once the other assailant darted forward and drove his sword into the captain’s side. He doubled over and dropped to his knees, his own sword falling to the snow-covered deck as the pirates closed in to finish him off.

			Macro raised the axe and hurled it at the nearest of the pirates. The edge struck him between the shoulder blades. Even though some of the impact was absorbed by his cloak, the blow winded him and he let out a deep groan as he staggered forward into the path of his companion. Macro stooped to pick up the captain’s sword, then gave the pirate a vicious shove in the small of his back to make sure he collided with the other boarder. Following up, he hacked at the pirate’s exposed head, and the skull gave way with a soft, wet crack. The man’s arms spasmed and he trembled violently as he sank to his knees. Macro pushed him aside and confronted the second pirate, who backed off a pace as he watched the centurion warily.

			‘What’s the matter?’ Macro growled. ‘Not fond of an even fight, are we?’

			Suddenly the night lit up as if a bolt of lightning had struck the vessel, and a haze of brilliant white seemed to fill his eyes. He heard Petronella shout his name before something slammed into his body and laid him out. As the light faded, he felt the cold of the snow against the side of his face and found that he could not breathe. He saw dark figures at an angle, and then another, smaller figure leaped into his blurred field of vision. There was a clatter of metal, some grunts, and then a body fell across Macro’s legs. He felt hot breath on his arm, ragged as the man struggled to breathe for several heartbeats, then twitched and lay still.

			‘Macro . . .’

			His head was turned and cradled and he saw Petronella looming over him, just visible against the cold stars that glinted from a sky now clear of clouds. It was painful to breathe and all he could manage was a hoarse whisper. ‘Finish them . . .’

			Behind her he could make out two figures: a man on the deck, arms raised to protect his head, and the smaller figure wielding an axe as he hacked at his opponent’s body. Still supporting Macro’s head with one hand, Petronella looked round, club raised, ready to strike, and then set it down beside him. ‘It’s over. They’ve given up.’

			He felt dazed, and struggled to make sense of the situation around him. Nausea gripped him and he fought down the urge to vomit.

			‘Let me help you up,’ said Petronella. She dragged the body off Macro’s feet, then gripped her husband under the arms, swearing under her breath as she heaved him onto his feet and held him steady. Macro grasped the ship’s rail and looked out over the water to see the two boats making for the south bank, the surviving pirates working the oars. Then he turned to survey the deck.

			Hydrax was sitting on the edge of the helmsman’s platform nursing his head. Barco lay still, his skull cloven almost in two by an axe blow. Lemulus was standing over the body of the pirate he had killed. Androcus was leaning with his back to the mast, a hand clasped over the wound in his side, his chest heaving. The boy was squatting against the ship’s rail, rocking slowly to and fro as he held his right hand over a cut in the other arm. There were five pirates on the deck, two of them still moving weakly as they groaned. The others lay still. It was then that Macro recalled the slight figure that had flown at the pirate who had been about to finish him off. He cleared his throat and leaned over to pat the boy on the shoulder.

			‘Thank you, my young friend. I owe you.’

			The boy looked up, smiling shyly, before he grimaced and glanced down at his arm.

			‘Here. Let me have a look,’ said Macro. He eased the boy’s hand away, and at once blood pulsed down his arm and dripped onto the scuffed snow on the deck. The wound was about six inches long, but seemed shallow. Macro eased the boy’s hand back into position. ‘Hold it there. Bet that wound stings like a bastard, eh? But it’ll heal. Trust me.’

			Petronella had taken a cloak from one of the pirate’s bodies and was using a dagger to tear it into strips for makeshift dressings. She applied one to the boy’s arm before moving on to Androcus.

			‘Better let me have a look at that. Take the belt off and raise your tunic.’

			When he hesitated, she clicked her tongue. ‘Save your modesty for someone else, Captain. I’ve seen it all.’

			Androcus did as he was told, and Petronella leaned closer to examine the wound. The point of the pirate’s sword had gone through the flesh just below the ribcage and pierced the skin at the back.

			‘Nasty,’ she muttered.

			‘Am I going to die?’

			‘We all die one day. But I don’t think this is the day for you. Not unless the wound goes bad. Let me get a dressing on it to stop the bleeding. When we reach Londinium, you can have one of the garrison’s medical orderlies treat it properly. For now, brace yourself.’

			She folded a wad of wool into a tight bundle and pressed it against the entry wound. The captain gritted his teeth and hissed.

			‘Hold that in place,’ she ordered, then cut a wide strip from the cloak and tied it over the wadding. When she had done, the captain let his tunic drop and Petronella moved on to see to Hydrax.

			‘Quite a woman you have there, Centurion,’ Androcus said admiringly. ‘Fights like a demon and knows her way around wounds. Any more like her at home?’

			‘No chance. She’s one in a million, and she’s all mine.’ Macro grinned briefly, then indicated the ship’s boy. ‘What’s the lad’s name?’

			‘He doesn’t have a name. I found him starving on the wharf in Gesoriacum and took him in. He wouldn’t speak at first, then I discovered why. Someone had cut out his tongue. If you lift the hair from his ear, you’ll see it has been clipped. He was a slave. Might have been a runaway, or might have been abandoned by his master. He can’t say which, of course. Once I’d fed him up, he was capable of light duties about the ship and taking a turn at the helm when the ship’s in calm waters. He’s not much good for anything else.’

			‘Well, he saved my life.’

			‘So I saw. I’d never have guessed he had it in him,’ Androcus mused. ‘Brave lad.’

			A shift in the direction of the breeze caused the sail to billow, and Androcus took a couple of steps towards the helmsman’s position before drawing up sharply with a groan and clasping a hand to his wound.

			‘Sit down,’ Macro ordered, then turned to the ship’s mate. ‘Hydrax, take command. Get us under way again, before those pirates recover their nerve enough to try another attack.’

			Hydrax turned towards his captain, who growled an affirmation before slumping down on the deck and bowing his head as he fought off another wave of pain. His subordinate turned to the ship’s boy. ‘Lad, are you up to taking the helm?’

			The boy glanced up and nodded, then climbed to his feet and made his way aft, nursing his injured arm across his chest. He took the tiller with his other hand and stood ready. Lemulus was still stupefied by the recent violence and had to be shaken roughly by Hydrax before his wits returned and he grasped the sheets that controlled the angle of the sail.

			‘Anything I can do?’ asked Macro.

			‘Best that you and your missus stay out of the way. This is no time to be teaching landsmen how to do a sailor’s work.’ Hydrax paused and lowered his head apologetically. ‘What I mean to say is, you’ve done enough already, sir. We’d be goners if it weren’t for you.’

			‘Fair enough.’ Macro gave a good-natured laugh.

			He shepherded Petronella aft and let her dress the wound on his leg. When she was done, she stood and regarded him in the dim starlight.

			‘What about your head?’

			‘Just took a slight knock, that’s all.’

			‘Looked like more than a slight knock to me. Let me see.’

			Before he could respond, she reached up and tenderly felt her way over his scalp, stopping as she came across a patch of matted hair and felt blood ooze between her fingers.

			Macro winced. ‘Go easy. You’re supposed to be treating a wound, not tenderising a joint of ham.’

			‘Poor baby,’ she responded mockingly. She cut another strip of cloth to wrap around his head. ‘There you go. That’ll help stop the bleeding at least. I’ll have a proper look at it when there’s enough light.’

			She peered round into the darkness, squinting to make out what she could of the riverbank before she spoke softly. ‘Do you think they’ll be back?’

			‘I doubt it. We gave them more of a fight than I imagine they’re used to. Most likely they’ll retreat to lick their wounds and grieve for their dead before picking easier prey in future. Speaking of the dead . . .’

			Macro recovered his sword and cut the throats of the two wounded pirates, then tipped their bodies over the side along with those who were already dead. They splashed into the water and caused a brief commotion on the surface of the river before they fell astern and disappeared from view. Rubbing his hands together to try to restore some warmth to his numb fingers, he kept a steady watch over the water around the ship as the Dolphin glided up the Tamesis towards Londinium.

			An hour or so later, another band of clouds swept in from the east and a fresh fall of snow soon covered the streaks of blood and other signs of the desperate struggle. Mercifully, Barco’s body, with its mangled head, now lay under a pristine shroud of snow.

			As the first glimmer of dawn seeped over the winter landscape, there was enough light to navigate more easily. There was no sign of the pirates, and already a handful of other trading craft were visible heading in both directions along the river.

			‘So much for a peaceful retirement,’ Macro muttered to himself.

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER THREE

			Londinium was the kind of frontier town a person could smell before ever they saw it. An acrid stench of sewage, smoke from fires and the indefinable assortment of tanneries, rotting vegetation and the sharp tang of animals and the people who kept them. The odour wafted downriver as if it was borne along with the flow of the Tamesis, and the river’s naturally muddy colour thankfully served to hide the brown streaks emerging from the drains and culverts that carried the town’s waste down to the water’s edge.

			Androcus pointed out the greasy haze pierced by columns of smoke that stretched across an expanse of the horizon, befouling the crisp blue sky beyond. It contrasted unpleasantly with the gleaming white blanket of snow that covered the landscape either side of the dark waters of the Tamesis. The captain of the Dolphin had relieved the boy at the tiller, and the latter was now curled up under some spare cloaks, fast asleep. ‘Two more bends to round and we’re there. And I’ve never been more keen to see port at the end of a voyage,’ Androcus added with feeling.

			Petronella had examined everyone’s wounds as soon as there was enough light to see clearly. Fresh dressings and bandages had been neatly applied. Hydrax was sitting cross-legged on the deck as he sewed up the cloth that covered Barco’s corpse. He had used the sailor’s two cloaks for the job, and he pulled the sturdy twine threaded through the sailmaker’s bone needle tightly with each stitch so that the wool hugged the contours of the corpse. Lemulus had already collected the dead man’s meagre belongings in a basket to hand to his family when the ship returned to Gesoriacum.

			‘What’ll you do with the body?’ asked Macro.

			‘There’s a low ridge outside Londinium where they cremate the dead. We’ll take the ashes back with us when we sail for Gaul. First, though, I’ll need two new deckhands. One to replace him, and one to help me out until I recover.’

			‘What about the boy?’ asked Petronella. ‘He’ll need time for his wound to heal as well. He can’t do much with one arm for the present.’

			Androcus nodded and thought for a moment before he sniffed. ‘It might be time to cut him loose. I can’t afford to feed him if he can’t work.’

			‘I think you can afford it,’ Macro said quietly. ‘Given what we paid for the voyage, on top of what you’ll earn from the cargo.’

			‘All right then, I can afford it, but I ain’t going to keep him if I can’t get a decent day’s work out of him. I’m a businessman, not a worthy cause, Centurion.’ The captain’s lips lifted in a cynical smile. ‘If you’re so concerned about him, you can have him.’

			Macro was not the kind of man who liked to play games, and he decided at once to call the other man’s bluff. ‘Fine, we’ll take him.’

			Petronella arched an eyebrow. ‘Will we?’

			Macro shot her a quick warning glance while the captain struggled briefly to get over his surprise at the centurion’s reaction. Then he swallowed and drew himself up, grimacing as his attempt to adopt an assertive posture caused pain from the wound to shoot up his side. He sucked in a quick breath and gritted his teeth. ‘Of course, when I say “take him”, I mean that he is yours for a price. After all, he’s young, with plenty of good years ahead of him. Feed him up and exercise him regularly and he’ll turn out fit and strong. A good investment, I’d say.’

			‘But just now you were all for cutting him loose.’

			‘A figure of speech.’ Androcus forced a smile. ‘Come now, Centurion, you didn’t really think I’d just dump the lad. Why, in some ways he’s become part of the family.’

			Petronella sniffed. ‘Not any family I’d want to be a part of, I’m thinking.’

			‘I agree,’ Macro said firmly. ‘I think we’d be doing the captain a favour taking the lad off his hands.’

			‘Now see here,’ Androcus protested. ‘He’s the ship’s boy and that means I’ve got the right to decide what happens to him, as I do for any of my crew.’

			‘How much?’ Macro interrupted him.

			The captain’s eyes narrowed shrewdly. His passenger had an honourable discharge, which meant he had plenty of seed money to fund his retirement. ‘Given the boy’s potential, I’d say he’d fetch a good price in the market. So two hundred denarii would be the going rate.’

			‘Bollocks to that. If he ain’t got a tongue, he’s only ever going to be good for manual labour. I’ll take him off your hands for fifty.’

			‘Fifty!’ Androcus clapped a hand to his chest theatrically. ‘That’s—’

			‘That’s all you’re going to get from me. Final offer.’

			‘Fifty?’ Androcus chewed his lip. ‘From the imperial mint, mind. Not them debased coins doing the rounds in Gaul.’

			‘Imperial mint,’ Macro confirmed. ‘Do we have a deal?’

			The captain affected a moment’s reluctance before he spat into his palm and held his hand out. ‘Fair enough. But I’m robbing myself, so I am.’

			Macro took the coins from the locked chest in his baggage and handed them over. Androcus counted them carefully before tipping them into the leather purse hanging from a thong around his neck. ‘He’s yours. And good riddance.’

			Macro felt a moment’s doubt at the swift transaction. There was no record of ownership, nothing to guarantee the legal transfer of the boy from one master to another. He wondered if it was even a legally binding transaction. A few feet away, the lad lay curled up on his side, his head resting on his hands, breathing easily as he slept, unaware that his life had taken a new direction. Macro wondered how he would take the news.

			As Androcus turned his attention back to steering the ship, the centurion stared down at the boy, hands on hips. Petronella stood beside him and put her arm around his back.

			‘Well, that was unexpected. Centurion Macro, I swear that as long as I live you will never stop surprising me.’ She shifted round and stood in front of him, giving him a quick hug and a kiss on his bristly cheek. ‘Why did you do it?’

			‘Fucked if I know.’

			‘Really? I think it might have something to do with the lad saving your life last night.’

			Macro shrugged. ‘Maybe. Maybe I’m just a soft touch. Either way, the kid is going to be another mouth to feed. Once his arm is better, I’m sure we can put him to work at my mother’s inn.’

			‘I suppose.’ Petronella looked at the boy with a sympathetic expression. She eased herself down beside him and stroked his dark curls gently. The boy gave a moan, shifted slightly and then let out a contented sigh. She smiled affectionately.

			‘Now don’t you get too attached to him.’ Macro wagged a finger. ‘I bought him as an investment. We’ll do as Androcus says. Feed him up and work him hard, and he’ll do well for us when the time comes to sell him on.’

			Petronella gave her husband the kind of knowing look that discomforted him. He prided himself on being hard and unsentimental. Yet those who knew him best were wise to his warm heart, and it infuriated him to be so transparent. But then, he was a soldier. Not a politician, or worse, a lawyer. He had no time for artifice, and his natural blunt honesty made any lasting attempt at deceit doomed to failure.

			‘Hmph . . .’ He made his way forward, and as the ship rounded the last bend before Londinium, he fixed his gaze on the sprawling port that gradually revealed itself. Just beyond the last navigable stretch of the river, a long trestle bridge had been built across it from a spit of land on the south bank. Beyond that point, only far smaller boats could trade upriver. Scores of ships, large and small, were moored alongside a timber wharf, while others rode at anchor waiting for a berth. Androcus’s ship would have to take her turn. Beyond the wide strip of the wharf lay the warehouses where imported goods would be landed and assessed for tax. Fortunes were to be made supplying the appetites of the wealthier native tribes, who had developed an insatiable taste for wine and other luxuries produced by the more established provinces of the Empire. There, too, would be stored the slaves, dogs, hides, silver and gold trinkets, grain, and ingots from the newly established mines destined for export.

			The roofs of the warehouses and the buildings beyond were covered in a thick mantle of snow, and it was hard to discern any regular street pattern in the dwellings, workshops and businesses clustered along the river. On higher ground to the north was a larger structure that appeared to be a modest basilica, and further off on another rise stood the walls of a fort, beyond which rose a tall building that might once have been the garrison commander’s house. If it was the building Macro remembered, it had been extensively expanded in recent years. Londinium had changed completely from the far smaller settlement he had last seen nearly seven years earlier. He doubted he would even be able to find his way to the inn run by his mother.

			As the Dolphin rode the last of the tidal current, Androcus steered towards a timbered hard at the end of the wharf. He called out to Macro, ‘Centurion, I’ll moor there and you can unload your baggage before I drop anchor out in the river.’

			Macro stared at the point the captain had indicated. The timbers were stained green and streaked with mud and other filth. ‘I’d rather we landed on the wharf.’

			‘Then you’ll have to wait until there’s a spare berth.’

			‘How long is that going to take?’

			Androcus shrugged. ‘Hard to say. Hours . . . days, maybe. Your choice.’

			Macro exchanged a quick glance with his wife, and Petronella nodded without much enthusiasm. ‘We’ll use the hard.’

			The captain ordered Lemulus to make ready to lower the sail as the ship approached the bank. At the last moment, he turned neatly upriver and bellowed the order to let the sheets fly, and the Dolphin bumped softly against the end of the hard close to one of the piles driven into the riverbed. Lowering the spar and sail across the deck, Lemulus took the mooring cable from the bows and dropped over the side, splashing into the ankle-deep water at the end of the hard. Slipping a loop over the pile, he threw the line back up to his captain, who fastened it securely to a cleat.

			‘Give me a hand with the gangplank,’ he instructed Macro.

			They slid it over the side and down onto the timbers. One of the gangmasters on the wharf was already picking his way across the churned snow and ice covering the slippery timbers, and he cupped a hand to his mouth.

			‘Do you need porters?’

			When Macro nodded, he turned and bellowed towards a group of men leaning against the side of the nearest warehouse, sheltering from the cold breeze. Several of them pulled away from their companions and hurried to join the gangmaster as he approached the ship and smiled a greeting.

			‘Caius Torbulo at your service.’

			He paced nimbly up the gangplank and hopped down onto the deck. Macro looked the man over warily. Torbulo had a swarthy complexion, and his tunic, cloak and boots looked hard-worn, but he appeared trustworthy enough. Macro jerked his thumb at the baggage on deck. ‘We’ve got four chests, some kitbags and bales of cloth.’

			Torbulo glanced past him. ‘I’ve got eight men. Should be enough for one trip. Where are you headed, sir? If this is your first time in Londinium and you’re looking for accommodation, I know some comfortable places at decent rates.’

			‘It’s not my first time here, and we’ve a place to stay. An inn called the Dog and Deer. Do you know it?’

			‘Know it?’ Torbulo chuckled. ‘Who doesn’t? One of the few places where the wine isn’t watered and the whores don’t pick your purse behind your back when you’re on the job.’

			Macro felt a tinge of pride at the words of recommendation. Clearly his mother had made something of a success of the business they both owned.

			‘I should warn you about the woman who runs the place, though. Portia’s as tough as old boots, and you don’t want to get on her wrong side, I can tell you.’

			‘I can imagine,’ Macro interrupted quickly, not wanting the man to run on with his description of his mother’s attributes in front of Petronella before she had a chance to make up her own mind. ‘Let’s get on with this. My wife and I want to be warming our arses in front of a decent fire as soon as possible.’

			As they waited for the porters to reach the ship, Torbulo sized his customers up. ‘I dare say you’re a soldier, sir. You have the look of one.’

			‘Used to be.’ Macro drew himself up. ‘Centurion Marcus Lucius Macro, late of the Praetorian Guard.’

			Torbulo’s brows rose appreciatively, then his eyes narrowed and Macro felt a stab of irritation at having made the casual boast. No doubt the gangmaster was already deciding how much he might increase his fee for his distinguished customer.

			‘From the bandage on your head, it looks like you’ve not long since left the line of battle, sir.’ Torbulo glanced round and saw the dressings on the others, then noticed for the first time the body sewn into a woollen shroud on the far side of the deck. ‘Jupiter’s cock, what happened?’

			‘We were jumped by pirates last night.’

			‘Pirates?’ He clicked his tongue. ‘Those bastards are becoming more of a problem all the time. It’s a wonder the governor doesn’t do something about it. Well, if not him, then that new procurator of his. Bloody waste of space. He’s been in office over a month and he’s done fuck all so far. Pardon my language, ma’am.’ He bowed his head apologetically towards Petronella.

			‘Oh, don’t mind me. I’ve heard worse.’ She rolled her eyes.

			Torbulo glanced round again and noted the blood still staining the snow. ‘Must have been a tough fight.’

			‘It was.’ Macro nodded. ‘But they came off far worse than we did. I dare say that gang will be licking their wounds for at least a month before they work up enough courage to try again. Anyway, enough banter. Get our baggage unloaded and then take us to the Dog and Deer.’

			‘Wait,’ Petronella interrupted. ‘We need to agree the price first.’

			‘What?’ Macro frowned. ‘Well, all right then. What’s the charge?’

			‘A sestertius for each chest and bag is the going rate.’

			He shook his head. ‘Try again. I’m not some wet-behind-the-ears son of the aristocracy on a grand tour of the provinces.’

			Torbulo nodded towards the wharf. ‘I don’t see any other gangmasters rushing down to offer their services. Fact is, the port is busy enough to keep us fully occupied, even in winter. If you think the price is too high, you’re welcome to carry your own baggage, sir.’

			Petronella’s eyes narrowed and she drew a deep breath. Macro knew the signs well enough to know that he must act before she dismissed the gangmaster and sent him scurrying off under a storm of the most unladylike abuse.

			‘Very well, a sestertius for each item, but mind your men don’t drop anything. I’ll hold you responsible for any breakages or spoils. That clear?’

			‘Yes, sir.’ Torbulo smiled cheerfully. ‘You can trust my lads.’

			As he turned to bellow the orders to the men waiting at the bottom of the gangplank, Petronella steered her husband towards the mast and poked him in the chest. ‘Why did you agree? He’s conning us. That’s twice the going rate back in Rome and you know it.’

			‘We’re not in Rome. It’s the way things are on the frontier. Prices are higher. Besides, my head’s killing me and I’m cold and tired. We’ve been on the road for several months, one way and another, and I just want the journey to be over.’ Macro sighed. ‘So we’ll pay what he’s asking and just get it over and done with.’

			She chewed her lip for a moment, and he feared she was going to protest, but then she nodded. ‘Let’s go and find your mother.’

			‘First things first. We need to wake the boy.’

			Macro crouched down beside the sleeping youth, who was snoring lightly, and gave him a gentle shake. ‘Come on, lad. Wakey-wakey.’

			The boy’s eyes flickered open and he sat up with a nervous start, looking round anxiously at the strange men clambering up the gangplank.

			‘Easy there, this lot ain’t pirates. At least not in the same way as the others we saw off last night.’

			The comment was loud enough for Torbulo to hear, and he glanced round and affected a hurt expression.

			Macro lifted the boy up onto his feet and rested a hand on his shoulder. ‘You’re coming with me and Petronella. The captain’s agreed to let us look after you while you recover from your wound.’

			The lad glanced towards Androcus, who gave a dismissive shrug and then turned away to order Lemulus to stow the sail. The boy looked surprised at his sudden change in fortune, then bowed his head in acquiescence.

			‘Where’s the boy’s kit?’ Macro asked the captain.

			‘Kit?’ Androcus sniffed. ‘He’s wearing it. That’s all there is.’

			Petronella plucked a spare cloak from one of the chests before the porters carried it ashore and wrapped it round the boy’s thin shoulders. ‘There you are, my lamb. That’ll keep you warm.’

			‘That’s one of my cloaks,’ Macro protested. ‘You can’t just hand it over to the lad like that.’

			‘It was yours.’ She smiled sweetly. ‘Things are different on the frontier, eh?’

			They bade Androcus and what was left of his crew a curt farewell and carefully descended the gangplank onto the timbers below, where Torbulo and his porters were waiting.

			‘Watch your step,’ the gangmaster advised. ‘It’s slippery going until we reach the wharf.’

			Fifteen years before, Londinium had been no more than a small trading post next to a ford. A place where the more daring of the merchants from Gaul had come to do business with tribesmen curious to sample wares from across the Roman Empire. After the invasion, on the heels of the legions that fought their way inland, came a veritable flood of merchants and slave-traders keen to establish a foothold in the new province and make their fortunes before a second wave of traders arrived to compete for the spoils.

			Beyond the long line of timber warehouses roofed with shingle lay a warren of smaller buildings, a mixture of native wattle-and-daub shelters covered in thatch, and larger, more angular buildings constructed from timber. Despite the bitter cold, the narrow thoroughfares were crowded, and the streets were covered with a thick slush of melted snow, mud and sewage. Macro and Petronella marched behind the gangmaster and his porters in order to keep an eye on their possessions. There were bound to be some petty thieves on the lookout for easy pickings; the kind of sharp operators who could cut a small opening in a bag or bale of cloth and snatch the contents before the victim was ever aware that something was amiss. Besides, Macro did not wholly trust Torbulo and his men, who could just as easily help themselves the moment their customers’ attention was distracted.

			Petronella shepherded the boy along to make sure he was not lost in the crowd. The seething mass of people and animals and the cacophony of shouts, the bellowing of animals and the cries of hawkers made him nervous enough to stay between her and Macro.

			Macro was relieved when they emerged onto a much wider street that ran parallel to the river. A wooden drain, four feet across and two deep, ran down the middle, leaving enough room on either side for heavy wagons to pass. Shops and workshops lined the route, and the sour tang that hung in the freezing air was pierced here and there by the smell of baking, roasting meat, and the very occasional scents of spices and perfumes brought to the town from the farthest corners of the Empire. There were the odours of animals as well, the heavy stench emanating from the thick hides of oxen, mules and dogs, who added their steamy breath to the puffs and plumes of the people making their way through the brown slush.

			‘You wouldn’t recognise this street,’ Torbulo mused. ‘This and the other main street fifty paces further in were laid down in Governor Paulinus’s time. One of the few things he achieved before he died. That was less than two years ago. It’s quite an impressive sight, no?’

			‘Impressive?’ Petronella wrinkled her nose in distaste. ‘Not quite the word I was thinking of.’

			‘Ignore her,’ Macro chuckled. ‘This is her first visit to the northern frontier. She’s not used to the cold. You’ll get used to it, my love. It’s not as if it’ll be like this for ever. Once winter’s over, you’ll see the province at its best.’

			‘It would be hard for that not to be an improvement on the present,’ she responded.

			Macro refused to let her mood sour his own. In truth, he had come to like the climate of the island during the years he had campaigned in Britannia. While it was true that the cold and damp endured for months longer than he would have preferred, he savoured the sharpness of the winter air and the pared-back starkness of the landscape. Each season had a peculiar beauty of its own, and the temperate weather made marching far less onerous than in the scorching heat of the eastern provinces he had served in. He briefly recalled the searing deserts of Aegyptus and Syria and shuddered at the memory of unquenchable thirst aggravated by swirling dust and buzzing insects that contrived to explore every inch of a man’s exposed face and skin. True, the fleshpots, food and wine of the East were unsurpassed, but there was more excitement and opportunity to be had in a province still in the making, like Britannia.

			He turned back to Torbulo. ‘It’s been several years since I was last here. What’s been happening outside Londinium?’

			The gangmaster sucked his cheeks with a loud click as he collected his thoughts. ‘The lowlands are peaceful enough. Most of the tribes have been content to adapt to the new management. The only one that’s caused us any trouble has been the Iceni. They gave us a bit of a scare ten years back, but Governor Scapula put them in their place in short order. Since then, they’ve kept to themselves for the most part and not welcomed any traders on their lands. They handed in some of their weapons and armour after the uprising, but the rumour is that they hid most of their kit away. Which tends to make the powers-that-be a bit nervous. That’s why a veterans’ colony was established at Camulodunum, close enough to the Iceni to make them think twice about any mischief.’

			‘I’ve been given a parcel of land at the colony,’ said Macro. ‘If the growth in Londinium is anything to go by, Camulodunum should be thriving. Being the capital of the province and all.’

			Torbulo laughed. ‘No chance, sir! The colony’s remained a bit of a backwater, despite Rome’s ambitions for the place. They’ve got a theatre, forum, senate house and a bloody great temple under construction, but the real action has shifted here.’ His voice took on a proud tone. ‘This is where most of the trade passes through. The most recent governors have made Londinium their headquarters. They’ve already started work on a palace on the hill where the fort is. A few years from now, there will be no doubt about where the real capital of the province is. Whatever the veterans at Camulodunum may have to say about it.’ He glanced anxiously at Macro. ‘Not that I have anything against veterans, sir. Bloody heroes, every man of them. And I’m sure Camulodunum will be a fine place in its own right.’

			‘Save the flattery, man. I’ve already decided you won’t be getting a tip. How far to the Dog and Deer now?’

			‘Right at the next junction and then down to the corner of the next wide thoroughfare. It’s a good spot to catch passing trade, and there are plenty of soldiers and officials from the governor’s headquarters who step in for a drink. You’ll find it lively enough.’

			‘Sounds good to me.’

			The porter at the head of the small party led the way across a board crossing over the drain and turned into the alley Torbulo had mentioned. There were fewer people using this route, and the buildings on either side were poorer-looking than those on the main thoroughfare. Macro felt his optimism slip a little. Then, at the end of the alley, he saw a two-storey timber-framed building looming above the surrounding dwellings. A painted board hung from an iron bracket. It was decorated with a well-executed painting of a dog chasing a deer through a winter landscape. It was possible the hound was hunting the larger animal, but to Macro it looked more like they were playing together. To one side of the building was a wall some ten feet high with a gateway leading into a yard behind the inn. He indicated the opening. ‘In there will do.’

			The porters led the way into a large open space surrounded by storerooms, a stable and a couple of pens where chickens pecked amid the frozen mud, while three pigs huddled together beneath the rickety remains of a thatched shelter. As the porters set down the baggage and chests, a heavily built man emerged from one of the storerooms and hurried towards them, wiping his bloodied hands on a leather apron and nodding a familiar greeting to Torbulo. He appeared to be a few years older than Macro, and his grey hair was close-cropped above a pair of bloodshot brown eyes that seemed to bulge from their sockets. He looked dubiously at Macro’s bandaged head, and the sling that Petronella had tied for the boy, and Macro realised that he might easily be taken for a brawling ruffian rather than a highly decorated, and wealthy, retired officer of the Empire’s elite Praetorian Guard.

			‘May I help you, sir?’

			‘Indeed you may. Would you tell the owner of this establishment that her son and his wife have arrived?’

		

	
		
			
CHAPTER FOUR

			The man let out a low whistle, and then smiled. ‘Can’t wait to see the look on Portia’s face when she sees you. This way, please.’

			‘Just a moment.’ Macro took out his purse and paid Torbulo, then looked round and pointed to one of the storerooms, which looked to be empty. ‘Have your men put the baggage in there.’

			Once they had done as he had instructed and left the courtyard, Macro retrieved the small pay chest containing his savings, closed the door and secured the catch, then set the boy in front of it.

			‘You’re on guard here, understand?’

			‘He’s a kid,’ Petronella protested gently. ‘A kid with an injured arm. What kind of a guard does that make him?’

			‘Might as well start earning his keep.’ Macro drew his dagger and handed it to the child, who regarded the weapon with wide eyes. ‘Now, boy, if there’s any trouble, you stick it to them and come running to find me. Think I can trust you to do that?’

			The boy grunted and nodded, his eyes gleaming with excitement as he brandished the dagger.

			‘Easy, lad!’ Macro ruffled the boy’s unruly hair. ‘Can’t be having you knifing your centurion by accident. Keep the blade tucked into your belt until it’s needed.’

			The boy sighed with disappointment as he carefully slipped the blade into the belt around his tunic so that the handle protruded above and the gleaming point beneath. Then he struck a pose in front of the storeroom, jaw jutting, shoulders back, one foot slightly advanced.

			‘Just as long as he doesn’t trip over and impale himself,’ Petronella cautioned.

			‘He’ll be fine.’ Macro turned to the man, who stood waiting by the rear door leading into the Dog and Deer, and swallowed nervously. It had been several years since he had last seen his mother, and over two years since he had received a terse report from her informing him that the business was running well and it was time he took on half the burden. ‘Let’s go in. I can’t wait to introduce you.’ He smiled widely at Petronella. ‘You’ll get on famously. Once you see that she has a heart of gold.’

			The man slipped the latch and pushed the door inwards, stepping over the lip of the wooden frame. Macro took his wife’s hand as he followed. The door opened onto a short passage, twenty feet in length. To the left were three storerooms containing wine jars on shelves, while cheeses, sacks of grain and cuts of meat hung in string bags suspended from iron hooks in the beams in order to keep them out of the reach of rats and mice. To the right was a kitchen with a cooking fire in the middle, above which were iron griddles and a roasting spit. The ashes were grey and no kindling had yet been placed for the day’s cooking. A sullen-looking woman in her early twenties with heavily powdered cheeks glanced up from the tub where she was scrubbing clothes as they passed by, then went back to her work.

			The corridor gave out onto a counter and a large space beyond filled with trestle tables and benches. Straw was strewn beneath them, covering most of the stone floor except for around the fireplace. At the far end was a studded door with two shuttered windows on either side, slightly ajar to admit some light through the iron security grilles. A fire blazed near the right-hand window and warmed the thin figure hunched over some waxed tablets at one of the benches. She looked up at the sound of footsteps, the brass stylus in her hand poised above the long list of figures she had been working on.

			‘What is it?’ she demanded curtly. ‘I thought I told you not to interrupt me when I’m doing the accounts.’

			‘Begging your pardon, Mistress Portia, but you have visitors.’

			‘Not visitors,’ Macro corrected him. ‘Family.’

			Her brow creased as she squinted towards the shadows at the rear of the inn, and then her jaw sagged and she dropped the stylus. ‘Oh . . .’ she gasped.

			Macro grinned as he paced towards her, arms outstretched. ‘Is that the best you can manage, Mother? After all these years?’

			Portia stood up, hands on hips. ‘You might have warned me. It would have been better if you had told me you were coming.’

			Macro stopped in his tracks. ‘I—’

			‘And look at the state of you,’ she clucked. ‘Have you been fighting again? I’d have thought you’d be too old for that by now. Have the army finally had enough of you then? And who is this with you? Some tart you picked up in Rome?’

			‘Heart of gold, eh?’ Petronella muttered, just loud enough for Macro to hear. ‘You’d better set her right about me, straight away.’

			‘Of course,’ Macro responded quickly. He raised a hand to interrupt his mother, but she continued in a hectoring tone.

			‘I’ve heard nothing from you for over two years, and now you think you can just pitch up here expecting a warm welcome. Well, I’ll tell you . . .’

			‘Mother, please, let me just—’

			‘. . . a dutiful son would have made sure—’

			‘Quiet!’ Macro bellowed, his voice filling the large room so that the man who had shown them in flinched. ‘I did write to you, Mother. I wrote to say I would be getting my discharge and coming to join you with my wife.’

			Her eyes widened. ‘Wife?’

			Macro put his arm behind Petronella’s waist and gave her a gentle push. His mother cocked her head slightly and moved aside to let more of the light from the window fall on the pair of them. Her steely gaze fixed on the other woman and her lips pinched together.

			‘This is Petronella. We were married two years ago, in Tarsus.’

			‘I see. Well, I can’t say I am impressed, my girl. You bring my boy in here looking like he’s been in a street brawl. You should have stopped him. Did you put that dressing on? He looks like an unholy mess.’
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