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About the Book

			WARRIOR: THE KING IN ROME is the first episode of the story of Caratacus – barbarian enemy of Rome.

			AD61. Rome. Boudica’s rebellion against Roman rule has failed. At a celebratory banquet, an ambitious historian, Caius Placonius Felicitus, takes an interest in a mysterious guest: Caratacus. Once a high king of Britannia, now living in exile, Caratacus gradually opens up to Felicitus. And the young Roman soon realises that Caratacus’s is the story he has been waiting all his life to tell.

			AD18. Britannia. Caratacus’s tale begins as he – quick-witted youngest son of the tribal king Cunobelinus – humiliates his own brother in a war of wits. Cunobelinus decrees that the teenage prince continue his studies under the Druids at a sinister sanctuary, nestled in a remote valley in the lands of the Silures . . . But Caratacus will need all his new skills, as well as his natural cunning, to survive . . .
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CHAPTER ONE

			Rome, AD 61

			They say history is made by great men and, when they are permitted, great women. Like much of what they say, that’s complete rubbish. In truth, history is made by historians riding the toga tails of the great in the hope that some of the greatness rubs off on them. This history is no different.

			It began on a warm summer evening at a banquet held to celebrate the news from Britannia. The native rebellion that had devastated three of the most important settlements in the province had been crushed. Tens of thousands of the enemy had been slain, along with their leader, some fiery harpy with a barbaric name. Banquets at the imperial palace were never as much fun as you’d think they’d be. Unless you were part of Nero’s inner circle, the dining couches were not comfortable for any length of time. Although the dishes were served in a timely manner, none of the guests were permitted to start eating before the emperor did, by which time the food was cold, sauces had congealed and appetites had dulled. Then there was the din of hundreds of voices echoing off the high walls of the banqueting hall. In order to make conversation you were obliged to speak more loudly, which forced those around you to do the same and the overall volume increased steadily until your ears were straining to catch the words of the person reclining opposite, and your voice was threatening to give out as you shouted to be heard.

			The only respite from the din was when the emperor’s major-domo called for silence to announce the arrival of the next course, or the next entertainment. He had a fine voice, and so he should, being a former drill instructor of the Praetorian Guard. The man could project and I thought he was wasted here at the palace when he should be on the stage. The same could not be said for his master, whose thin, reedy voice barely carried beyond the first ten rows of seats, unless he shouted, in which case his lines were delivered in a shrill cry that set the audience’s teeth on edge.

			The only thing less tolerable than the noise was the enforced silence when the emperor’s guests were subjected to one of his recent musical or poetical compositions. Some of the time he opted for what he considered to be comedy and the major-domo, standing behind his master, had to signify when the audience must laugh. Most of the time, however, Nero preferred tragedy and the tears of many in the audience were quite genuine, though not for the reason Nero assumed. Boredom mostly. Personally, I didn’t cry, not wishing to encourage him. In short, the emperor’s banquets might be considered as being the incomestible followed by the indigestible.

			Then there was the question of the guests. A select few were personally invited by Nero to fill out the places closest to the gilded frame and purple cushion of the imperial couch on the dais at one end of the banquet hall. There were the usual cronies – the dapper and silver-tongued Seneca whose ludicrously fawning flattery was always taken at face value by Nero. Burrus, the commander of the Praetorian Guard who lacked Seneca’s line in soothing platitudes but made up for it with dogged loyalty. Besides them there were the emperor’s favourite actors of the moment, those senators currently in his favour and a handful of the capital’s finest poets, musicians and even a few historians. It was always a good idea to have a few of the latter on your side if you didn’t want posterity to drag your name through the sewer.

			The rest of us guests were a mixed bunch. Summoned via curt invitations issued by scribes on the major-domo’s staff, we were drawn from those deemed suitable to pad out the guest list. That included senators who were not part of the inner circle and spent most of the banquet staring daggers at those who were. Their wives, looking miserable in the knowledge that their arranged marriages had ended in them backing a losing horse. Sundry junior aristocrats and politicians on the make. Then there were the lesser representatives of artistic and intellectual circles: disdainful philosophers, moderately successful poets and playwrights aspiring to the lucrative rewards of imperial patronage, painters and sculptors looking down their noses at the decor of the banquet hall, and sundry others. The last category included myself.

			Caius Placonius Felicitus at your service. Historian.

			I was at the banquet because I had recently completed the latest in a long line of hagiographic histories of Rome’s noble families. It had been received well, not least by the senator who commissioned the history and was rich enough to ensure that copies of my work had been delivered to every single one of his peers in the Senate. Consequently, I expected to pick up a few more such commissions in the coming months. It was good work. It paid well and I could almost write such histories in my sleep. I’d invariably start with some spurious link to a legendary figure from Rome’s past. If the commission was generous enough I might even discover a link to a mythological character – a minor deity in the family tree usually brought a smile to the faces of my clients. From there it was simply a question of going through the annals and inserting more or less obscure ancestors into accounts of key moments in Roman history. You’d be surprised at how many of my clients’ forebears played a vital part in aiding Horatius’s spirited defence of the Sublician bridge against Lars Porsena’s Etruscan horde. Or those who led the charge in deposing Tarquinius the Proud. But then history tends to be written for those who can afford it.

			I can’t say that I was happy about the work, other than it earned me a comfortable living. Someday I wanted to write a real history. The story of a genuine hero that did not require constant embellishment of fictions, great and small, in order to make the story more acceptable. Naturally, there were very few figures from senatorial families in Rome willing to pay for a warts-and-all account of their lives, or those of their ancestors. Standing in the Senate House in the finery of their togas they talked of honour and integrity while being as venal as the leader of any of Rome’s street gangs. There were few bribes they would not take to advocate a cause, no bribes they would not pay for political advancement for themselves, members of the family or their cronies. They’d happily stab each other in the back to achieve the same ends.

			As I sat at the banquet and looked round at the faces of the aristocrats, I realised just how tired I was of telling their stories.

			Then I noticed a late arrival being escorted to his place not far from me. A tall, large-framed man with long grey hair tied back by a simple leather strap. He looked to be in his mid-fifties or thereabouts. He had a full moustache that hung down either side of his chin and faded tattoos adorned his cheeks in swirls. There were more tattoos on his arms beneath the sleeves of a plain, belted tunic. A more Celtic-looking individual you could not imagine. Which meant that he stood out like a swinging dick at a eunuchs’ festival. He took his place in the seating between the senators and the lesser guests like myself which implied he enjoyed a certain social status. I stared at him because I had never seen him before. Yet most of those around him exchanged a nod or acknowledged his arrival with a dismissive glance. So he was known in society circles and was not some freeloading gatecrasher who had somehow bluffed his way past the Praetorian guardsmen on duty at the palace. From the looks of some he was not universally welcomed here.

			I leaned closer to my neighbour, a Stoic philosopher of minor celebrity who had just helped himself to a large goblet of Falernian as he chewed on a fancy pasty stuffed with minced veal.

			‘That man . . .’ I gestured discreetly at the recent arrival. ‘Do you know who he is?’

			The Stoic turned to look and nodded. He chewed quickly and swallowed before he could speak. ‘I know him. Rather, I know of him. He’s from Britannia. Used to be the leader of the tribes who took up arms against our legions when we invaded the island during Claudius’s reign. Caused us a bit of bother for the best part of a decade before he was run to ground and brought to Rome. He was supposed to be executed in the Forum, along with his family, but he turned out to be quite the eloquent speaker and flattered old Claudius into sparing them. They were given a house and a pension to see out their days in exile. They’ll never be allowed to leave Rome.’

			As he spoke, I recalled some of the details of his exploits. He did rather more than cause a bit of bother . . .

			‘I can’t recall his name. Do you—?’

			‘Caratacus,’ the Stoic cut in. ‘At least that’s what he’s called here. I imagine it’s something ghastly and unpronounceable in his native tongue.’

			‘Caratacus,’ I mused, the first stirrings of curiosity welling up. He would surely have a decent story to tell as the man who had defied Rome for so long.

			I watched him pick from the platters on the table in front of him. Two couches further along, in the direction of Nero, a muscular young aristocrat in a bright blue tunic was holding court over a small crowd of cronies of a similar age. They looked to be in their early twenties and were full of the boastful arrogance and confidence of their social class. They were loud too, and I caught a snatch of their boisterous banter as they ridiculed the appearance of the Celt reclining close by. Caratacus spared them a brief glance without betraying any feeling and turned back to his meal.

			‘You! Barbarian fellow!’ the ringleader called out. ‘Don’t you know it’s bad manners to arrive late to a banquet? Well?’

			The Briton did not respond, nor even react, but chewed as he stared into the mid-distance.

			‘I’m talking to you!’ The ringleader sat up and stabbed a finger at the Celt. ‘Look at me when I’m speaking to you!’

			His voice had risen enough for nearby guests to stop their conversation and turn towards the disturbance. Like a wave, the quiet rippled out to each end of the banquet hall. Aware that he now commanded the attention of all, the young man stood up on his couch and put his hands on his hips as he drew a deep breath.

			‘I call you out, barbarian. How dare you try to ignore me! Do you know who I am, damn you?’

			Now the Celt glanced to his side and I swear I saw the faintest flicker of a smile on his lips before he replied in a clear voice with only the slightest of accents, ‘Why, my friend? Have you forgotten?’

			Perhaps it was the drink, or perhaps it was the innate stupidity of so many of his class. The young man puffed out his chest and stabbed his thumb at his breast. ‘Marcus Lucretius! Son of Senator Marcus Lucretius Saper. And I am calling you out for showing a lack of respect for our emperor. You barbarian scum need to learn some manners.’

			His cronies raised a cheer, but I saw the glint in the Briton’s eyes as he stopped eating and calmly turned to face the young man. ‘You would fight me?’

			Lucretius laughed. ‘Yes. I would fight you and crush you. If you had the balls to face me.’

			‘That,’ said Caratacus, ‘is a step too far, my Roman friend.’

			Easing himself off the couch, he stood and drew himself up to his full height as he announced, ‘I accept your challenge.’

			At the end of the hall I could see the emperor and his major-domo regarding the confrontation and engaging in earnest conversation. Then the latter rapped the metal end of his staff on the marble floor.

			‘Hear me!’ he bellowed. ‘Hear me, all! His imperial majesty instructs Marcus Lucretius to teach a lesson to the exile. Clear the floor!’

			The major-domo pointed to the space in front of the dais where some acrobats were just setting up for their act. At once they retreated to the sides, heads bowed. A Praetorian optio led a section of his men forward to mark out the combat area while Lucretius jumped down from his couch and strode towards the dais. I watched as Caratacus sighed and followed him. At once the other guests rose from their couches and made their way towards the dais for a better view. The senators, being closest, had the best view, but I was keen not to miss the action and so I climbed onto the table and used the side of my sandal to sweep some platters away to ensure safe footing while I watched the contest. A few others followed my example.

			Lucretius shouldered his way through the senators and entered the open space, approaching the dais respectfully as he bowed his head to Nero. Caratacus eased a passage through the largely hostile throng, ignoring the hissed insults and even the elderly aristocrat who spat at him. Wiping the spittle away with the back of his hand, he moved through into the makeshift arena and stood alongside Lucretius before nodding his head in greeting. I saw Nero regard him with a smile as he rose to address the crowd.

			‘Romans! Friends! We have an unexpected addition to the entertainment programme this night.’

			There were smiles and laughter, and Nero indulged them a moment before raising his hands for quiet and continuing. ‘Young Lucretius has bravely stepped forward to defend Roman honour, impugned by the tardy arrival of this barbarian exile. It is time that we reminded this Briton of the value of civilised manners now that he has accepted Lucretius’s challenge. I have decided that this fight shall be settled with bare fists, the winner to be determined by the submission of his opponent. To your places, gentleman and barbarian!’

			There was an excitable hubbub as Lucretius stepped to the right of the emperor and flexed his shoulders, rolled his head and bunched his hands into fists. I could see now how powerful his physique was. One of those vain aristocrats who prize brawn over brains, I surmised. They fancy themselves as tough as gladiators, with the privilege of never having to face the dangers of entering the arena. His forearms were thick with muscle and his neck angled out from a line level with his jaw to his shoulders. By contrast, Caratacus was slender and sinewy and was twice the age of his opponent. I felt sorry for him. Having lost his kingdom and been captured and dragged to Rome to spend the rest of his days here, his misery would now be compounded by a beating. From the slight stoop of his demeanour and the world-weary expression on his face I feared that he had already resigned himself to defeat.
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