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			AD 61. Britannia is divided.

			 

			The rebel horde has been defeated. But their leader, Boudica, is still at large, together with her remaining warriors, and a cadre of Rome-hating druids. With them is the glorious eagle standard of the Ninth Legion, taken in ambush, flaunted now as proof that Rome can yet be beaten. The embers of rebellion are still glowing . . .

			 

			The toll on Rome has been heavy. Besides the countless men lost, three major towns of the province lie in ruins. The charred bodies of the dead are strewn along the streets and across the surrounding countryside. And for Centurion Macro, there is the scarring knowledge that his mother perished in the attack on Londinium.

			 

			As Macro's heart burns for revenge, he and his long-standing comrade-in-arms Prefect Cato are tasked by the governor to hunt down the remnants of the enemy army. Death or enslavement are the only options for the last of the rebels. There can be no peace until the queen is captured or killed. And Roman honour will only be restored when the eagle of the Ninth Legion has been recovered . . .
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			Chapter One

			Britannia, ad 61

			The Iceni queen looked over the battlefield below her with a mixture of horror and despair. Across the slope, tens of thousands of her warriors were being forced back by the Romans. In the centre, a great wedge of legionaries was carving its way through the heart of her faltering army. The auxiliary troops were advancing on the flanks as well, all the while forcing the rebels back towards the vast arc of wagons and carts drawn up along the crest of the hill. The families of the warriors and the other camp followers had been expecting to witness the complete destruction of the Roman army of Governor Suetonius, but their earlier conviction of imminent victory and triumphant cheering had long since succumbed to a growing sense of anxiety and silence.

			Four times the rebel army had charged across the stream at the foot of the slope and up the far side to assault the far smaller force of Romans drawn up with dense woods covering their flanks. Each attack had been met with a hail of javelins, ballista bolts and other missiles before the two sides closed in hand-­to-­hand combat. After a bloody rebuff, the rebels withdrew across the stream to reassemble for the next effort, leaving their dead strewn across the slope in front of the Roman line. The enemy had filled the gaps in their ranks, retrieved serviceable javelins from the battlefield and prepared to hold their ground again. Although their reserves were being steadily depleted, the Romans’ line had been broken only once during the day, and even then they had swiftly dealt with the threat, re-­formed ranks and driven Boudica’s warriors off.

			
			

			Now the fourth attack had resulted in disaster. The rebel warriors had been in poor spirits as they were herded back into their warbands by their chieftains. With so many of their comrades lying dead on the opposite slope, and the wounded crying out for help, their earlier courage and confidence had ebbed away. This time, the Romans, as if sensing their loss of nerve, had pursued them down the slope, across the stream and up the far side.

			The rain that had begun some hours before was now a downpour, and frequent bursts of lightning illuminated the battlefield, freezing the combatants in silvery gloom for an instant. An instant was enough for Queen Boudica to grasp the ghastly truth. Her army was not only beaten, but in danger of annihilation. Already the right flank was being pressed back on the wagons and carts of the baggage train and the spectators crowded on top were scrambling to get down and escape. Their cries of panic could be heard even above the din of battle.

			The tip of the Roman wedge was aimed at the centre of the rebel line and steadily drawing closer to Boudica and her entourage, who were mostly mounted on chariots to better observe the battle. Her two daughters, Bardea and Merida, stood on a nearby chariot, equally aghast as they beheld the unravelling catastrophe. One of Boudica’s closest advisers, Syphodubnus, approached and gripped the rim of the side panel above the wheel.

			‘The battle is lost,’ he said, just loudly enough for his words to reach her. ‘You must leave while there is still time to escape.’

			Boudica looked down on him with a bitter expression. ‘I cannot leave. I will not abandon my people. I will not betray them.’

			
			

			‘There is nothing left to betray here. We have lost. But the rebellion continues as long as you live. If you die here today, or are taken captive, all hope of driving the Romans from our lands dies with you. Is that what you wish for?’

			It was a clumsy attempt at emotional blackmail, but there was sense to his words. The rebels had already proved that the Romans could be defeated. Their Ninth Legion had been cut to pieces in an ambush, the veterans at the Roman settlement of Camulodunum had been overwhelmed, and the towns of Londinium and Verulamium had been razed to the ground, their inhabitants slaughtered. Tribes across the island would take great encouragement from the example set by Boudica and her followers. But would the crushing defeat unfolding now unnerve them? Would their will to resist crumble away? The rebels had come within reach of driving the Roman invaders from Britannia. The spirit of rebellion must endure, she resolved. And for it to endure, the leaders who had inspired so many thousands to follow them and take up arms against Rome must survive to continue the fight.

			‘Boudica!’ Her adviser shook the side panel. ‘You must leave. Now!’

			She drew a breath and steadied her resolve, then nodded. ‘Very well.’

			Syphodubnus did not wait for further instructions, but turned and ran over to the captain of the royal bodyguard, drawn from the finest warriors of the Iceni. He was standing with his men in front of their horse-­holders and mounts. The adviser thrust his arm towards the wagons blocking the way behind Boudica and her entourage. ‘Clear those away!’

			The captain hesitated, glancing towards his queen.

			‘Boudica has ordered this,’ Syphodubnus snapped. ‘Do it!’

			The captain cupped a hand to his mouth to bellow the order, then he and his men surged towards the nearest wagon, already abandoned by its owner. Taking hold of the yoke, several warriors braced their feet and hauled the front pair of wheels round before their comrades heaved the wagon free of the mud. The captain threw all his strength into helping to shift the heavy vehicle as he called out to his men, ‘Come on, lads. Move this bastard!’

			
			

			For a few beats the wagon was still, then it began to move fractionally, ploughing through the sodden ground, then gathering pace until the bodyguards had moved alongside the next wagon in the line. They rushed to repeat the process with the second wagon as Boudica stared at the approaching Romans, no more than fifty paces away. The rebels were being forced back towards her and were threatening to entangle themselves with her entourage. She turned to her charioteer. ‘Turn us round and make for the gap!’

			The charioteer called out to the two horses either side of the yoke and the vehicle began to turn away from the battle and trundle up the slope. The other chariots followed suit, and the loose formation moved towards the widening gap being created by the bodyguards. As her chariot approached the opening, Boudica ordered the driver to halt and waved the rest on. One by one, in the slashing rain, they rumbled past and made their way down the far side of the hill.

			Her adviser came hurrying over.

			‘What are you waiting for, my queen? Go! For Andraste’s sake, go!’

			Boudica was torn between the desire to escape while she still could and the sense of honour that called on her to remain with her army and share its fate. That fate was all too clear now. The right flank was being crushed against the line of wagons, the men packed so closely together that they could not move or use their weapons. They were dying at the hands of auxiliary soldiers whose short swords excelled in such confines. As the rebels were cut down, their enemies climbed across the dead to get at those still living, who were now letting out piteous wails.

			
			

			Closer to, those at the rear of the crumbling rebel line had spotted the movement of Boudica’s command party, and as they fled through the gap in the wagons, a series of angry cries spread through the ranks.

			‘Boudica’s running!’

			‘We are betrayed! Gods have mercy on us!’

			The words cut through her heart like a blade. There was little chance of escape for those who remained, and the Romans would show no mercy to any rebel caught in the vice between the Roman line and the tightly packed vehicles of the rebel baggage train. So much Roman blood had been spilled during the rebellion that their thirst to avenge the earlier defeats and the massacres of so many Roman soldiers and civilians would not be easily satisfied.

			As word of Boudica’s abandonment carried through the rebel ranks, a howl of despair rose up and she felt it in every part of her being. It felt like the end of the great cause, which had united tribespeople who had been bitter enemies before the Romans came. All the while, hope, then confidence, had grown that the invaders would be hurled back into the sea and the peoples of Britannia would be free again. Memories of the laughter and joy that had accompanied the swelling ranks of the rebel army as it marched from victory to victory now rang hollow, as the first taste of crushing defeat filled her with its bitter fruit.

			She turned away from the dreadful scene and ordered the charioteer to continue through the gap. The other vehicles were waiting a short distance down the slope, and as she got closer, she could see the numbed expressions of her closest followers as the rain fell like shafts of steel from the dark clouds smothering the landscape. On either side, across the slope and beyond, streamed the camp followers. They had left their wagons and their loot behind and were fleeing for their lives. They needed to get as far from the battlefield as possible before finding somewhere to hide from an enemy that would hunt them down and slaughter those deemed to have had anything to do with the rebellion. Amongst them were those warriors who had managed to scale the baggage train and escape the slaughter on the battlefield. Those still on the far side of the wagons were doomed.

			
			

			The ground, already churned up by the wagons and carts that had been hauled up to the ridge the day before, was slick with mud as the rain turned the slope into a quagmire. The ponies strained to pull their burdens downhill. The chariots, so nimble and swift on firm ground, were now clumsy dead weights that lurched and slid alarmingly. The going was not much better for the mounted bodyguards who followed the slow procession. Most of them dismounted to lead their horses carefully down the slope rather than risk a fall that could cripple a mount and its rider.

			Boudica and her remaining followers glanced back continuously for the first sign that the Romans had broken through and were coming after them. She knew they would expend every effort to capture her. The Roman governor would want to have her bound in chains and forced to march behind him as he paraded through Rome in triumph when the defeat of the rebellion was celebrated in the imperial capital. She had long since resolved never to let that happen. Even as the rebels had gone from victory to victory, she had made a pact with her two daughters that none of them would be taken alive. If necessary, they would assist each other to die if the rebellion failed and they were in danger of being captured. They had sworn never to become trophies of the accursed Romans and their emperor, Nero.

			When they reached the foot of the slope, the even ground made the going easier. As the bodyguards remounted, their captain turned to Boudica for orders. It was a critical moment. Should they head north, working their way round the thinly spread Roman forts, and join the northern tribes that had not yet been conquered? The fugitives could throw themselves on the mercy of Queen Cartimandua of the Brigantes. Might Boudica sway her into taking up arms and renewing the rebellion? She considered this briefly, then discounted the idea. It would entail crossing enemy-­held territory with no guarantee of success at the end and every chance of suffering betrayal. There was no point in heading south. That had been the centre of the Romans’ power before the rebellion, and they were sure to consolidate their control over that part of the province after today’s sweeping victory.

			
			

			That left the east. Two days’ march away, three at the most, lay a vast sprawl of low-­lying land and marshes that stretched towards the sea and far into the territory of the Iceni. She knew the area well and was aware of how easy it would be to conceal herself and her followers there and continue the resistance to the invaders. There was no better place to recover, regroup and rebuild her army while carrying out hit-­and-­run attacks on Roman villas and forts, and on patrols sent to look for the rebels. The ponderous Roman legions would be bogged down if they attempted to enter the marshes. And the memory of the fate that had befallen Varus and his three legions when they had blundered into equally difficult terrain lingered in the minds of Roman commanders. They would be wary of sending their best soldiers into any traps that Boudica might set for them. They had suffered heavy losses already and they would be hard pressed to restore order as it was.

			East then, Boudica decided. She raised her hand and pointed in the direction of her tribal homeland. ‘That way.’

			The charioteer flicked his reins and called out to his ponies, and her chariot lurched into motion. One by one the others followed, and the bodyguards formed up into a loose column to cover their rear. Behind, the sounds of battle faded and the desolate shouts of the rebel army died away. Around them trudged the camp followers, looking up anxiously as they became aware of the passing chariots and mounted men. Some stared at Boudica with undisguised hostility, over the disaster she had led them to. Most regarded her with fear and shame as the scale of their shared defeat under her leadership became apparent. Only a handful raised a muted cheer and urged her to continue the fight. Boudica acknowledged the latter with a nod and a brief wave of her hand.

			
			

			They had covered around two miles when they saw the dark mass of a forest ahead. Boudica indicated a track that led in the direction of the trees, and the column angled towards it. One of the ponies pulling her daughters’ chariot had gone lame and had slowed the small group down. A moment later there was a cry of alarm from behind. Gripping the side of the chariot with one hand, she raised the other to shield her eyes from the rain while she scanned the landscape. Then she saw movement on a low ridge off to one side as a line of horsemen crested it and began to swarm down the slope, heading in their direction. She turned to her daughters on the chariot behind her.

			‘With me. Now!’ she ordered, and the pair hurried across to clamber up to join her. The younger, Merida, moved stiffly, and Boudica could feel the girl trembling as she put her arm around her. ‘They won’t take us. Remember what we have agreed.’

			Merida looked at her with an expression of infinite sadness, her despair emphasised by the drenched locks of hair plastered to her head and over the shoulders of her tunic. She tapped the haft of the dagger hanging at her waist. ‘I’ll do it. If I have to. If I can’t, then . . .’

			Boudica hugged her. ‘If you can’t, then I’ll make it as quick and painless as I can, my child. Before Bardea and I join you.’

			A chariot pulled up alongside her and Syphodubnus snapped an order to the charioteer. ‘Get them into the forest! Do it!’

			The chariot rumbled away as Syphodubnus shouted orders to turn and deal with their pursuers. The captain of the bodyguard was already marshalling his men. They were equally adept at fighting on horseback or on foot, armed with swords. The Iceni tribe’s battle standards depicted a blue horse on a white background – with good reason, for they were among the finest horsemen of Britannia and more than equal to any mounted force the Romans could field against them.

			
			

			Boudica watched as the bodyguards, some four hundred strong, approached the Romans at a steady walk. The enemy were distracted, running down the fugitives from the battlefield, slaughtering warriors, the elderly, women and children with neither pity nor discrimination as they sated their bloodlust. The commander responded too late to the danger, and as the brassy trumpet notes pierced the hiss of the rain to sound the recall, Boudica’s bodyguards broke into a canter. Those fleeing the Romans did their best to get out of the way, but even so, several were trampled by their own side. The enemy cavalry were still rallying to their standard when the Iceni captain gave the order to charge. The rebel horsemen smashed into the disordered ranks of the auxiliaries, thrusting their lances and using the superior weight of their mounts to barge the Romans aside, knocking some from their saddles. Others were run through and slumped over or swayed as they tried to get clear of the fighting. The Roman commander had managed to rally no more than fifty of his men and they were quickly surrounded.

			A grim smile formed on Boudica’s face as she watched the enemy whittled down by her warriors. It was the smallest of compensations for the great calamity of the day, but it felt good to see the careless arrogance of the Roman cavalrymen punished. A small group of auxiliaries gathered about their standard attempted to fight their way free, surging through the Iceni horsemen. One by one they were cut down. Only three of them broke the Iceni line, and then only for a moment, before they were chased down by the fresher mounts and killed.

			The captain of the bodyguard allowed his men a brief respite to finish off the Roman wounded and loot the enemy bodies before he formed the band up and rode back to join the chariots. Soon the column reached the edge of the forest and followed the track as it wound its way through the trees. At least the hard-­fought nature of the battle had left the enemy in no shape to continue the pursuit for any distance. In addition, it would be dusk soon, and they would be foolish to blunder into the forest, where they could be ambushed by the survivors of Boudica’s army.

			
			

			Even though their people had suffered a great defeat, her bodyguards were flushed with their small triumph over the auxiliary cavalry, and some of them brandished the heads they had taken as trophies in keeping with Celtic warrior tradition. As Boudica watched them exchange boasts about their deeds in the brief fight with the Roman cavalry, a poignant memory of her childhood came to her. She had witnessed the same high spirits from Iceni warriors returning from raids against rival tribes. They had hung the heads of their enemies from the lintels of their huts and made offerings to the gods by throwing their armour and weapons into the river before feasting through the night in celebration of their victory.

			Those days were gone. There would be no triumphant return to the Iceni capital for the warriors of her bodyguard. The Romans would be sure to burn to the ground every Iceni settlement they could locate, once they had slaughtered every living thing therein, down to the last dog and goat. That was how they set an example to others of the fate that befell those who defied Rome. Boudica and the survivors of her army, along with those who remained in the Iceni settlements, would have to abandon their homes and hide in the marshes. Theirs would be a dangerous existence full of hardships, but there was no alternative if they were to survive and keep the flame of rebellion alive. It would be many years before they could build an army powerful enough to face the legions in battle once again.

			The captain of the bodyguard rode forward until he was alongside Boudica’s chariot. He carried the captured standard of the Roman cavalry unit in his hand and grinned as he held it aloft.

			
			

			‘My queen! For you.’

			Boudica regarded the auxiliary standard with acute hatred for a moment. She had seen the enemy’s standards up close many times when attending ceremonies in Londinium, and before that when she had fought alongside the Romans when they had been allies of the Iceni. That was before the rebellion had been ignited by the outrages perpetrated against the tribe. She felt a familiar surge of rage in her veins as she recalled the rape of her daughters and her own flogging at the hands of the Roman procurator. Only after taking a deep breath was she calm enough to give the captain her orders. She was tempted to keep the standard to use alongside the gilded eagle captured when the rebels had ambushed the Ninth Legion soon after the revolt had broken out. But the legion’s eagle was prize enough, and she thought of a better use for the auxiliary standard.

			‘Leave that planted in the ground at the edge of the forest, where the Romans will find it easily. Tell your men to pile some of the enemy heads they have taken at the bottom of the standard. I want the Romans to know that even though the battle is lost, the rebellion is far from over, and this is what they will face when they come after us. We will fight them from the depths of every forest, from every marsh and under cover of night. Every man they send after us will live in fear of traps and ambushes. We will wear them down as we strike at them from the shadows. This we will do, I swear before Andraste. We are the Iceni, the greatest warriors of our island, and we shall not rest from avenging our fallen while a single one of us draws breath and can continue the fight!’

			She sensed a movement at her shoulder and turned to see her younger daughter slumping onto the bed of the chariot with a groan. Boudica crouched beside her.

			
			

			‘Merida! What’s happened?’

			‘My leg.’ The younger woman eased the folds of her cloak aside to reveal a bloodied slash in the cloth of her breeches and a gaping wound beneath. A surge of dread gripped Boudica’s heart. ‘How?’

			‘My own fault.’ Merida smiled weakly. ‘I had ordered our charioteer to go down the slope to encourage our warriors. I didn’t see the Roman javelin until it was too late and . . .’ She gestured helplessly at the wound.

			Boudica had drawn her own dagger and was hurriedly cutting a strip of cloth from the bottom of her cloak.

			‘Get her breeches off,’ she instructed Bardea. As the wound was exposed, Boudica had to suppress a gasp as she saw the extent of the damage and the amount of blood welling from the torn flesh. ‘Hold her.’

			She worked quickly to attach the makeshift dressing before tying her daughter’s leather headband round her thigh above the wound. Merida gasped in pain.

			‘I’m sorry.’ Boudica cupped her cheek. ‘We must stop the bleeding. Now lie down.’ She turned to Bardea. ‘Keep that tight.’

			‘Yes, Mother.’

			As Boudica rose to her feet and prepared to order the charioteer to move off, she noticed the blood covering her hands. Her daughter’s blood. She blanched in horror, then wiped it off on her cloak. ‘Get us out of here. Go!’

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Two

			Rome, late summer

			The din from the banqueting hall of the imperial palace was dimly audible in the private audience chamber in the squat tower overlooking the heart of the Forum. Several slaves entered bearing small trays of delicacies and silver jugs of chilled wine that glistened with condensation after being fetched from the ice room in the deepest cellar of the palace. Under the guidance of a steward they set them down on the tables between the opulent dining couches and a dais on which rested a preposterously ornate couch, its frame decorated with gold leaf. On it was laid a large mattress, packed with the finest wool. The steward pushed a slave aside in order to arrange the emperor’s bolsters himself. Aligning them precisely, he scrutinised the silk covers minutely, brushing away any unsightly blemishes, then stood back to review the chamber’s remaining furnishings and the layout of the refreshments.

			‘That couch on the far right,’ he called out. ‘Bring the front end round a little.’

			The nearest slaves bent to edge the heavy piece round, then back a little, on the steward’s orders, until he judged the angle to be right.

			‘Stop. That’s it.’ He waved them back and examined the setting carefully. Nero was very particular, and inclined to rage at any slight imperfection in furniture, serving dishes and seating arrangements. The emperor frequently complained that such failings distracted him from his creative endeavours and unsettled his concentration on matters of state. A finely tuned intellect and artistic sensibility such as he claimed for himself was an intricate and delicate affair. He could not afford to compromise his endeavours through the anguish that attended the slightest perception of disorder in his surroundings. Stuff and nonsense, the steward reflected. He had served under two previous emperors, the crusty lecher Tiberius and the serially cuckolded fool Claudius, before the latter’s adopted son had gained the throne at the tender age of sixteen. Any hope that the youth’s immaturity would be cast aside as the demands of running the Empire forced him to grow up had not yet been realised. Nero exhibited the same petulance and impatience as before and was content to act on the prompting of the last senior adviser to flatter him before making a decision.

			
			

			The steward occasionally wondered if any other empire or kingdom would tolerate such a ruler. Truth be told, he wondered why Rome tolerated Nero at all. In the six years of his reign he had not evinced any of the qualities one would expect of the ruler of the world’s greatest empire. Perhaps that was because there were no effective constraints on his behaviour; he was too powerful to care about what he did, and those around him were too frightened to risk losing influence by offering even the mildest of criticism. The emperor took their bare-­faced flattery at face value. How had such an individual come to be trusted with such great responsibilities? The gods must be mad, or unremittingly mischievous, to impose such a ruler on Rome.

			The steward checked himself. It was not for him to second-­guess the will of Jupiter and his divine court. Matters of statecraft were far above his quotidian concerns, and yet he could not help a discreet sigh as he considered his master’s limitations. He wondered if his train of thought was duplicated by servants in similar positions in other empires. Was another steward, at the same moment, in far-­flung Parthia, agonising about preparing a chamber for an equally unworthy ruler?

			
			

			Further consideration of the inequities in the attribution of power ceased as the door to the chamber creaked open. A Praetorian in a white tunic ducked in and nodded over his shoulder. ‘They’re coming!’

			‘Out!’ the steward ordered the slaves. ‘Be quick about it.’

			The staff hurried out, leaving through a silk curtain that covered a service entrance to the modest audience chamber where Nero chose to confer with his most trusted advisers. The steward plucked the curtain into neat folds before he stepped to one side and lowered his head so that his gaze would not accidentally meet that of a member of the emperor’s retinue – or, gods forbid, the eyes of Nero himself. The latter would be a breach of etiquette for which there would be harsh consequences.

			With further creaking from the hinges, the main doors to the chamber were opened by two Praetorians who stood to attention on either side as voices echoed along the corridor beyond. The higher-­pitched tones of Nero talking garrulously were accompanied by the obsequious praise and laughter of his companions. The young emperor paused at the threshold and removed his arm from the shoulder of the strikingly attractive woman who had accompanied him from the banquet hall. Poppaea was several years older than Nero but behaved as if she was younger by the same margin. She ran the tip of her tongue along her lips lasciviously before she giggled.

			‘Don’t be too long talking with these old men. I’ll be waiting for you.’ She reached up to kiss Nero, then withdrew at the last moment to tantalise him and pinched Nero on the backside before running off down the corridor, laughing.

			The emperor stared after her with an adoring expression and blew a kiss.

			
			

			‘How lucky I am to have such a devoted partner to share in my labours.’

			Some of the men around him exchanged cynical looks. Poppaea Sabina had been instrumental in persuading Nero to murder his mother and remove her as a rival for his affections. Before that, she had seduced and married one of his friends, Otho, as a means to position herself close enough to Nero to seduce him in turn. Now Otho had been sent away from Rome and she was making plans to divorce him and marry the emperor.

			The emperor led the way into the audience chamber. His small party of advisers waited until he was comfortable on his raised couch before the grey-­haired senator Seneca gave a discreet nod and they began to arrange themselves on their own couches.

			The Praetorians quietly closed the doors and took up position behind Nero, where they could instantly intercede if the emperor was threatened. Three of the four previous rulers of the Empire, Claudius, Tiberius and Augustus, had almost certainly been poisoned, while Caligula had been murdered by a faction within the Praetorian Guard. No position within the Roman Empire was more dangerous than that of the men who ruled it.

			The current commander of the guard, Burrus, was a few years younger than Seneca, but equally grey and made haggard by his years of service. Forever balancing the need to protect his master with ensuring that Nero never had any cause to doubt his loyalty was strain enough to exhaust any man. Moreover, he lacked the ready wit and smooth tongue of his colleague, who was ever able to defuse any suggestion of suspicion or disfavour with humour and outrageous flattery. Burrus needed time to weigh the impact of every word before he spoke, which made him come across as rather dull and boorish by comparison to the smooth-­tongued Seneca. As a result, Nero only tolerated him, displaying none of the affection or respect that he accorded the senator. But each served the emperor’s needs in their different ways. For the present.

			
			

			Nero glanced at the steward and clicked his fingers. The steward hurried forward and poured some of the Falernian wine from the silver jug into a goblet. He took a sip and then carefully wiped the rim where his lips had been before setting the cup down.

			‘Now the food,’ Nero commanded, hesitating before he pointed out some of his favourite pastries. ‘That one. And the grapes – that small bunch there – and the tart.’

			He watched closely as the steward tasted small amounts of each item, then waited a moment for any sign of an adverse reaction before he waved his hand towards the side of the chamber. ‘Enough.’

			As the steward backed away, head bowed, Nero picked up the pastry and took a bite, chewing and swallowing before he smiled at the others. ‘Do join in, gentlemen.’

			While they did so, Seneca addressed the purpose of the gathering. An imperial courier had arrived at the palace earlier in the evening with an urgent dispatch from the governor of Britannia. The sealed leather tube he had carried had made its way up through the hierarchy until it had been placed in the hands of Burrus, who had broken the seal, extracted the scroll and quickly read its contents before passing it on to Seneca. When he too had read it, the pair had approached Nero, lolling on a couch with his mistress, to pass on the news and request this private audience of the emperor’s closest advisers to discuss their plans for the future of Britannia.

			‘Your imperial majesty,’ Seneca began. ‘While Suetonius and his forces have won a great victory, the situation in Britannia is hardly satisfactory.’

			‘Is it ever?’ Nero sighed. ‘That gods’-­forsaken island of barbarians has been a thorn in our sides ever since that dotard Claudius gave the order to invade. One campaign after another, with every governor boasting that it will be the last before the island is finally under our control. And then there’s Suetonius, off dealing with Druids at the arse end of the world, leaving the way open for some damned woman and her band of animals to foment a rebellion. It’s been a bloody disaster from start to finish. A waste of men and resources, Seneca. As you have often reminded us.’

			
			

			Burrus stifled the urge to smile at the other adviser’s discomfort. Seneca had been the guiding hand behind those in the Senate who had been questioning the wisdom of expanding the new province beyond its existing boundaries. Some had even raised the possibility of withdrawing from Britannia altogether, despite the loss of face that would cause the Roman Empire. The rebellion had put paid to that prospect for the foreseeable future. To withdraw now would turn the much-­needed victory into a defeat. To the mob in Rome, and the Empire’s enemies abroad, it would appear that Rome had won a battle but lost the war. Such humiliation could not be countenanced. Which was why Seneca now had to sway his young master into believing the opposite of what he had been steering him towards for some years. Far from abandoning Britannia, Rome was now obliged to commit herself to remaining there and completing the conquest of the island, whatever the cost and no matter how long it took.

			‘It was vital for the security of the province that Suetonius put an end to the Druidic cult, imperial majesty,’ Seneca responded. ‘It was something of a priority. And he achieved his goal.’

			‘Only by stripping the rest of the garrisons of their best men to fill out the ranks of the army he led against the Druids,’ Nero countered, wagging the half-­eaten pastry to emphasise his point. ‘Suetonius was a fool. I expect better from my generals. He blundered into the campaign like a junior tribune on his first outing under arms. Why, even I would have done better than that.’ He paused and frowned slightly before nodding to himself. As is often the case for such men, arrogance and ignorance trump wisdom on almost every occasion. ‘Of course I would have done better than that. I am the emperor after all. Just one step away from divinity and the wisdom that goes with it. I would have made a tremendous general, it’s true. I’d not have made the same mistake.’

			
			

			‘Naturally, imperial majesty,’ Seneca continued in a mollifying tone. ‘But Suetonius, unlike yourself, is only human. In the event, he has redeemed himself somewhat by defeating the rebels and crushing the uprising.’

			‘That remains to be seen,’ said Nero. ‘That woman – the one who led the barbarians. What was her name again? Bodicina . . . Bonducia . . .’

			‘Near enough.’ Seneca gave a deferential nod as he corrected his master. ‘Boudica.’

			‘Yes, Boudica. The report says that her body was not recovered from the battlefield. So she’s still at large, and likely as not determined to continue her struggle against my soldiers with all the further losses that entails. No doubt Suetonius will be angling for some kind of public celebration to mark his victory. If so, he can think again. There’ll be no triumph for him. No parade through the streets of the capital at the head of his trophies of war and whatever pitiful barbarian prisoners he has spared. His carelessness is what caused this mess. I’ve a mind to strip him of his position and send him into exile. He deserves no better.’

			Seneca nodded and assumed a thoughtful expression. ‘You are right, of course, imperial majesty. However, it might be worth considering how this plays out as far as the mob is concerned.’

			‘Which mob?’ Nero retorted archly. ‘The one in the street or the one in the Senate?’

			Seneca allowed himself an amused chuckle. ‘Does it matter which? The response of both has to be considered. I have no doubt that you are right about the rebellion continuing, particularly if this Boudica still lives to serve as its figurehead. But Suetonius, for all his faults, has provided Rome with a victory, and that can be used to distract both mobs from the reasons why such a battle was necessary in the first place. Victories tend to induce the plebs’ forgetfulness in such matters. That is to our advantage. If you choose to punish Suetonius, you will undermine the value of his victory in the eyes of your people. They will ask questions that frankly would best be avoided. It will make a bad situation look even worse. That is in no one’s interests, imperial majesty.’

			
			

			‘Are you suggesting I reward him?’ Nero scowled. ‘I think not. What kind of precedent would that set? I’ll have governors queuing up to provoke rebellions in order to put them down in the hope of garnering honours and public acclaim.’

			Burrus sighed inwardly. This was the kind of hyperbole to which young men were prone, this particular young man most of all.

			‘Precisely, imperial majesty,’ said Seneca. ‘There can be no question of being seen to reward Suetonius while there is any chance of the rebellion flaring up again.’

			Nero gave a snort of exasperation. ‘Well, if I can’t reward him and I can’t punish him, what in the name of Jupiter’s great big balls am I supposed to do with him?’

			‘Nothing.’

			He frowned. ‘Nothing? Oh, that’s helpful.’ He adopted a sneering ironic tone as he continued. ‘Very helpful indeed, Seneca. Where would I be without your sage advice, I wonder? Have you reached that age when a man’s wisdom begins to fail him? Perhaps I need to clear out my advisers and replace them with younger, more mentally agile minds.’

			Seneca took the criticism impassively. ‘It is always wise to have fresh minds consider a problem, imperial majesty. Just as it is wise to make judicious use of hard-­won experience. I am honoured to make my knowledge of the arts and politics available to you, in the same way that my esteemed colleague Prefect Burrus is honoured to share his understanding of military affairs, to best guide your judgement and decisions.’

			Burrus sat up stiffly as he silently cursed Seneca for drawing him into this exchange. He’d much rather sit it out and let the wiser man steer the emperor’s thinking. But as Seneca had pointed out before, it was more effective to tackle Nero on two fronts and let him think he had got the better of one of them as he reached a decision. More often than not it was Burrus who got to play the weak link and suffer the consequent incremental erosion of his sense of pride.

			
			

			Nero’s attention switched to the commander of his guard for a moment before he turned his gaze back to Seneca. ‘This is a political matter rather than a military one. What would be the purpose of doing nothing about Suetonius?’

			‘As you pointed out, you can’t be seen to either reward him or punish him. I would advise you to leave the man where he is, far from the public gaze, and in time he will cease to be a problem. Provided that he suffers no more defeats. If he eventually manages to crush what is left of the rebellion and capture or eliminate Boudica, then you might want to offer him some kind of minor reward for the achievement. Enough to placate Suetonius, his faction in the Senate and the mob in the streets. I suggest that we tell the Senate and the people of Rome that a victory has been won and that Suetonius is working hard to restore peace to Britannia. That should keep them all satisfied for the present.’

			As he considered Seneca’s advice, Nero stroked the scant band of bristles that constituted the beard he was attempting to grow. ‘I suppose so. But what chance has he got of putting an end to this revolt and getting Boudica in the bag?’

			Seneca shrugged. ‘Alas, imperial majesty, I am not a soldier. For advice on military affairs I humbly suggest you direct your question at someone who has the expertise I lack in such matters.’

			Burrus shot a hostile look at Seneca as the latter lay back and helped himself to a small sprig of grapes.

			‘Burrus? What opinion does my most trusted soldier have to offer? Can Suetonius finish off these rebels? Or should I send a more competent replacement to complete the job?’

			
			

			Burrus hurriedly composed a reply. ‘Some might question why Suetonius was being replaced, imperial majesty. As Senator Seneca says, best to leave him where he is. As for his ability to restore order and end the rebellion, that’s more complicated. I read his latest dispatch only moments before we convened this meeting—’

			Nero motioned a wheel turning and Burrus nodded as he cut to the heart of the matter. ‘The rebellion has already cost us most of the Ninth Legion, all the veterans in the reserves at Camulodunum and the auxiliaries and legionaries lost in the withdrawal from Londinium and Verulamium, as well as those who were casualties in the battle with Boudica’s army. That’s in addition to the men lost in the campaign to take Mona and destroy the Druids. What’s left of the province’s garrison is going to be thinly spread dealing with the brigands and pockets of fresh rebellion inspired by Boudica. Suetonius is going to need reinforcements. Plenty of ’em. And he’s going to need time to impose order, rebuild the settlements and encourage merchants and settlers to return to Britannia.’

			Nero sighed. ‘Never ask an old soldier a simple question. I just want to know if it can be done. Well?’

			Burrus took the plunge. ‘Yes, sir. In my estimation, it can be done.’

			‘Estimation is not the degree of conviction I was looking for. Very well.’ Nero thought for a moment, then nodded as he reached a decision. ‘Suetonius stays where he is. We tell the people that he has won a great victory and has assured us that he will put an end to the rebellion once and for all and bring us the ringleaders in chains. We send him sufficient reinforcements to guarantee that those barbarians in Britannia can’t spring another embarrassment on Rome. We also give him a free hand with respect to punitive action against those tribes who took part in the rebellion.’ Nero’s voice took on a cold tone. ‘I don’t want those scum to ever forget what happens to those who choose to defy Rome, to defy me. I want Boudica brought to me in chains. I want the lost eagle of the Ninth Legion recovered. If that means razing every last farmstead, slaughtering every last man, woman and child, then so be it. We’ll send all that in a response to Suetonius. And I’ll give him no more than two years to conclude this matter. If he fails to do it by then, he will incur my displeasure. It might be better for him if he didn’t live long enough to do so.’

			
			

			‘Yes, imperial majesty,’ Burrus responded, making mental notes about the redeployment of forces the emperor’s orders would entail. Given the existing demands on the soldiers defending the vast length of the Empire’s frontier, it was going to be tricky to reinforce Suetonius adequately. That would present the governor with difficulties. And not just him.

			Burrus’s thoughts shifted to the part of Suetonius’s dispatch where he mentioned the force he had earmarked to hunt down Boudica and her surviving warriors. Whoever was given command of that column would be at the sharp end of things, pressured for results by the governor, who would be pressured by the emperor in turn. Burrus had read enough reports on Britannia to know how difficult the terrain was in the east of the province. Its dense forests and vast stretches of marsh and bog had scarcely been penetrated by Roman patrols. It was perfect for the kind of ambushes and hit-­and-­run attacks the Britons had adopted successfully in the past.

			The officer on Boudica’s trail was in for a hard time of it, and with very little prospect of garnering any glory. If he was successful, Suetonius would claim the credit. And if he failed? Then Suetonius would hold him accountable. In short, it was a question of survival and anonymity or death and dishonour.

			‘Sooner him than me,’ Burrus muttered under his breath. ‘Poor sod.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Three

			Camulodunum

			At that moment, the officer in question was sitting on a stool at his campaign desk as the rain drummed on the roof of the goatskin tent. A dull glimmer of light from an oil lamp hanging from a small stand provided the only illumination as Prefect Cato bent over the report he was preparing for Governor Suetonius on the reverse side of an outdated dispatch. When the rebels had burned down the governor’s headquarters in Londinium, they had destroyed almost all the province’s official records and stocks of writing materials. As a result, the governor, his staff and other officials and army officers were obliged to make do with whatever they could retrieve from the ruins of the towns and villas across the broad swathe of the region scourged by Boudica and her rebels. In time, fresh supplies would reach the army based in Londinium and be sent on to the various columns dealing with the remaining rebels.

			Cato was obliged to use waxed tablets for most documents, but these were heavy and burdensome, and had the disadvantage of obliging him to write in a large hand. Today, however, he had been fortunate. One of his men had found some scrolls and writing implements in the ruins of one of the dwellings of Camulodunum. Whether they had been overlooked by the rebel looters or dismissed as having no value to illiterate tribesmen, he was grateful for the use of them.

			
			

			Until the rain had begun to fall, that was. Some flaw in the stitching of the tent’s seams had begun to admit water, which had started to drip onto the table so that Cato was obliged to hunch forward to prevent drops falling onto the scroll and making the ink run. He had considered moving his desk, but there were other leaks, and besides, he had almost completed the document. So he hurriedly concluded, lowered his quill and put the stopper in the inkpot, then held the scroll up to the light to read back over his words.

			He had taken some care over the tone to ensure that he did not come across as too demanding. The governor was dealing with the most unenviable torrent of challenges as he attempted to address the breakdown of control across much of the province. Although Boudica and her army had been defeated, their earlier successes had inspired many others with the prospect of the imminent collapse of Roman authority, and bands of brigands were roving across the landscape terrorising Roman settlers and loyal tribespeople alike. The thinly spread Roman forces were struggling to restore order. As soon as they had chased off one lot of brigands, another band struck elsewhere. At the same time, the port facilities of Londinium had been destroyed, along with the bridge across the Tamesis, which greatly hampered communications within the southern half of the province as well as restricting the landing of supplies from Gaul. Not only had the army to be fed, but tens of thousands of civilians as well. Those who had escaped the rebels were now returning to the ruins of Verulamium and Londinium, and it would be many years before the survivors cleared away the rubble, rebuilt their homes and restored their businesses.

			To this litany of problems burdening the governor, Cato was about to add another. He had been tasked by Suetonius with forming a column to hunt down Boudica and her remaining followers, who had most likely returned to their Iceni homeland. In addition to destroying the remaining rebels and capturing Boudica, Cato had been ordered to recover the eagle standard of the Ninth Legion, captured by the rebels when they defeated the legion not long after the rebellion began. It was a daunting task. His own auxiliary unit, the Eighth Illyrian Cohort, was mostly comprised of infantry but with a large cavalry contingent. It had suffered heavy casualties in the battle against Boudica, in addition to those men lost in the earlier campaign against the Druids and their allies. Of the original strength of over eight hundred men, only a hundred and fifty infantry and fifty cavalry remained. Suetonius was wise enough to know that was far too few to risk in any headlong pursuit of the enemy into the marshes, and he had promised to send Cato reinforcements once the latter had set up his base at Camulodunum, ready to strike north into Iceni territory: a cohort from the Second Legion as well as sufficient auxiliary replacements to bring him up to full strength. None of the men had reached him yet, however, and his small command felt very exposed out in the middle of the land of the Trinovantes, the very first tribe to join Boudica’s rebellion. The main focus of his report on the situation at Camulodunum was to stress the need for reinforcements and the other forces he had been promised without coming across as too concerned for the safety of himself and his men.

			
			

			The report also covered the condition of the former veterans’ colony that had been founded at Camulodunum. His orders had been to repair the colony’s defences as far as possible so that it could serve as a secure base of operations. No thought seemed to have been given to the degree of damage he might expect to encounter – which, considering the state of Londinium, should have been anticipated. The truth was there were no defences to repair. Camulodunum had been the first Roman settlement to be attacked by Boudica and her followers, and in their rage, the enemy had been determined to destroy it as completely as possible. The rampart had been pitched into the outer ditch. Nearly every building within the defences had been burned to the ground, and all that remained besides the blackened ruins of the colony was the pediment and half-­completed columns of the temple dedicated to the previous emperor, Claudius. The cohort had cleared the rubble away from the temple precinct and repaired the damage to the curtain wall in order to create a relatively secure camp while waiting for the reinforcements to arrive, but the air within the precinct still carried the acrid tang of the conflagration.

			
			

			Distressing as the wider devastation was, it was the sight of the smoke-­blackened temple that caused Cato the most grief. That was where the defenders of the colony had made their last stand when the outer defences fell, and where one of Cato’s companions, Apollonius, had fallen. Cato felt a degree of guilt over the fact that he had never told the man that he counted him as a valued friend. Now it was too late. There also had died the adopted son of Cato’s closest friend, Centurion Macro. Parvus was a mute whom Macro and his wife had taken on soon after Macro’s return to Britannia to retire in Camulodunum. He had perished in the flames along with Cato’s dog, a large, scarred brute who had been unswervingly loyal to those who had cared for him. At least the two of them had managed to save Macro’s wife, as well as Cato’s son and Claudia, the woman who had been Cato’s lover ever since he had rescued her from brigands while he had been stationed in Sardinia some years before. Petronella, Lucius and Claudia had been put on a ship bound for Gaul just before the rebels took and destroyed Londinium.

			Cato felt each loss keenly, but his grief was tempered by the mercy shown by the gods in sparing his old friend and comrade Macro, one of the handful taken prisoner by the rebels and the only one to escape before the enemy could sacrifice him to their god, Andraste. Cato smiled grimly. Macro was surely beloved of the gods of Rome, who seemed to use him for their personal amusement – putting him in the most dire of predicaments just to see what feat of courage and ingenuity he would deploy in order to escape death. Though to say his life was charmed would be an overstatement, since his mother had died in Londinium. She had refused to abandon the inn she owned in the heart of the town, and perished in the flames.

			
			

			‘So much death,’ Cato muttered as he reflected on the tragic course of the rebellion. And there would be more to come before some semblance of order and authority was re-­established in the Empire’s newest province. Not least as a result of the punitive operation he had been tasked with. He sighed and used the last of the ink on the quill to print his name at the bottom of the report. Then he rolled it up, took out a leather tube from the box containing his writing materials and carefully inserted the document before placing the cap on the tube and setting it down on his desk.

			He sat back and stretched his shoulders as he yawned and closed his eyes for a moment. Beyond the pattering of the rain falling on the tent he could faintly hear the noises of the camp: murmured discussions occasionally punctured by laughter or loud exchanges between comrades. Despite their isolated posting in the heart of what was still enemy territory, the men seemed to be in good spirits. This was most likely a consequence of having survived one of the most bitter and hard-­fought battles Cato had ever experienced. There was always an element of rejoicing at such a thing, even as men grieved for the fallen. Sometimes the effect lasted for a long time. Even the rain of the last two days had not soured their mood noticeably. He smiled to himself. The weather was one thing they were prepared to grumble about. Every soldier in every army throughout history had that in common.

			The sound of the tent flap being opened caused him to open his eyes, and he turned to see Macro enter. A head shorter than Cato, the centurion was powerfully muscled. Even though he was in his early fifties and most of his hair was grey, he was still a force to be reckoned with. He eased the hood of his cape back and shook the drops from his fringe.

			
			

			‘Fucking weather. You’d think the bloody island would sink into the sea given the amount of rain that falls on it.’

			‘And yet you chose to retire here . . .’

			Macro made a face. He had accepted land around Camulodunum when he took his discharge from the army, and settled into a house in the town along with his wife, Petronella. Now the house was a pile of sodden ashes, the farmland he had owned was devastated and the business he had owned with his mother in Londinium had gone. Macro had lost almost everything. When the rebellion began, he and the other reservists at the colony had been recalled to the army, and now he served under Cato once again as his second in command. It would be some years before he would save enough, or acquire sufficient loot, to be able to afford a second attempt at retirement. Fate could be hard to those least deserving of hardship, Cato mused. Certainly Macro deserved better after having served Rome for the best part of thirty years across the Empire, shedding much blood in the process.

			‘Retire?’ Macro sniffed. ‘That’s behind me now. I’ll probably still be in uniform when I die of old age, the way things are going.’

			‘Somehow I find it hard to imagine you dying of old age. You were born to die in battle, or from overindulgence in wine.’

			‘I’ll take either right now.’ Macro unfastened his cape and let it drop onto the corner of Cato’s camp bed before he eased himself down on the other end and rubbed his shoulder with a tight-­lipped grimace.

			‘Any luck with the search party?’ Cato asked. The centurion had been scouring the ruins of the colony for tools, weapons or armour that might be of use to the cohort.

			
			

			‘No. There’s nothing left. Boudica’s lot did a pretty thorough job.’

			‘Did you find your house?’

			Macro nodded. ‘Easy enough to locate. Not so easy to dig through what was left of it. I couldn’t find the chest I buried under the wood bunker in the kitchen. One of those rebel bastards must have made off with it. That’s ten thousand sestertii I’ll never see again.’

			Cato cleared his throat as he tackled the touchy subject. ‘I’ll cover whatever it costs to get you back on your feet. You can repay me whenever you like.’

			Macro fixed his dark eyes on him for a moment and nodded. ‘That’s kind of you, lad. But we’ll manage, Petronella and me. Somehow.’

			‘The offer’s open,’ said Cato. ‘Any time.’

			‘Thanks. Good to know.’ Macro was quiet for a moment before he indicated the scroll on the desk and changed the subject to something less personal. ‘Is that what I think it is?’

			Cato nodded.

			‘I hope you told the governor we can’t do a damned thing until we get the men we were promised. We’re short-­handed as it is, without even taking account of the dose of Remus’s Revenge that’s going around the camp. A quarter of the lads are in no shape to do anything right now. And we’re going to need to dig some fresh latrines just to keep our heads above the shit.’

			‘Charming. I’ve told Suetonius we need more men before we tackle the Icenians. Meanwhile, we have enough to keep up the patrols. Has Galerius got anything out of the prisoners yet?’

			The mounted contingent had scoured the area around the camp for any rebels who had returned to their tribal lands. Unsurprisingly, most of the people they had encountered claimed to have had nothing to do with the rebellion, but the wounds and warrior caste tattoos of some told a different story, and these had been taken prisoner and brought back to the camp. Centurion Galerius and the cohort’s interrogators had been pressuring them for any information about Boudica and the other ringleaders. Some claimed that she had fallen in the battle; others said that she had escaped and was raising a new army from within the Iceni lands. The truth, Cato suspected, was that none of the Trinovantian prisoners knew anything about her fate. Their responses were motivated by the despair of defeat or wishful thinking and he doubted that they would get any useful intelligence from them.

			
			

			Macro shook his head. ‘Nothing new. We might as well send ’em on down to Londinium and find a slave trader to buy them.’

			‘No. We’ll release them when we’re done.’

			‘Release them? What the fuck for? They’ll fetch a decent price. I could use my share of that, as you know.’

			‘I understand. But we have to start rebuilding relations with the locals if we’re going to put the rebellion behind us. If we make slaves of those prisoners, what signal do you think that sends to others in their tribe? It would only vindicate everything that Boudica told her followers about Rome. We have to offer a better vision. That begins with releasing them, unharmed.’

			‘Unharmed? Bit late for that now Galerius and his boys have gone to work on them.’

			Cato felt his heart sink a little. ‘Nothing too bad, I trust?’

			‘Define bad.’ Macro shrugged. ‘You may be right, but as far as most Romans are concerned, a barbarian is a barbarian is a barbarian. I dare say you’ll find that’s what the mob back in Rome thinks, and they won’t give a toss about your good intentions. Or better vision, as you put it. As far as they’re concerned, any tribe that backed Boudica has it coming to them.’

			Cato did not doubt the truth of his friend’s assessment of the public mood in the capital. They lived far from Britannia and could not hope to understand the complexity of the challenges facing those tasked with putting an end to the rebellion and taking back control of the province. In Cato’s considerable experience, such matters only seemed simple to the simple-­minded.

			
			

			‘Nonetheless, the prisoners will be released. We’ll see to it first thing tomorrow. I don’t care what people say about it back in Rome.’

			‘Suit yourself.’ Macro’s nose was running, and he wrinkled it before sneezing. ‘Jupiter’s balls, this bloody climate will be the end of me. I’m telling you, when we’re finished with Boudica, I’m quitting Britannia and not coming back.’

			‘That rather depends on whether the cohort remains stationed here.’

			‘Not for me it doesn’t. I’ve signed on for the duration of the emergency. Once it’s over, I’m thinking of applying for a posting to a legion somewhere warmer and less . . . barbarian. Failing that, there are plenty of gladiator schools in Italia that could use a good lanista. I know how to train men to fight.’

			‘Indeed you do. But is that how you really want to end your days? Pimping for the pleasure of politicians and the plebs?’

			‘I may not have any choice.’ Macro sniffed. ‘Anyway, I’ll deal with all of that when the time comes. First things first. Boudica. Dead or alive. Those are the governor’s orders.’

			Cato regarded his friend thoughtfully. There was a time when they had considered Boudica a friend, and in Macro’s case, rather more than a friend. The centurion had enjoyed a brief romance with the fiery Iceni woman before she married an Icenian noble. That was just after the legions had first come to this part of the island during the Claudian invasion. The affair might have been harmless in itself but for the fate that had befallen Boudica and her daughters when her husband had died. On receiving the news, Suetonius had given orders for the annexation of the Iceni kingdom. The procurator sent to carry out the task had taken exception to Boudica’s protests and had her put in chains, flogged and made to witness the rape of her daughters.

			
			

			Macro had commanded the procurator’s escort, but had been absent when the outrage occurred. He had effected the women’s escape in the hope that it would undo some of the damage. Instead, their shameful treatment had been the spark that ignited the rage of the Icenians and led to the bloodshed that followed. It was a dreadful responsibility for the centurion to shoulder, and despite Cato’s attempts to convince him that he could not have known how his honourable deed would turn out, Macro would carry the burden of the unintended consequences to his grave.

			There was a further aspect to the tragedy that salted the wound. The first daughter born to Boudica had been sired by Macro. Boudica had only revealed this to him after Macro had been taken prisoner by the Icenians, and his grief had been agonisingly compounded as a result.

			‘Dead or alive,’ Cato repeated. ‘When the time comes, that might not be so easy.’

			Macro caught his meaning at once and drew a sharp breath before he replied. ‘If she surrenders or goes down fighting, it makes no difference to me. Not any more, sir. Not after everything that has happened.’

			The atrocities committed by the rebels had latterly hardened the centurion’s feelings towards Boudica and her people, including his daughter. At least that was how it seemed. Cato could not help wondering at the emotional turmoil that he suspected still churned within Macro’s heart. He felt a twinge of sympathy for his friend and briefly considered trying to find the words that might offer some comfort. But he knew him well enough to understand that this was not the time to do so.

			‘What are your orders for tomorrow, sir?’ Macro continued. ‘Do you still intend to lead the next patrol?’

			Cato nodded. ‘We’ll try the settlement at Combretovium. Someone there might be willing to speak to us.’

			
			

			‘Fat chance of that.’

			‘We’ll see. Give the order to Centurion Tubero to have the mounted contingent ready to ride out at first light.’

			‘Yes, sir.’ Macro stood up and retrieved his cape, easing the sodden folds around his broad shoulders. ‘Was there anything else?’

			Cato waited a moment, willing the centurion to relent and open up, but the latter’s face remained expressionless. He sighed. ‘That’s all. Get some rest. We’ll need our wits about us tomorrow.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			They exchanged a salute, then Macro lifted the flap and disappeared into the rainy night. Cato stared after him for a moment. The weight of the duties imposed on him did not compare to the burdens heaped upon his best friend.

			‘You poor sod.’

		

	
		
			
			

			Chapter Four

			On the way to Combretovium

			The rising sun soon cleared the dawn mist from the ground and shone brightly from a clear sky. It was as fine an early autumn day as could be wished for, Cato mused as he led the mounted column away from the ruins of Camulodunum along the track towards Combretovium. The road between Londinium and Camulodunum that had been constructed by legionary engineers ended at the colony. To go any further, travellers were obliged to use the native tracks that wound across the rolling countryside dotted with farmsteads amid the scattered forests of the region. Most of the forests had started to lose their foliage, and leaves fluttered on the light breeze. Cato was thankful for the change in season; soon the trees would be bare and less able to conceal any enemy using them to carry out an ambush. He could ill afford to lose any more men.

			As to the enemy strength, he was uncertain. To be sure, most had died on the battlefield, but many thousands had fled the scene. The defeat would have shattered their brittle courage, and he hoped that as many as possible had abandoned their weapons and returned to their farms and villages. There would be a cadre of warriors who would not accept defeat, resolved to continue the fight against the Roman invaders until the bitter end. The surviving leaders of the rebellion would be sure to encourage them. Boudica and the others were marked for death and had nothing to lose. The danger was that they might find a way to keep the spirit of defiance alive and fan the flames to provoke a fresh uprising. Such a prospect chilled Cato’s heart. Rome was clinging on to the province by the fingertips, and another military reverse would be sure to end in disaster for the legions. He felt the crushing burden of the task allotted to him by Governor Suetonius.

			
			

			‘Nice day,’ Macro announced cheerfully as he eased his horse alongside Cato’s mount. ‘Makes a change from the shitty weather we’ve had to put up with recently. I’d almost forgotten how fine these lands could be in the right conditions.’ He raised his head and sniffed the cool air, like a hound taking in the scents.

			For all his companion’s casual enjoyment of the moment, Cato knew that Macro was as keenly observant as ever, and long experience would ensure that he was alert to any danger that might present itself. Cato himself tried to clear his head of his worries and looked round at the landscape.

			‘We’ll not reach Combretovium until this afternoon. Let’s hope there’s no trouble. I don’t fancy riding back to the colony in the darkness.’

			‘I doubt there will be any,’ Macro replied confidently. ‘We’re in Trinovantian territory. It’s Boudica’s lot that we need to be wary of. The Icenians are a bunch of fanatics. They hate our guts. Mind you, we’ve given them every reason to.’

			‘Same goes for the Trinovantians, though,’ said Cato. ‘They had to bear the brunt of the colony being sited on their lands. Our veterans helped themselves to their lands and imposed crushing taxes on them.’ He shot a glance at his friend. ‘That was before you arrived in Camulodunum, of course.’

			‘Indeed, though I doubt I’d have acted any differently,’ Macro conceded. ‘It’s just the way it goes when Rome stamps its seal on a new province. In any case, the Trinovantians lacked the balls to do anything about it on their own. If it hadn’t been for Boudica stirring the pot, I dare say they wouldn’t have lifted a finger against us.’

			
			

			‘Maybe so. But as things turned out, they were out for our blood just as much as the Icenians. They just needed a gentle push. We’ll have to watch ourselves around them for a long time before we can be sure there’s no further danger from their direction. I’m not happy at the prospect of Claudia, Lucius and Petronella returning to Britannia for a while yet.’

			Macro nodded. ‘Me neither.’

			 

			As they rode further away from Camulodunum and the land that the Roman colonists had annexed, the number of tribal settlements increased. There were still plenty of farmers tending the last of the year’s crops, while others looked after small flocks of sheep or herded cattle. All paused to watch warily as the column passed by in the distance. Some ran into hiding or hurried back to their round huts to spread the word that the Romans had returned. Occasionally Cato saw bands of men, women and children fleeing to hide in the nearest area of forest. There was a peculiar atmosphere to the morning, with neither side yet understanding how the crushing defeat of Boudica’s horde would play out. The local people were no strangers to the rough treatment handed out by the invaders, and doubtless dreaded retribution now that the rebellion appeared to have collapsed. Meanwhile, every Roman soldier would live in fear of ambush and Roman civilians would be looking anxiously over their shoulders at any tribesmen they passed by. The tension between the two sides would last for a long time yet, Cato mused. It would be made incalculably worse if the governor gave in to the widespread desire for bloody revenge among those Romans who had suffered during the rebellion.
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