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			AD 43, Britannia. A barbarian land . . .

			 

			Caratacus is warlord of his tribe. Only King Cunobelinus holds more power. The island’s clans are constantly at war. Caratacus has relentlessly driven new alliances, but those are ready to crumble at any provocation. A situation King Verica, an implacable enemy, is keen to exploit, with the support of ever-ambitious Rome. And Rome has a spy in Cunobelinus’s inner circle.

			 

			The elders believe their island is impregnable. Caratacus is powerful enough to ignore their mockery, as he calls on thousands of men to enlist, and prepare to defend their homeland. But even Caratacus cannot be certain that an army of warriors and ragtag bands of farmers can be turned into a disciplined fighting force that can defy the mighty military machine poised to invade.

			 

			Caratacus and his men are preparing for the most deadly battle of their lives. The future of their world is at stake.
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			To Genevieve. 

			Welcome to the world. 
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			Chapter One

			Rome, ad 61

			Writing history is a risky profession. If the aspiring scribe is determined to publish an obscure, and unlucrative, biography of, say, the early years of the reign of King Servius Tullius, they must be prepared to deal with financial hardship, rapacious publishers, demanding sponsors, jealous critics, plagiarists, and the hideous prospect of seeing their book savaged by the unforgiving dilettantes who frequent Rome’s most prestigious literary salons. In our brave new age, when even a caustic remark at one of Nero’s dire thespian efforts is enough to ensure a fatal encounter with the Praetorians, it pays to tread carefully. 

			But some histories are more dangerous than others. A few may even have the power to bring down an emperor. 

			In my moderately successful career producing hagiographies for Rome’s noblest families, I thought I understood the pitfalls better than most. But I was wrong. When I started work on the life story of Caratacus – once a king of Britannia, now living as an exile in our capital with his family, supported by a small pension from the palace – I had no idea of the perils lying in wait for me. Or the lengths to which some men are prepared to go to bury the truth. 

			I had been working with Caratacus on the text of his autobiography for some time when my troubles began. It was a chilly night in the late autumn. I had spent the afternoon at a nearby tavern, entertaining a wealthy Roman bookseller over a jug of overpriced Massic. Befriending the likes of Dorus is an expensive but sadly necessary part of the trade, for the success of one’s book depends to a large degree on the competence and favour of your publishing partner. A bookseller with friends in high places, a well-­located (and welcoming) shop and the funds to afford a lavish launch party can mean the difference between your work flourishing or being condemned to gather dust on the shelves. Of course, there are plenty of unscrupulous publishers who will swear blind that your book didn’t earn a single denarius in profit, even as they enrich themselves at your expense. In Rome, an honest publisher is about as rare as a barbarian at a hair-­plucking festival. One can only hope that things improve at some point in the future. 

			

			After consuming a skinful of wine, while dropping a few hints about the exciting new project I was working on, I let Dorus settle the bill and stumbled drunkenly back to my lodgings. 

			Home was a cramped apartment on the rougher side of the Esquiline Hill. It’s not the sort of place an ambitious writer aspires to live. The plaster on the walls was cracked, the air reeked of urine from the nearby fuller’s yard, and the few items of worn furniture looked as if they dated back to the losing side in the Punic Wars. 

			Although I earned a reasonable income from my commissions, it was barely sufficient to cover the rent, let alone afford accommodation in a desirable district. But I was confident that publication of Caratacus’s memoirs would finally bring me the literary recognition – and, if I’m being perfectly honest, the riches – I had long craved. The British king’s life had all the ingredients of a bestseller: the story of the rise to power of a great warrior king; an epic struggle against a powerful invader; heroism, love and betrayal; not to mention the compelling theme of a lost Celtic culture that continued to fascinate high society in the capital even as our legions had fought to annihilate it. 

			I needed to keep Caratacus sweet while I teased the rest of his tale out of him, and then honour our agreement to publish only once he had passed from this world. If the book was as successful as I dared to hope, I would finally be able to put down a deposit on a property in a more agreeable part of the city. Perhaps my new status as the literary darling of Rome might even win me the grudging approval of Aelia’s father at long last. The miserable old goat had always considered his daughter to have married beneath her; now I would have the chance to prove him wrong. 

			

			This pleasing train of thought was interrupted when I staggered through the door to our apartment and found Aelia in a foul mood, demanding to know where I had been. I swayed on my feet, the room swimming horribly while my wife berated me. 

			‘You’re a father now,’ she said. ‘You have responsibilities, Caius. You can’t afford to spend your evenings getting drunk with your friends.’

			‘Dorus isn’t a friend,’ I slurred. ‘He runs a bookshop, dear. I can’t hope to make a success out of Caratacus’s story without the likes of him.’

			‘And what about your family? Aren’t we important?’

			‘Of course you are.’

			‘Then why are we still living in this hovel? You promised me we’d be out of here by now.’

			That was true. I remembered the look of horror on Aelia’s face when she had first set eyes on the place. I’d told her it was a purely short-­term arrangement while I established myself. Two years later, we were still living in the same dreary lodgings. 

			‘It won’t be for much longer,’ I said. ‘Once Caratacus dies, I’ll be free to publish his story. We’ll want for nothing then, I swear it.’ 

			‘And how long must we wait for that, dearest husband? For all we know, he’ll live another ten years.’

			‘I very much doubt that.’

			‘Forgive me. I had no idea you were an oracle as well as the next Herodotus,’ she said scathingly. 

			I was tempted to mention Caratacus’s declining health – he had clutched his chest in agony at our most recent interview, and I suspected it was serious, despite his later attempts to make light of his condition – but I thought better of it. Aelia’s sympathy for the project was already running short. 

			

			‘How do you propose to provide for your family in the meantime?’ she continued. ‘Gamble our savings on the races? Or – gods forbid – teach?’

			‘It won’t come to that,’ I said calmly. ‘There’s still some money left from the last commissions. Enough to last us a few months. And we could always move out to the countryside. I’ve heard Fabrateria is on the up now—’

			‘For gods’ sakes, Caius!’ Aelia threw up her arms in despair. ‘Stop deluding yourself. Can’t you see? No one is going to want to read about some washed-­up antique of a barbarian.’

			Just then our infant son began wailing in his cot. Aelia closed her eyes for a moment and took a breath. 

			‘Please reconsider what you’re doing,’ she said. ‘If not for me, then for Lucius.’

			‘But that’s why I’m writing this book. I want us to have a better life.’

			‘Really, Caius?’ She folded her arms and crooked her head to one side. ‘Sometimes I wonder.’

			‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

			‘You’ve always said you’re tired of writing family histories and want to make your mark, and I’ve supported your ambitions. Always. But this – working for a Celt, a barbarian no less . . .’ Her voice drifted. ‘The sooner you give up this deluded notion, the better. For all of us.’

			‘Aelia—’ I began. But she had already turned away to attend to our son. 

			Later that night, I lay in bed unable to sleep while a sobering thought gnawed at my mind. What if Aelia was right? What if the long hours I had spent toiling in my study, the many interviews I had held with Caratacus, were all in vain? I had been convinced of the merits of his tale from the outset, but how could I be certain that others would want to read about a notorious enemy of Rome? 

			

			Worse, some of my prospective clients in the Senate might not look favourably on my new choice of literary subject. They would surely think twice before commissioning me to write the histories of their illustrious forebears. The best I could hope for then would be a job as a private tutor, teaching rhetoric for a pittance to some pimple-­faced merchant’s son. 

			At last, overcome with tiredness and the effects of the wine, I fell into a fitful and shallow sleep. 

			 

			I was woken by a loud crashing noise. For a fleeting moment I thought it might have been the Parthian fortune-­teller who lived in the garret stumbling up the stairs after an evening in the drinking establishments of the Suburra. Then, by the pale gleam of moonlight through the window, I caught sight of the apartment door swinging back on its hinges. Three dark figures swept inside, their boots thudding on the dusty floorboards. 

			Beside me, Aelia stirred with a cry of alarm; the commotion disturbed Lucius and he broke into a high-­pitched wail in his cot. I sat bolt upright as two of the figures approached me, while their companion blocked the doorway. All three of them were dressed in white tunics beneath their thick cloaks. As I saw the sheathed swords hanging from their belts, I felt my stomach drop. 

			I recognised the type at once. These men were palace soldiers, imperial muscle drawn from the ranks of the Praetorian Guard. Spend long enough in the city and you’ll see them on the streets, shoving aside anyone foolish enough to block the path of Nero’s litter, or thrashing civilians whenever the mood takes them. But that’s the Praetorians for you. Glorified bullies to a man. The most hated individuals in Rome, lawyers excepted.

			‘Caius Placonius Felicitus?’

			I blinked at the burly figure towering above me. In the grey gloom I could just about discern his features. He had a heavily scarred chin, and a nose with more breaks in it than a Homer recital. Clearly the fellow had been in many fights over the years. And eventually won most of them, I suspected.

			

			I nodded meekly.

			‘Get up. We’ve got orders to bring you in.’

			Aelia stared at me with a terrified expression. 

			‘Burrus wants a word,’ the man said. 

			At the mention of the name, I gave a fresh start. Sextus Afranius Burrus was one of the most powerful men in Rome – commander of the Praetorian Guard and one of Nero’s most trusted confidants, with a network of spies operating in every corner of the city. 

			‘Now?’

			‘No, at Saturnalia,’ the Praetorian replied tartly. ‘What do you fucking think? Get dressed. It’s late, and Burrus doesn’t like to be kept waiting.’

			Aelia frowned. ‘What could that man want with you, Caius?’

			‘That’s none of your business,’ the Praetorian replied flatly.

			‘It bloody well is my business. Who do you think you are, bursting in here unannounced and dragging my husband away like this?’ 

			She had overcome her initial shock, and addressed the man in an indignant tone. Now, send a hardened Roman centurion into battle against a horde of Germanic swordsmen, and he’ll fight with exceptional courage. Ask him to confront a well-­born Roman woman with a needle-­tipped tongue, and most of them fall to pieces. But these fellows didn’t.

			The Praetorian looked at me. ‘You should tell that wife of yours to watch her attitude.’

			Aelia glowered at him. The Praetorian tensed his thick fingers around the grip of his sheathed sword. I sensed that the situation was in danger of turning ugly. 

			‘It’s quite all right, my dear,’ I said, straining to keep the anxiety from my voice, even as my heart pounded furiously in my chest. ‘Really. Must be some sort of misunderstanding.’ 

			

			‘Caius—’

			‘Don’t worry.’ I turned to her and managed a weak smile. ‘It will be fine, I promise. I’ll be back soon.’

			‘Hurry up,’ the Praetorian growled impatiently. ‘We haven’t got all bloody night.’

			I climbed out of bed and dressed hurriedly while Aelia comforted our screaming son. I kissed her on the forehead, and then I was manhandled out of the apartment. One of the Praetorians shoved me roughly in the back, and as I stumbled into the darkness of the stairwell, I wondered if I would ever see my wife and son again.

			 

			The narrow, winding streets of the lower Esquiline were almost deserted at this hour. A pair of delivery carts rattled past, wheels clattering on the flagstones. Huddled figures sheltered in doorways, wrapped in threadbare blankets, while hungry stray dogs fought for scraps amid the heaps of rotten food. We passed a pair of nightwatchmen on patrol, gripping their vine sticks. They stopped and glanced in our direction, then promptly hurried on. 

			As we walked down the hill, I shivered and pulled my cloak tight about my shoulders. I felt sick, and my palms were clammy with fear. There are few things a Roman citizen fears more than a visit from the Praetorians in the dead hours. Those who cross Nero have an unfortunate habit of disappearing permanently. 

			At length we emerged from the Suburra and continued past the shuttered bookshops lining the Argiletum. Further on, the fishmongers, fruiters and souvenir hawkers were unloading their wares ahead of the day’s markets. We turned left on the Sacred Way, cut at an angle across the Forum and carried on until we reached a series of stone steps leading steeply up the Palatine Hill. Ahead of us, gleaming in the moonlight, Nero’s sprawling new palace complex stretched across the Oppian Hill towards the Maecenan Gardens in the east. 

			There is an unwritten rule in Rome that each new emperor must commemorate his accession to the purple by commissioning some garish (and ruinously expensive) addition to the imperial complex – all paid for by the taxpayer, of course. Nero was no different. The result was the sort of vulgar demonstration of imperial wealth that would give a Stoic the conniptions. 

			

			My Praetorian escort ushered me towards a small gate built into one side of the surrounding wall. The two soldiers on guard duty motioned for us to enter. We passed a courtyard filled with exotic potted plants, fishponds and ornamental fountains and walked through a porticoed entrance leading into a wide vestibule with an immense vaulted ceiling. Elaborate frescoes decorated the walls.

			As we crossed the chamber, my cheek muscle began twitching anxiously. Can you blame me, dear reader? I had visited the imperial palace several times before, but only as a minor guest at various state functions, the sort of fellow barely acknowledged by the wealthier diners. Now I was here in the company of armed guards, an altogether less pleasant experience. I wondered again if I would make it out of here alive.

			We marched through another hallway, climbed a stone staircase and filed down a long, dark corridor, my terror increasing with every step until we stopped in front of a solid door at the far end. The senior Praetorian rapped his knuckles twice on the sturdy timber and stepped back. There was a short pause before a strident voice called out, ‘Come!’

			The guard eased the door open and gestured for me to enter. I stepped into a richly decorated space with a massive oak desk at one end, in front of a latticed window. Several animal skin rugs partially covered the tiled floor; an iron brazier flickered in one corner, filling the air with the pleasing aroma of cedar wood. Shelves lined the walls, filled with scrolls illuminated by the light from a pair of bronze lamps. 

			Sitting behind the desk was a stern-­faced man who looked to be in his late fifties. He was poring over a papyrus scroll while he sipped from a silver wine goblet. A few wisps of cobwebbed hair covered his otherwise bald dome, and he wore a leather patch over his left eye. His heavyset physique and the numerous scars on his forearms hinted at a lifetime of hard fighting. 

			

			I recognised him at once. Of course I did. I had seen Burrus around the palace a few times, though our paths had never crossed. 

			‘Thank you, Veturius,’ he said without glancing up. ‘You may wait outside.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			The Praetorian withdrew from the room, gently closing the door behind him. I stood nervously in front of Burrus while he continued studying the document before him. At length he lifted his gaze. His face was creased, his brow heavily lined. He gave the impression of a man who bore the weight of the world on his shoulders. Which he probably did: every Roman knew that Burrus and Seneca, that dreary Stoic who had tutored the young Nero and now served as his adviser, were the true powers behind the throne. 

			‘You’re the historian,’ Burrus said. 

			I affected a slight bow. ‘Caius Placonius Felicitus. At your service.’

			‘Don’t know how you scribes do it. Writing and reading all day.’ He waved a hand at the scrolls cluttering his desk. ‘Intelligence reports are bad enough. A beggar in the Forum can’t sneeze these days without someone informing on them. It’s not the job I had in mind when I was appointed commander of the Guard. At least when I was in Britannia we were doing proper soldier’s work.’

			‘You were in Britannia?’

			He nodded. ‘The early days of the invasion. Half a lifetime ago. Where I got this,’ he added, pointing to his eyepatch. ‘Battle of Camulodunum. Hot work, I can tell you. Bloody close-­run thing.’

			‘That’s not what the histories say.’

			Burrus parted his lips into a cold smile. ‘The truth is whatever gets written and outlives those who write it, Felicitus. You’d do well to remember that. Please sit.’

			I sat on the stool while he considered me. ‘You seem familiar. Where have I seen you before?’

			

			I explained that I had given a reading of my most recent work at a dinner party he had attended at a senator’s house in the summer. 

			‘Ah yes. I remember now.’ He snapped his fingers. ‘That history of Senator Calvus’s ancestors in the Pyrrhic War. An entertaining performance. Colourful, if somewhat implausible.’

			‘What do you want?’ I asked. 

			I ought to have treated him with more deference, but I was tired, and irritable at being dragged out of my lodgings, and the large quantity of wine I’d consumed earlier had clouded my ability to think clearly and quickly. 

			Burrus leaned forward and regarded me steadily. ‘I’ll get straight to it. I understand you’re working on a book about Caratacus. An account of his life.’ He raised a hand, cutting me off before I could speak. ‘There’s no point denying it. My spies are never wrong.’

			I swallowed hard. 

			‘How long have the two of you been working together?’ he asked. 

			His tone was amiable, but there was a chilling gleam in his eyes as he spoke; it implied that our conversation might take an unpleasant turn if I refused to cooperate. I am no hero. I hesitated for only a moment before I replied. 

			‘I’ve interviewed him several times so far,’ I explained. ‘But we’ve barely scratched the surface of his life and I expect there will be many more sessions. Unless,’ I added, ‘he changes his mind, of course.’

			I scrutinised Burrus’s face, trying to determine if such a prospect might please him.

			‘Caratacus is reconsidering?’ 

			‘He’s committed to telling his story. But Mardicca – his wife – thinks the book might be more trouble than it’s worth.’

			‘I see. But as things stand, his intention is to continue?’

			‘As far as I know. Might I ask why this is of interest to you?’

			‘Anything that threatens the security and dignity of the emperor is my concern. The palace naturally takes a keen interest in what is written about certain events. Ones that would be better kept from the public.’

			

			‘What events?’

			Burrus said, ‘I’m assuming the book will cover the invasion of Britannia in some detail.’

			‘We haven’t discussed the campaign yet,’ I replied guardedly. ‘But I expect so, yes.’

			‘Then you will sympathise with our concerns.’

			‘Concerns?’ I frowned. 

			‘Yes.’ Burrus spread his hands in front of him. ‘I shan’t tire you with the details, but there are some aspects of the invasion that must remain excised from the public record, to protect the reputation of the imperial family.’

			‘But we’re talking about events that took place almost two decades ago. Many of the protagonists are dead or in their dotage. What could possibly worry Nero?’

			‘That’s none of your business. I will, however, need to have sight of the work before you publish. To make sure it fits the official narrative of the Britannia campaign.’ Burrus smiled. ‘There is always an official narrative. You of all people should know that, Felicitus.’

			‘I might, but I can’t say the same for Caratacus.’

			‘Then it would be well to remind him that he remains a prisoner of Rome. He lives at the mercy of the emperor.’

			I was not ready to give up. ‘What harm would it do to let him be heard? He’s a beaten man. My book will be of little consequence, a mere addendum to the official record. Besides, it would demonstrate that we Romans have a commitment to the sanctity of the truthful historical record and—’

			‘Spare me your specious bullshit. I’ve read some of your works. It seems you have no problem with buffing up the hagiographies of those dotards in the Senate when your purse is empty.’

			‘This is different,’ I argued. Burrus’s accusation had stung – partly, I knew, because it contained a kernel of truth. ‘This is the story of the king of the Britons, in his own words – a story never before told. Surely the emperor, our great patron of the arts, grasps the importance of respecting the truth?’

			

			Burrus laughed. ‘If you believe that, then my mate Horatius has got a Sublician bridge to sell you.’

			I knew then that my argument had foundered on the rocks of imperial might. ‘Caratacus won’t agree to your demands. He’d sooner abandon the project than submit to censorship of his story.’

			‘That would be unwise. For both of you. He must complete the project. We have a vested interest in publication. Your client could be useful to us.’

			‘I’m not sure I follow.’

			Burrus leaned back in his chair and steepled his fingers on the table. ‘You are aware, no doubt, of our recent troubles in Britannia.’

			A few months earlier, a fiery Iceni noblewoman by the name of Boudica had inspired a horde of native malcontents to revolt against Rome. The rebels had laid waste to vast swathes of the province, committing unspeakable atrocities and razing several colonies to the ground. Eventually they had been defeated by a scratch force under the command of General Suetonius. Eighty thousand Britons had died for the loss of a few hundred soldiers, according to the provincial governor’s report. Believe that if you will. The news had been greeted with relief in Rome; Nero himself had publicly announced that the province was secure for the ages.

			‘We might have put an end to the rebellion,’ Burrus continued, ‘but that has done little to silence the emperor’s critics at home. Each day I receive reports from our spies.’ He indicated the sprawl of papers cluttering his desk. ‘Some are questioning Nero’s judgement in committing vast resources to occupy a rain-­swept island populated by barbaric ingrates constantly on the brink of revolt. Some in the Senate have demanded that we pull out. I’ve dispatched one of Nero’s freedmen to Britannia to investigate the causes of the rebellion and make sure it doesn’t happen again.’

			‘What does any of this have to do with Caratacus?’

			

			Burrus said, ‘Your client’s book is an excellent opportunity to remind readers of the glory and heroic self-­sacrifice of the legions during the invasion. You can emphasise the wealth to be obtained from the island; Caratacus might even be persuaded to add a few lines on the superiority of Roman civilisation, comparing our magnificent city to the crude hutments of his tribes. You get the picture. We want his version of events to align with ours.’

			‘Even if it is not the truth?’

			That prompted a dry laugh from the Praetorian commander. ‘The mob doesn’t want the truth, Felicitus. Far too complicated and messy. The mob lives for simple slogans that reinforce the comfortable fictions they feed on. They want a tale of heroism and victory that makes them proud to be Roman. We’re giving them what they want. Let’s make Rome great again, eh?’ he added drily.

			I pointed out that a narrative along the lines proposed risked sounding inauthentic. 

			‘I dare say you’ll find a suitable way to phrase it,’ Burrus said. ‘You’re a writer. Making things up is what you’re good at.’

			‘I’m an historian. Not a dramatist.’

			‘Is there a difference?’ He chuckled. ‘Besides, the emperor is willing to allow some modest criticism in the spirit of authenticity. Nothing that cuts too close to the bone, but enough to give readers the impression that they’re getting an unbiased view of events. A few scathing remarks on disgraced tribunes, that sort of thing. In return, we are prepared to discuss a modest bonus for you.’

			‘What sort of bonus?’

			‘Ten thousand denarians.’

			I tried to hide my excitement. Burrus was offering a life-­changing sum of money. Enough for a down-­payment on an apartment in a more fashionable district of the city. 

			‘What about Caratacus?’ I asked. 

			‘What about him?’

			‘If he agrees to change his account, you may need to offer him some kind of inducement as well.’

			

			Burrus sighed. ‘I am sure we could arrange an increase to your client’s pension.’

			‘And if we refuse to be . . . induced?’

			He regarded me closely. ‘You seem like a fellow smart enough to know the answer to your question. So, you will bring me the manuscript to check for accuracy. Agreed?’

			There was an awkward silence before he continued. ‘I’ll ask this politely. Then I won’t.’

			I gave my agreement. What else was I going to do? Perhaps you think me a coward, reader. And you’d be right. But you try sitting in the presence of the emperor’s torturer-­in-­chief and defying him. 

			‘Excellent,’ Burrus said. ‘Now, this is how it’s going to work. You will report back here with the first batch of scrolls a month from now, at the sixth hour. After that, you will continue your interviews and submit further scrolls to this office every month thereafter. I will review the texts and make the necessary amendments. Once we have approved the scrolls, you are free to publish.

			‘It would be wise,’ he added, ‘for you and Caratacus to keep this arrangement a secret. Especially for someone in your position.’

			‘My position?’ I repeated. 

			‘You have a young family to provide for. It would be terribly unfortunate if Aelia and little Lucius suffered because you defied the wishes of the emperor. The same goes for Caratacus. He mustn’t breathe a word of this to his family or friends.’

			Burrus smiled again, but there was something in his expression that sent a shiver trembling down my spine.

			‘Do as I say, deliver the scrolls, write the book we want, and we won’t have a problem. But if you or Caratacus try to deceive me . . .’ The Praetorian commander spread his hands. ‘Am I making myself perfectly clear?’

			‘Yes,’ I said queasily. ‘Painfully so.’

			‘Good. Then you’re free to leave.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Two

			Two days later, in the early afternoon, I left my lodgings for my next interview with Caratacus. A sense of apprehension hung over me as I threaded my way through the crowd of pimps, beggars and carousing sailors drinking outside the wine shops lining the streets of the lower Aventine. The upper slopes might be home to the wealthy these days, the new men, merchants and shipowners who’ve made small fortunes from Rome’s endless thirst for exotic goods, but the area close to the docks remains a cesspit. The alleyways are piled high with the foulest rubbish, the crumbling tenement blocks look as if they’re about to collapse and the air is thick with the stench of urine from the piss pots frequently emptied by the residents on the upper floors. 

			As I approached the tavern, I had the terrible feeling that my ambitions of achieving literary immortality were in danger of being decidedly mortal. I had hoped to write the greatest historical work of my generation. A warts-­and-­all tale of a true hero in the tradition of Homer, nothing like the obsequious hagiographies I had spent my career producing for Romans with one eye on their future political careers. The censored version of Caratacus’s life might satisfy the demands of the imperial palace, and appeal to the mob, but it wasn’t the work I had envisaged publishing. 

			And what if Caratacus refused to consent to Burrus’s terms? I had deployed all my skills of persuasion to get the old king to tell his story in the first place. Asking him to now submit his work to his conquerors – the same people who had robbed him of his lands and wealth – would require the talents of Suadela herself. 

			

			Perhaps, I mused, it might be better to keep him in the dark. At least until the book was completed. In the meantime, I could try to think of some way to soften the blow. But I quickly dismissed such unworthy thoughts. Eventually I would have to reveal the unpleasant truth to him: to delay that conversation risked damaging, irreparably, the bond I had patiently forged with him. In which case he would certainly withdraw his cooperation.

			I had returned home from my interview with Burrus to find Aelia waiting up for me. We embraced, and I remembered why I loved this woman, even though we sometimes argued. She had a strong sense of duty and was utterly devoted to her family. One couldn’t have found a more loyal wife in all of Rome. 

			I had considered keeping the full details of the encounter from her: I didn’t want her worrying about the danger from the palace. But my wife is as sharp as the point of a footpad’s dagger, and I knew she would see through my lies. 

			‘What are you going to do?’ she asked after I had finished.

			‘I don’t know,’ I replied falteringly. ‘I can’t go against the wishes of the palace. But if I tell Caratacus, he’ll want to abandon the project.’

			‘You need to think of something, Caius. If you care one fig about your family, you’ll get Caratacus to agree to Burrus’s terms.’

			As I lay in bed that night, the outline of a plan began to take shape in my mind. One that might just placate Caratacus without deceiving him – and more importantly, preserve the integrity of his memoirs and my future prospects in Rome. I resolved to share my plan with Caratacus at our meeting the next day. 

			I made my way to the Drunken Boar that afternoon, walking casually through the crowded streets without exercising any caution. Burrus, I assumed, had spies watching my every move, and I didn’t want to give the impression that I had anything to hide by behaving furtively. 

			

			Another matter had been troubling me since my unexpected summons to the palace. Something had happened in Britannia, clearly. Something that Burrus was determined to conceal. But what? Eighteen years had passed since the invasion of the island; many of the central protagonists were dead. Whatever it was, it had to be extremely damaging to the emperor or his inner circle. Why else would the imperial palace be prepared to go to such lengths to prevent it from being published? 

			My early interviews with Caratacus had been conducted at his run-­down home on the upper slopes of the Aventine Hill. But a few weeks ago, with the first hint of imperial interest in our project, he had suggested that we hold our future meetings in a room above a tavern owned by a friend, a fellow by the name of Lugnus. The place was filthy, the wine was watered down, and the noise from the drunks in the street sometimes disrupted our conversations. But it was discreet. Which made it perfect for our purposes. 

			Of course, Burrus had no doubt been aware of our meetings from the very beginning. Our caution had been a waste of time, I realised.

			Still, the tavern gave me an opportunity to talk alone with Caratacus, away from his interfering wife, so I saw no reason to change the venue for our future meetings. 

			Several rough-­looking fellows sat around the establishment’s trestle tables, slaking their thirst with jars of wine. With their suntanned faces and sinewy arms, they had the look of dock workers. One of them called out to the plump serving girl and indicated his cup, making the universal gesture for more wine. The fellow next to him shouted a request for a more intimate service, prompting a roar of laughter from his friends. 

			I brushed past these uncouth patrons and beat a path to the counter at the rear. Lugnus, a long-­haired Gaul with the physique of a retired boxer, was rinsing a stack of plates in dirty water. He greeted with me a curt nod.

			

			‘You’re late,’ he said in thickly accented Latin. 

			‘Where is he?’ I asked. 

			‘Upstairs.’ He wiped his scarred hands on a filthy rag. ‘The usual room. Kitchen is closed, but I can have Morvenna rustle something up if you’re hungry.’ He cocked his head in the direction of the serving girl. 

			I hope I managed to hide my disgust at the thought of sampling the greasy fare on offer at the tavern as I said politely, ‘Thanks, but no. Maybe later.’

			‘Please yourself.’

			I rounded the counter, stepped through the opening into the kitchen and made my way past the empty amphoras leaning against the wall. A heavily tattooed Celt sat on a stool at the end of the kitchen, guarding the narrow staircase leading to the upper floors. He waved me past, and I climbed the stairs, the timbers groaning underfoot. Reaching the first floor, I walked down a gloomy corridor, passing several doors. Through one open doorway I glimpsed several figures playing a dice game.

			I halted at the door at the far end, knocked once and stepped inside a dreary room measuring no more than eight feet by eight. A scuffed table occupied a space next to a window covered with a tattered curtain. There was a cloth sack mattress on the floor, an empty slop bucket and a pair of rickety stools. A nail on the wall above the bed served as a makeshift wardrobe. A previous occupant had scrawled graffiti by the door, accusing a tart of stealing his purse. 

			Caratacus peered out of the window at the street below. His lean, broad-­shouldered physique suggested someone far younger than a man in his middle fifties. Only the fading tattoos running below the sleeves of his belted tunic, and his greying hair, tied in a shabby ponytail, hinted at a man in the twilight of his life. 

			‘Do you ever tire of it, Felicitus? Rome, I mean.’

			‘Can’t say I’ve given it much thought. I was born here. My work is here, and so are my friends and family. I can’t imagine living anywhere else.’

			

			He sniffed. ‘When the Roman travellers first came to our island, they told us this was the greatest city in the known world. They spoke of bathhouses and golden palaces and spectacular chariot races. But they never said anything about the slums. Or the poverty and hunger of most of its people.’

			I felt a prick of umbrage. ‘There’s poverty and hunger everywhere. Even in Britannia.’ 

			He stepped away from the window and gestured to the table. ‘Shall we begin? We have much ground to cover today.’

			I took a deep breath. ‘There is something we must discuss first.’ I told him about my meeting with Burrus at the palace. 

			‘Did you agree to his demands?’ he asked when I had finished. 

			‘I had no choice,’ I replied quietly. ‘He threatened my family.’

			He nodded. ‘It seems that Nero intends to heap one further humiliation upon me. If I agree, he will use my book to peddle his agenda. I will be no better than that traitorous puppet Cogidubnus.’

			‘But if we refuse, we will both be punished,’ I said slowly. 

			‘It does not matter,’ he snapped. His features contorted into a scowl. ‘Rome has taken everything from me. They have reduced me to the status of a beggar, wheeled out occasionally at banquets as an object of derision and pity.’ He sighed. ‘All I have left is my reputation among my people. I will not let them take that from me as well, Felicitus.’

			‘You don’t know who you’re dealing with. Burrus isn’t someone you want to cross. He means to do us both harm if we defy him.’

			Caratacus snorted contemptuously. ‘I have little to lose these days. Why should I fear Burrus?’

			‘But your family is at the emperor’s mercy,’ I reminded him. ‘Think of them. Think of the danger they are in.’

			‘Perhaps we should terminate our agreement. Burn your notes and forget the project. It is better than publishing lies.’

			‘You can’t. Burrus won’t allow it.’

			‘Then what are we to do?’

			

			I said, ‘There might be a solution. But it’s dangerous. If we’re caught, we’re done for.’

			Caratacus looked at me expectantly. ‘Well?’

			I drew in a breath and prepared to share my plan with him. One that carried appalling risk, but might be our best and only hope of preserving the integrity of his memoirs. If indeed I could persuade him to go along with it. 

			I said, ‘What if we were to produce two copies of the manuscript? The first would be written for Burrus, giving him the tale he wants, with any changes he insists on. The officially sanctioned version of events. The other set of scrolls we shall keep secret. It will be the story of the invasion as it really happened. The defining narrative of the war, unflinchingly honest, free from political interference.’

			‘I see.’ Caratacus scrunched his brow. ‘And what do you propose we do with this second copy?’

			‘We’ll hide it somewhere safe. Somewhere Burrus and his henchmen wouldn’t think to look. We’ll keep it there until the political climate is more favourable.’

			‘But that may mean burying the true version of my story for years to come. With no guarantee it will ever be made public.’

			‘Possibly,’ I conceded. ‘But at least it will stand a chance of one day adorning the bookshelves of the Argiletum. Who knows? A few years from now, things might be very different. A new man might be wearing the purple. Britannia might finally be tamed.’ 

			‘What makes you think my people will accept their subjugation, Roman? Maybe next time victory will be ours.’

			‘Nero can’t afford to lose the province,’ I said. ‘He’ll do everything in his power to stop that from happening.’

			Caratacus stroked his chin thoughtfully. ‘We’d need a secure hiding place for the scrolls – the secret version.’

			‘What about your friend Lugnus?’

			‘I’ll ask him,’ he replied. 

			‘Good. This is our only hope of ever telling your story as it really happened. You said Rome has taken everything from you? Well, here is your opportunity to take something back from your enemies. This will be your final victory.’

			

			I had him then. His eyes narrowed. 

			‘There is one thing I do not understand, Roman.’

			‘Yes?’

			‘Besides the money, why are you prepared to commit to this plan? If Burrus discovers there is a second, secret book, your life may be forfeit.’

			I hesitated a moment before I replied. I am not a brave man, but even cowards have to stand up and be counted someday. 

			I said, ‘I am growing tired of only telling the stories the rich and powerful are prepared to tolerate.’

			He suddenly laughed and clapped me on the shoulder. ‘So you have a spine after all, Roman! Let me speak with Lugnus after today’s session. He’ll take care of the arrangements. This will mean more work and expense for you, naturally. Writing out two copies of the book, plus the materials you will need.’

			‘That is a small price to pay for telling the truth.’

			With the bonus Burrus had promised me, I would be earning more from this project than any of my previous commissions. I had decided not to tell Caratacus about the extra money: I didn’t want him thinking I was in Burrus’s pay. 

			‘Very well,’ he said. ‘I agree to your plan. Now, we have wasted enough time. Let us begin.’

			I took out my stylus, rested my wax tablet on my knee and read through my notes while Caratacus poured himself a cup of ale. 

			So much had happened in his life already. His upbringing at Camulodunum with his brothers Adminius and Togodumnus; the quarrel with Adminius that had ultimately resulted in Caratacus being sent away by his father, King Cunobelinus, to study with the Druids at their sanctuary; his return home years later as a young man. The beginnings of the war between his tribe and the Atrebatans under their ruthless king, Verica. 

			I said, ‘We finished our last interview with your father’s defeat of the Atrebates at the Battle of Lhandain and your promotion to warlord. Quite the honour.’

			

			Caratacus spoke proudly. ‘You cannot imagine. There is no greater rank that can be bestowed upon a warrior. As warlord, I had overall command of our forces, drawn from the many clans and kin groups of our kingdom. In terms of authority, I was second only to the king himself.’

			‘How did your brothers react to your appointment?’

			‘Togodumnus took it with good grace. He had fought alongside me during our winter raids on the Regni, remember. He knew I was the right choice.’ 

			‘And Adminius?’

			‘You can guess his reaction. As my father’s firstborn, he felt that he had been publicly slighted by the decision. But he dared not object, He knew how to behave like a dutiful son.’

			‘What happened after the battle?’

			‘There was a feast to celebrate our triumph,’ he said. ‘All the nobles from our tribe and our allies in the Dobunni joined in the revelries. The bards sang of our heroic deeds, and plunder was divided amongst the warriors. 

			‘We had driven Verica and the shattered remnants of his forces south across the Tamesis. My father’s reign seemed secure. But the war with Verica was not over. Little did we know then that our victory at Lhandain was just the start of a conflict that would divide my family, devastate our tribes and draw us into a life-­and-­death struggle for the fate of our island.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter Three

			‘They say that commanding a legion is the hardest job in the Roman Empire,’ Caratacus began. ‘Or so I have been told. Whoever first ventured this opinion has obviously never led a war party of my people. The Roman legate may face problems of logistics, terrain, desertion, recruitment, pay and the incessant political demands of his office, but he is fortunate in one regard: he leads a tightly bonded group of soldiers with a shared belief in discipline and their innate superiority over all other peoples. 

			‘The Britannic warlord enjoys no such luxury. He is in charge of a group of squabbling clans and kinsmen; he has to deal with the blood feuds fought by generation after generation of neighbouring families; he must persuade men who look down on their fellow Britons to fight and die for one another. In your histories, you call us Celts, as if we were one people. In truth, the humble farmer in Verlamion does not see himself as part of a wider civilisation, though he believes in the same gods as most of his brethren in the remotest areas of our island. The Briton is ferociously individualistic: he will fight to the death to defend his ancestral rights to his small patch of land. But ask him to wet his spear for the sake of outsiders, and he will laugh. From this obdurate material the warlord must somehow organise a fighting force capable of vanquishing his foe in combat.

			‘On that blood-­soaked afternoon in Lhandain, the future seemed to be ours to fashion as we willed. Our warriors had checked the immediate threat from the Atrebates; we had blocked the spectre of Roman influence extending throughout southern Britannia; our frontiers to the east, north and west were at peace. As warlord of the Catuvellaunians, I would finally have a free hand to build a fighting force strong enough to resist our enemies across the sea – for I knew that the day when Rome’s legions would return to our windswept island was not far off. 

			

			‘I didn’t foresee the difficulties I would face in the months and years ahead – the sacrifices I would have to make; the hostile forces that would obstruct my every move. The terrible deeds I would have to commit to realise my ambitions.

			‘I was a warlord: my business was to defeat our enemies on the battlefield; I paid scant attention to the political manoeuvrings at my father’s court. In my ignorance, I failed to realise that my most dangerous foes were not to be found abroad – but in my own tribe.’ 

			Britannia, ad 27

			‘Another evening in this fucking pit,’ Togodumnus said. 

			I glanced at my younger brother. We were sitting in a corner of a dismal tavern on the fringes of Lhandain, one of several establishments that had recently been opened by local traders keen to make a profit from the host of warriors camped outside the trading port. Around the room, illuminated by the central fire pit, tribesmen sat in groups, drinking and singing, while a crowd of spectators cheered on a pair of arm-­wrestlers. A burly Gaul, hired muscle employed by the owners, leaned against a timber post, his thick arms folded across his chest. 

			‘Unbelievable,’ I said. 

			‘What’s that, brother?’

			‘We’ve been sitting here since dusk, and you’re still moaning about this place.’

			Togodumnus shrugged. ‘I’m just sick of it, is all.’

			

			‘So I can see.’

			‘Sometimes I wonder why we bothered taking Lhandain,’ Togodumnus replied. ‘The beer’s overpriced, the locals are a bunch of ungrateful turds who’ll steal the tunic off your back, and as for the women – don’t get me started. Even the Iceni are more welcoming than this mob.’

			‘You should try living with the Druids for nine years.’

			‘Was it really that bad?’

			‘Worse.’ I had rarely discussed with my family my time spent studying at the feet of the Druid masters, as former students were forbidden to share the secrets of the faith with the uninitiated. 

			‘This,’ I added, sweeping a hand across the room, ‘this is paradise compared to life at their sanctuary.’

			‘I’ll take your word for it.’ Togodumnus took a long swig of beer, set his cup down and belched loudly. ‘Don’t know how you put up with life under them for so long. All those days reciting Druid lore and rituals.’ He shivered at the thought. ‘Rather peel off my own eyelids.’

			‘That wasn’t even the worst of it,’ I said. 

			‘All right, so Lhandain isn’t completely shit,’ he conceded. ‘But I’d rather be slashing open the guts of an Atrebatan warrior than sitting on my arse getting pissed. This isn’t what I had in mind when we declared war on Verica. We should be on the other side of the river, finishing the bastard off.’

			Three months had passed since our triumph over Verica and his allies. In the wake of the victory, Cunobelinus had ordered our warbands to halt at Lhandain while we awaited the arrival of further reinforcements ahead of a general advance south. Until then, we were to limit ourselves to patrolling the marshes to the south and fending off the occasional band of cattle raiders. 

			The decision had provoked a fierce debate at my father’s wise council. Some of his advisers had pressed for an immediate advance against Verica, arguing that we should strike before he had a chance to rebuild his badly mauled forces. Others had claimed that any further moves against the Atrebates risked committing our tribe to a long and costly campaign on enemy territory, against a king who had already proved himself a formidable adversary. 

			

			My father had listened patiently to both sides of the argument, then announced that we would not begin our invasion until the war parties had been brought back up to fighting strength. In the privacy of the king’s quarters, I had protested fiercely, but he refused to change his mind. 

			It was the first serious disagreement between us. 

			‘We won’t be here for much longer,’ I reminded Togodumnus. ‘The last batch of reinforcements should arrive in a few days. We’ll be on the march soon enough.’

			‘I should fucking hope so.’ He snorted with contempt. ‘Lhandain. The place is nothing but a rotten backwater. It’ll never amount to much. Give me the comforts of Camulodunum any day. 

			‘The lads are nearing the end of their tether,’ he added. ‘Nothing for them to do except drink and gamble. And fight.’

			‘I know,’ I replied. I couldn’t keep the irritation out of my voice. ‘I’m well aware of their mood.’

			With no immediate prospect of resuming the campaign, the days had grown monotonous, with little to break the dull routine of training and patrol, except for the men dispatched in recruiting parties to the remotest villages of our kingdom. Over the following weeks, a steady trickle of warriors arrived at the trading port: Catuvellaunians and Trinovantians mostly, with a smattering of Cantiacians. 

			The condition of some of the new arrivals had alarmed me. Many were either too old or too young. Some were gaunt and a handful were overweight. Most of the weapons and shields, which the men were expected to provide themselves, needed repair. 

			I had set to work at once improving their fitness, mindful of the adage that boredom is the great enemy of the warrior. Each morning from cockerel-­crow until noon, the training ground was alive with activity as the men swung blades at wooden posts and hurled spears at wicker targets. In the afternoons I led them on long marches in the country around Lhandain. The worst of the new arrivals complained bitterly about their treatment. But my methods slowly bore fruit. Muscles became more defined; stomachs flattened; warriors who could barely manage a light jog were soon able to march for fifteen of your Roman miles, sustained on nothing more than a few sips of water and some barley biscuit. 

			

			The weeks passed. In the spring, the fields became thick with cattle turned out to pasture; at dawn, the trees filled with birdsong. Sodden mires hardened under the warming sun, flowers plumed on the boughs of apple trees. Beyond the settlement labourers ploughed their fields, while youths played ball-­and-­stick games in the fields. 

			In the late spring, we celebrated the festival we call the Showing of the Shoots. Giant wicker men, each one the height of five spears, with criminals and cattle trapped inside, were set alight to mark the passing of the dark months and the beginning of the time of light. The men drank themselves into merry stupors; musicians plucked on lyres; inebriated warriors fought one another and laid bets on the boxing matches that took place in the meadows outside Lhandain. 

			But the men soon became impatient. Over jugs of beer they griped about the wasted months and yearned for a chance to wash their weapons in the blood of their enemies. The discontent spread to the locals, who resented the strain we had placed on their food supply. Some of the warriors took to preying on the outlying farms, stealing fattened livestock and further souring relations. My father ordered the culprits to be flogged. 

			Even the weather had added to our difficulties. That spring was unusually dry, and there was a lack of grass to feed the horses, which further delayed our plans to move against Verica. Soon a general air of unrest had seized hold of the men. Unless we resumed our campaign soon, the mood was in danger of turning poisonous.

			

			‘How are you finding life in Adminius’s warband?’ I asked Togodumnus, changing the subject. 

			The king had promoted Adminius to take charge of the royal war party, following the death of the old commander from wounds he’d sustained at Lhandain. There had been grumblings at the court when he had announced the news: Adminius, it was said, had embarrassed himself at the battle, attempting to flee when it appeared we were on the cusp of defeat. I considered this unfair. He had not been the first man to take flight that day, nor was he the last. 

			‘They’re a mixed bag,’ Togodumnus replied. ‘Some of the lads are fine warriors. Others show promise. They’ll not let us down in battle.’

			‘And the rest?’

			‘The usual dregs of the nobility. Lazy bastards and halfwits. Younger sons who think they know how to fight because they’ve spent a few years hunting game on the family estates. More interested in getting drunk than learning the art of war.’

			‘There will always be a few like that,’ I said.

			‘I’m not talking about one or two bad apples. Half of them aren’t up to scratch. They’re a liability.’

			I must pause my narrative to explain our method of recruitment, for it has little in common with the strict organisational structure of your legions, with their neatly defined units of century and cohort. 

			Each tribe had a varying number of warbands comprising men from the warrior caste. Only those of noble blood were permitted to serve under the king’s banner. Lowborn men could fight as spearmen, slingers and archers, since our tribes considered missile weapons to require less skill than the longsword. Slaves were not armed, for obvious reasons. Druids were also exempt from the burden of military service, if they chose. Older men were regarded as fit only for sentry duty or guarding the baggage train. 

			Our men were not warriors by profession, but farmers and landowners. When the harvest began, most able-­bodied Britons traded their weapons for sickles; young nobles returned to manage their estates or travelled abroad to fight as mercenaries for foreign chiefs; the king retained a small number of warriors in his royal household, at his own considerable expense. But the rest fought only when their farming duties permitted. A king might compel his subjects to fight during the crop-­gathering season, but to do so incurred widespread resentment. 

			

			This is how things stood in the days of the war between Cunobelinus and Verica. The flaws will be instantly apparent to any Roman soldier. Men who are obliged to fight without pay and who must provide their own equipment are no match for the disciplined ranks of the professional army. There is little time to drill them in formations, still less for camaraderie to flourish. Nor can such a force stay in the field for a prolonged campaign. The warlord is obliged to seek battle at the first opportunity, even when circumstances are not in his favour. 

			These were serious problems, and I knew them myself, even then. But breaking with tradition is far from easy. I was, in truth, fighting two wars: one against King Verica, the other against the ingrained ways of our tribes. 

			‘Doesn’t help that the lads are at each other’s throats half the bloody time,’ Togodumnus continued. ‘It’s hard enough without them beating the shit out of each other.’

			‘I know.’

			There had long been bad blood between our tribe and the Trinovantians. Almost twenty years had passed since my grandfather had defeated their king, Dubnovellaunus, seizing his capital at Camulodunum. Although the Trinovantian nobles had been quick to pledge their allegiance to my father, many of their kinsmen still despised us, and made little attempt to hide their feelings. 

			The problem had been exacerbated by the months spent camped at Lhandain. Men from rival clans, their bellies filled with the cheap wine sold at the taverns, took to brawling with one another in the streets. The situation had become so serious that Cunobelinus had detailed sections of his royal bodyguard to patrol the settlement at night. 

			

			I said, ‘We’re supposed to be on the same side. We won’t stand a chance against Verica if we’re too busy squabbling like children.’

			Togodumnus gave a shrug. ‘The tribes have always loathed one another. The men are loyal to their clan or tribe first and foremost. Bound to be trouble when they’re camped next to each other. Anyway, things will change once they get stuck into the enemy. They’ll soon forget their mutual loathing when there’s the prospect of rich plunder and killing.’

			‘Maybe you’re right,’ I muttered. 

			He glanced round, then said in a low voice, ‘Let’s just hope we expose the traitor before the start of the campaign. That’s what we should be worried about. Not a few bickering warriors.’

			Earlier that spring we had received information about the presence of a spy close to my father’s war council, passing information to the Atrebatans. This on the eve of the Battle of Lhandain. The traitor had warned Verica of our intention to offer battle, giving him time to lay an ambush that had very nearly resulted in the destruction of our forces. Disaster had been averted on that occasion; but unless we could uncover the identity of the traitor, and soon, they would be free to hinder any attempts to defeat Verica in the future. Cunobelinus had entrusted me with this vital task. 

			‘Are you any closer to finding out who it is?’ Togodumnus asked. 

			‘I have some suspicions,’ I said evasively. ‘But I’ll only share them with our father when I’m certain. Until then, remember, not a word of this to anyone.’ 

			‘Whoever it is, I’m looking forward to see them writhing on a stake when the time comes.’

			Across the room, one of the arm-­wrestlers slammed his opponent’s hand down on the table, drawing a roar from the inebriated spectators. Someone yelled at the serving girl, demanding more ale. 

			

			‘At least we’ll have a chance to do some proper fighting this time,’ Togodumnus said. ‘We won’t just be burning down granaries and putting villagers to flight. No honour in that.’

			I gave him a stern look. My brother had never quite forgiven me for the campaign we had waged against the Regni the previous year. Throughout the harsh winter our small band of raiders, disguised as Silurian brigands, had devastated the lands of Verica’s allies, depriving the enemy of his much-­needed supplies of grain and iron ore. Togodumnus had made no secret of his dislike for such unconventional tactics. But then again, he always held fast to the traditional values of our people. 

			He was an outstanding warrior, a man of unrivalled courage and determination. In swordsmanship and horse-­riding, he was my equal, in single combat my better. But he had never studied under the Druids – he had never been taught how to think for himself. For him, the fighting tactics of our tribe were a source of pride, not frustration.

			I said, ‘If it’s fighting you want, we shall see plenty of it before the year is out. But there will be tougher tests ahead of us. Especially if – when – Rome returns to our shores.’

			Togodumnus regarded me intently. ‘You really think those red-­crested shits will try to conquer us again?’

			‘Bladocus reckons the Romans have an insatiable greed for land and slaves. He says they will try to seize our land one day, as sure as the rising of the sun.’

			‘Bladocus is a Druid,’ Togodumnus said contemptuously, ‘and spends too much time grubbing around trying to understand the will of the gods. Same goes for all of those goat-­slaughterers.’

			I said nothing. I wasn’t in the mood to argue. Back then, hardly any of my comrades shared my conviction about the threat from Rome. Most believed in the impregnability of our island; they comforted themselves with reassuring myths about the superiority of our warriors and laughed at the suggestion that the sky might one day fall in on our world. And who could blame them? Seventy years had passed since Julius Caesar had tried and failed to subdue our island. That had made my people complacent.

			

			‘Right.’ Togodumnus necked his drink, then wiped his beard with the back of his hand. ‘That’s enough depressing chat for one evening. How about we get blind drunk instead?’

			‘What, here?’

			He pulled a face. ‘Fuck, no. There’s a new place down by the river. Opened a few days ago. Owner is a retired merchant from Lugdunum. Serves the best beer in Lhandain, so they say.’ 

			I frowned. ‘Then why did you insist on coming here first?’

			‘This place was cheaper,’ Togodumnus replied matter-­of-­factly. ‘Want to see what he has to offer?’

			The day had been overlong. I had spent the morning listening to briefings from my commanders, reports from the scouts; in the afternoon, I had sat through a dreary meeting with my father’s wise council. At that moment, I craved nothing except the solitude of my quarters. But another drink might help to numb the boredom of life at Lhandain. 

			‘Come on,’ I said, rising to my feet. ‘Anything’s got to be better than the rats’ piss they serve here.’

			The gods curse us with hindsight. I did not know it then, but the first sparks of trouble among our tribes were about to be lit.
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