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69 ad, Spring, Batavi Territory, Provence of Germania Inferior
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69 ad, Late Autumn, Londinium, | Province of Britannia
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69 ad, Late Autumn, Castra Vetera, Germania Inferior

70 ad, Spring, Gelduba, Territory of the Tungri, Germania Inferior

70 ad, Winter, Near Castra Vetera, Germania Inferior

70 ad, Spring, Colonia Agrippina, Ubii Territory, Province of Germania Inferior

70 ad, Early Autumn, Batavorum, Batavi Territory, Germania Inferior

70 ad, Autumn, Lugdunum, Province of Gaul

70 ad, Winter, Lugdunum, Province of Gaul

70 ad, Autumn, City of Tresk, Caledonia, Free Britain

70 ad, Autumn, Lugdunum, Province of Gaul

71 ad, Early Spring, Traprain, Votadini Territory, Free Britain

71 ad, Early Spring, Lugdunum, Province of Gaul

71 ad, Early Spring, Near Traprain, Votadini Territory, Free Britain

71 ad, Spring, Lugdunum, Province of Gaul

71 ad, Spring, Lugdunum, Province of Gaul

71 ad, Spring, Lugdunum, Province of Gaul

72 ad, Winter, Lugdunum, Province of Gaul

72 ad, Summer, Lugdunum, Province of Gaul

72 ad, One Week Later, Lugdunum, Province of Gaul

73 ad, Autumn, Helinio, Cananefates Territory, Germania Magna

73 ad, Autumn, City of Rome, Rome.

73 ad, Autumn, Helinio, Germania Magna

73 ad, Three days later, North Sea, Near the Coast of Britain

73 ad, Winter, Somewhere in Taexali Territory, Free Britain

74 ad, Spring, Caledonia, Free Britain

74 ad, Summer, Caledonia, Free Britain

83 ad, Mons Graupius, Caledonia, Free Britain

For my Saturday morning shield sisters. There is a warrior queen in each of you.
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tri an uat gyghor ynys prydein.

rodi y ulkessar a gỽyr ruuein ỽe y karneu blaen y eu meirch ar y tir ym pỽyth meinlas.

a r eil gadel hors a heyngyst a ronnỽen y r ynys honn.

a r trydyd rannu o arthur y wyr deirgỽeith a medraỽt yg kamlan.

— Trioedd Ynys Prydei, Llyfr Coch Hergest, c. 1382 ad.

Three Unfortunate Counsels of the Island of Britain:

To give place for their horse's fore-feet on the land to the men of Rome, in requital for Meinlas;

and the second: to allow Horse and Hengist and Rhonwen into this Island;

and the third: the three-fold dividing by Arthur of his men with Medrawd at Camlann.

— The Welsh Triads, Red Book of Hergest. c. 1382 ad.



Prologue

The people of Britain suffered beneath Roman oppression for over a hundred years. Small rebellions in Britain were crushed each in their turn, until a new hope for British freedom arose; the vengeful Queen Boudicca.

Born of a powerful druid, Boudicca had married the king of the Magni Ceni, a mighty tribe in the south east. Their seat was Venta Icenorum and had been for generations beyond count. For all their pride, however, young king Prasutagus had bent the knee to Emperor Claudius when Caratacus lost the battle at the River Tems and so the Magni Ceni languished beneath the oppression of Rome. Hatred for their subjugation simmered beneath the skin of every member of that proud tribe.

Sensing their malcontent, Rome’s heavy hand grew yet heavier. Icenian men were forbidden to carry weapons, and more than once Rome marched on Venta Icenorum to steal cattle to feed their armies, and children to die for them.

In the year 60 ad, King Prasutagus died, leaving his kingdom to his two daughters by Boudicca. In a bid to soothe Roman greed, he named Emperor Nero as co-regent.

But it was not enough. Rome marched on Venta Icenorum and demanded that Boudicca relinquish the throne that rightly belonged to her daughters, claiming the kingdom was theirs. They claimed they did not recognize female rulers. Knowing them for liars—after all, they were keen supporters of Queen Cartimandua of the Brigantes—knowing what terror awaited her people should she leave them to absolute Roman rule, and knowing her daughters’ rule to be sacrosanct, Boudicca refused.

There was great tragedy that day.

Boudicca was seized, her two daughters torn from her side. She was taken outside, stripped naked and flogged before all her people who loved her. Her two daughters were brutally raped and left barely conscious in the palace, which was then set ablaze. They were but girls of seven and ten.

The Romans laughed as they marched away from Venta Icenorum, taking with them all the wealth of cattle and burning the crop fields on their way. Only when Rome had turned their back did the people of the Magni Ceni dare move, swooping in to collect their queen, who had been beaten into unconsciousness, and rescuing their princesses from the burning building.

Shock at Rome’s cruelty echoed across the south east. Tribesmen gathered in secret to ponder their fate should Rome choose to take their lands next, and hate like ice grew in the breast of every Briton.

The queen of the Magni Ceni survived her flogging, and her two daughters survived their rape. They stood tall, their pride unbroken before the greed of Rome. Boudicca’s name was whispered in awe throughout the isle, until it grew into a rallying cry.

Brave Boudicca would not lie quietly down. She was not a meek Roman woman. She was a daughter of Britain, and she loved the island and its people with fierce gravity. Moved by her tragedy and the love she had for her daughters, the island and the British people, the Trinovantes, the Catuvellauni and the Coreltauvi joined her. Some one hundred thousand Britons took up arms against Roman oppression. In the sacking of Venta Icenorum, Rome had created its own greatest foe.

In the summer of 61 ad, they marched. The governor of the Province of Britannia, Gaius Suetonius Paulinus, had led his legions in a campaign to destroy the heart of the British people. They laid siege to the Isle of Môna, centre of druidic learning and a sanctuary to the British way of life. Their destruction of the druidic heart was totally and utterly complete. This act of violence against the British people brought yet more warriors to Boudicca’s side. She, the mother of Britain, represented their brightest hope of driving out Rome.

She very nearly succeeded.

While Gaius Suetonius Paulinus was campaigning in the west, Boudicca and her angry hordes marched first upon Camulodunum, which had once belonged to the Trinovantes. That proud city had been turned into a colonia, an insult the Trinovantes could bear no longer. It was sacked and razed to the ground, the gutters running red with the blood of Roman soldiers and their traitor wives and mistresses. Quintus Petillius Cerialus led the Legion IV Hispana against Boudicca, but that legion was at last struck down outside the burning walls of that city, their past atrocities remembered upon their flesh by British blades.

No longer would the sons and daughters of the isle sit meekly aside as Rome ravished her. Boldly did Boudicca march on, sacking and razing Londinium and Verulamium both before the druid-killer Gaius Suetonius Paulinus met her upon the battlefield.

Disaster befell the British that day, and their angry army was defeated. 

Boudicca rallied her troops, reminding them of her love for them, and of the hope of a future without Rome, a future where Britons would be ruled by Britons, in British fashion. She reminded them of all Rome had done to her and her children, and that she was the isle, and her daughters were the daughters of Britain.

For all her valiant speech, and for all the courage of her army, Rome’s greed was more powerful still. The British broke and fled, hoping to survive long enough to regroup and battle once more.

Alas, Boudicca was struck in that battle as she desperately tried to shield her two daughters from harm. She fled with one of her commanders and her two daughters in a chariot, reaching the charred remains of her palace, where her people awaited news of victory.

Boudicca had no such news to give. She wept as she explained the loss to her people, pleading with them to remain proud, to remain brave, and to remain defiant. Rome would be broken. Britain would be free.

Gravely wounded and knowing Rome would chase her down, Boudicca arranged for her daughters to flee north and find refuge amongst the tribes there. They knew freedom and with Venutius, Cartimandua’s ex-husband, they were fighting for it still. The girls fled in a chariot piloted by Boudicca’s most trusted commander, disappearing from view a day before the Roman army descended.

As the Romans crested the hill outside the destroyed gates, Boudicca stood upon the steps of her ruined home in a ruined city, wearing a dress of white to signify her mourning, her red hair loose and blowing in the breeze. She smiled at Gaius Suetonius Paulinus and bid him welcome to the Britain that Rome had wrought; a hell of ash and death.

Standing with her were a select few warriors who refused to leave her side, such was their love for her. In that ruined city, many of the Britons remained, showing great courage in facing the wrath of Rome against their beloved queen.

When Gaius, governor of the Province of Britannia, dismounted to place the queen in shackles, she laughed at him and from her robes produced a phial of poison. “I am a daughter of this island,” she declared, her eyes fierce. “Rome will never know the love she has for me, nor the love I have for her, and for this I pity you. And I curse you. Rome will never have this island. For as long as her sons and daughters stand with her against you, you will never claim her. Britain will be free. I am this island, Roman. You may beat me, but you shall never break me. But you, you shall be broken. With my life’s blood do I see it so.”

She drank down the phial and there, upon the steps of her ruined palace in her ruined city, did Boudicca rid herself of life.

Enraged by the insult, Gaius laid waste to what was left of Venta Icenorum. All those who had insisted on staying by their queen’s side were slaughtered, down to the last infant. Any riches left were stolen away. Leaving Boudicca where she died, the Romans sacked the rest of the territory, leaving it desolate. When they left, their rage and greed sated, those who had hidden themselves went to Venta Icenorum to pay homage to their queen. Boudicca was buried in the sacred woods beyond the city, her body becoming one with the land she had so loved.

Across the strait in Gaul, farmers raised their heads to the sound of the keening cry of the Magni Ceni. Robbed of their lands, their children and their queen, the Magni Ceni were no more.

In the north, Boudicca’s daughters lived on.
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61 ad, Autumn, Caledonii Territory, 

Free Britain
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Lord Rhys, the elder of the two heirs to the throne of the Caledonian Federation, raised his weary head. He had been at training all morning, and was exhausted. But the wind had whispered in his ear, urging him to look up.

There, on the crest of the hill, silhouetted against the setting sun, stood two young girls. They were thin and filthy, but the sun caught the sheen of golden torques around their necks, the glistening of golden rings in their hair.

Caught for a brief moment, the young Lord Rhys merely stared until one of the girls collapsed. With a shout, he rose to his feet and ran, fast as his long legs could carry him. His shout of surprise alerted the other men in the training fields, and they too began to run.

The first to crest the hill, Rhys stood before the girls, breathing hard. The girl on the ground, hair straight and the colour of flame, did not seem to realize he was there. The standing girl, however, did, and her pale dun eyes met his defiantly, as if demanding he kneel.

“What creatures have blown in, then?” Rhys’s trainer, and father’s shield-bearer, demanded. “Who are you, and what do you mean by so boldly entering lands that are not yours?”

The girl with the savage eyes turned to Geraint, and Rhys noted the broad man flinch back slightly.

“Sanctuary,” the girl croaked through cracked lips. “I demand sanctuary.”

“Oh, demand, is it?” Geraint snapped. “On what authority?”

The girl held out a clenched fist, and unfurled it, revealing a golden ring with a red stone. Carved in that stone, visible only because the sun now shone through it, was a hare.

“Andrasta’s mark,” one of the men breathed. “There’s only one who would carry that mark.”

“She’s dead,” Geraint said.

“I am Mederei,” the girl declared, her voice gaining strength. “Daughter of Boudicca, Queen of the Magni Ceni. I demand sanctuary.”

The short speech took all her strength, and she swayed. Rhys dove forward, catching her as she fell, starvation and exhaustion robbing her of consciousness.

Geraint turned to one of the men. “Fetch the druid, Alwyn. Cadeyrn, send word to Lord Brennus.”

“What are we going to do?” Rhys asked, looking down at the gaunt girl in his arms.

“These are Boudicca’s daughters, my Lord,” Geraint murmured. “We will give them sanctuary.”
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62 ad, Spring, Fortified city of Lindon, Caledonian Territory
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The argument was heated. Rhys felt sorry for the girls standing in the centre of the circle of shouting elders. The younger of the two, Modron, merely stared vaguely out past the circle of men, her head tilted as if the empty horizon held something particularly interesting and mildly amusing.

Mederei, however, kept her eyes up. She looked at each of the men in turn, according to who shouted the loudest. Her expression remained impassive, but her eyes flashed dangerously. There was fire in that girl, and Rhys found it all the more saddening. What manner of queen would this girl have made, if only Rome had not interfered? Surely the Magni Ceni might own the whole island. Better them than Rome.

Though the elders now fought as to what to do with the girls, there had been no argument as to their identity. Their story had proven true. The body of the charioteer, who had died of his wounds shortly after crossing the border into Caledonian territory, had been discovered, though the wolves had gone to work on him. Not far from that lay the chariot, overturned with the dead horse still attached to the pole. The faithful beast had run until it died, carrying the most precious thing the island had to safety.

At least, Rhys felt they were the most precious thing they had. Rome attacked the Magni Ceni because they feared that great tribe. They feared their beloved queen, and the power she could wield, and they feared, Rhys had no doubt, her beautiful daughters, who could have driven Rome from the island if given half a chance.

The arguing irritated Rhys. Some elders claimed that they had done their duty as prescribed in the law of the island. They had fed and clothed the girls, nursed them back to health. Now that they were healthy, some of the elders argued, their natural contract had ended, and the girls should be sent away, lest Rome come crashing on the federation with the full force of its might.

At last irritated beyond reason, Rhys stood. The sudden movement silenced the elders, and all eyes turned to him.

Ignoring them, Rhys turned to his father.

“We must give them a place amongst us, father,” he said, bowing low.

“You were not asked to speak, Rhys,” his father answered, his voice kind and his eyes sparkling. There was pride in that gaze, for a bold man would make a good king.

“I know, and forgive me, but I could not remain silent for fear of condoning cowardice.”

“Cowardice, boy?” one of the elders demanded, incredulous.

“The Lord Rhys is speaking!” Geraint snapped, silencing the elder with a sharp voice and stern gaze.

“Yes, cowardice,” Rhys answered. “For only cowards would turn away their countrymen for fear of Rome—Rome, who is not of our island. Are we to let these foreigners dictate our actions? How can we call ourselves men, if we are so unwilling to give aid to the children of our neighbours? And if you are too cowardly even now, remember that these are Boudicca’s daughters. Have you no idea how they may lift the spirits of the people of this land? Can you not imagine the warriors we could call to our aid when they learn that their queen yet lives?”

Silence answered Rhys’s declaration. He looked around, suddenly unsure.

“It is strange,” a voice cracked with age said from beyond the circle of elders. The elders turned to find the druid leaning on his staff, grey eyes sparkling with life though age had folded his skin and bent his back. “That wisdom often comes not from men of might and experience, but from children. I have conferred with the spirits in this matter, Lords of the Federation. Do not send these girls away. There is much yet they can do for the island and her people.”

“That settles it,” Lord Brennus said, turning to address the elders. “They stay. Are there still any who dissent?”

No one spoke. Gainsaying a druid was not even for the foolhardy, and none wanted to lose face before the child Rhys, who would call them cowards.

“Good. Then this council is dismissed. Let each find their rest, and return here on the morrow for a feast. We have two new tribeswomen to celebrate.”
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68 ad, Autumn, Batavia, Province of Germania Inferior
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The door to the mead hall slammed open, turning the heads of the gathered chieftains of the Province of Germania Inferior. Aullus Vitellius marched in, surrounded by a substantial force of Roman legionnaires as a bodyguard.

The chieftains of the Chatti Federation tensed.

“Gaius Julius Civillis,” Vitellius said, sounding bored.

“Legate,” the chieftain answered, standing slowly. The scale maille he habitually wore hissed like a pit of angry vipers as he moved.

“You are under arrest,” Vitellius said.

The chieftains of the Chatti Federation exploded into angry shouting. Civillis himself remained silent, watching the new governor of his province with flinty brown eyes. At length, he held up a hand and the German chieftains fell silent.

“On what charge?” Civillis inquired mildly.

“Treason against Rome,” Vitellius said.

Again the chieftains let fly, shouting at the governor in a loud cacophony of bass and baritone voices. Tall, broad, and powerfully muscled, the chieftains of the Chatti Federation would give even the most seasoned veteran of the Roman legions pause. Together, clad in their maille and furs and leathers, they appeared as a pack of angry bears, roaring together. It took Vitellius all of his considerable self-control not to reel back under their collective ire.

“Legate,” Civillis answered, speaking to the governor as if speaking to a child. “We have danced this song before. Last year I was arrested on the same charge and brought before Rome. I was acquitted. Do you propose we do it all again?”

“What is this gathering if not to plot treason?” Vitellius demanded.

Civillis lifted his shaggy brows and looked around at the chieftains in his hall. “Do Roman men not have friends, Legate?”

“Do not play coy with me, savage! I am no fool.”

“You are trying to arrest me for treason, Legate, a crime for which, as I’ve said, I have already been acquitted.”

“You were never tried. Emperor Nero would have taken your head.”

“Emperor Nero is dead,” Civillis replied. “And Emperor Severus Galba has acquitted me of all charges.”

“Is that so?”

“Yes,” Civillis replied.

“Then tell me why Galba has disbanded the Corpore Custodes?”

This gave Civillis pause. “I beg your pardon?”

Vitellius produced a scroll from the belt he wore. With great pomp, he unrolled the scroll and began reading. “In accordance with the wishes of Severus Sulpicius Galba, the Germani Corpore Custodes are hereby disbanded, the members thereof permitted to travel home.”

“We have served in the honour guard since the days of Julius Caesar!” Civillis said, unable to hide the surprise and hurt from his voice. Though tensions between the Chatti Federation and their attached Legion XIV Gemina had grown over the last few years resulting in some clashes between the two, the Batavi had always served with pride as the Corpore Custodes. They were men of honour, and they honoured the treaty that had been signed by their kings and by Rome when Julius Caesar began his march across Europe.

The current emperor had first professed love for all the Batavi had done on Rome’s behalf when he acquitted Civillis last year. That he should now so disgrace Civillis’s people by disbanding the positions of honour they held within the empire was a slap in the face to the Batavi.

“And you are no longer,” Vitellius drawled. “What a shame. I am not certain that Galba would be terribly upset by your arrest. Nor will he be surprised, for it is suspicion that has made him send your warriors home. Now enough of this. Come with me, Civillis.”

The announcement of the disbandment of the Corpore Custodes had silenced all the chieftains of the Chatti Federation. They stared at the legate, bristling in their silence.

“I will remind you,” Civillis said quietly, “that I am a Roman citizen. I demand a trial.”

Aullus Vitellius ground his teeth. The savage’s arrogance had always grated on his nerves. He despised having to first consult with the chieftain on enacting laws in his own lands, but the Batavian people would not acquiesce unless the chieftain spoke the laws. He would not speak them if he disagreed with them. This arrest should put an end to that nonsense.

“Or have you so little regard for your own emperor that you would defy his laws?” Civillis asked this question in a low growl. A man could never be a bear, but Gaius Julius Civillis came very close in that moment.

“Not at all,” Vitellius said. “A trial you shall have.”

“Good. Because I would hate for word to get out to your emperor that you have overstepped your bounds.”

Vitellius offered a tight smile. “I would not dream of it. Now, remove your weapons and come with me.”

For a moment, Civillis did not move. He stood, surrounded by his peers, the temptation to unleash his battle prowess on the legate and his legions writ plain on his features. The guard surrounding Vitellius placed their hands around the hilts of their blades.

Deciding against starting a war at present, Civillis unhooked the large short-handed battle-axe he carried at his side.

“You know he means to kill you, do you not?” Brinno, chieftain of the Cananefates, said quietly to his friend in their native tongue.

Civillis nodded. “I do,” he answered. “Brinno, it will fall to you if he tries anything.”

Understanding Civillis’s meaning, Brinno nodded. “I swear it.”

“Good. Thank you.”

The chieftains stood together, permitting Civillis to pass. As he did, he removed weapon after weapon from his person and handed them to each until all the chieftains of the Chatti Federation held one of his weapons. The symbolism was lost on the Romans, but the Germans understood. They would defend Civillis’s people with those weapons should any evil befall him.

“This,” Civillis said, hefting his war axe, “is for my son.”

“I will bring it to him,” a chieftain said.

“And my shield to my daughter.”

“It will be done.”

“Then it is good.” Civillis walked forward to stand before the legate. Their differences might have been comical had they been friends. Civillis was, as all men of Germania Inferior, tall and powerful, made lean by the rigours of life as a Batavian man. Like most men of the region, he wore a well-groomed beard, grown long in preparation for the coming winter. His dark brown hair was pulled back in a single plait that ran down to the middle of his back.

Vitellius was, by contrast, short, plump, and bald, and his skin turned bright pink at the slightest exertion or northerly breeze. The chieftains had joked that Rome had sent an apple to govern them when Vitellius had come to Germania Inferior.

Now, however, the sight was anything but comical. Civillis stood head and shoulders above the legate, glowering down at him. The legate had to crane his neck to look the chieftain in the eye. Had he not his legions for a guard, Vitellius would have died for his insults. For now, however, Civillis permitted him to lead the way from his mead hall.

The sun shone brightly outside the hall, the summer not yet defeated. Members of the Legion XIV Gemina stood to attention as Vitellius marched outside. Beyond them, the people of the city of Batavorum stood in silence, grim faces watching as their chieftain was led from his mead hall. The Roman soldiers could not make out their intent as they stared impassively at the legion, and it made them uncomfortable. The uncertainty stretched to the Batavian chieftain, his features sombre, his brown eyes intelligent.

A man with light brown hair and dark brown eyes, tall and only just grown into his breadth moved forward, concern etching his features. The chieftain locked eyes with the man and shook his head, a movement barely perceptible. A young woman, blonde haired and blue eyed joined the man. Together, they stood and watched as the chieftain was led away.

“What is going on?” the woman murmured to the young man.

––––––––
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“They’re arresting him,” he answered.

“Again?”

The man scowled, but said nothing else as his father was led away.
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69 ad, Spring, Brigantian Territory, Northern Britain
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Mederei opened her eyes and smiled. Rhys lay beside her, his slow, regular breathing indicating he still slept. One strong, tattooed arm lay around her and she could feel his chest graze her back as he breathed.

The prince of the Caledonii had been a constant in her life since she fled north with her sister following the failure of the Icenian Federation’s revolt against Rome. It was he who had argued so eloquently to permit Mederei and Modron a place amongst the Caledonii. At first, Rhys had tried to find a place for her with the women, but Mederei had proved too broken, too wild. She would fight her caretakers. The only way they found to calm her was to put a sword in her hand and to have her train with the men.

The men of the Caledonii had laughed at first. Mederei was but ten years old and thin from the starvation she endured in her flight north. But the rage of a wronged woman burnt deep in her breast, and those who did not come to respect Mederei soon learnt to fear her.

Only Rhys could calm her rages and she had blossomed some under his care, though Mederei’s terrible temper still erupted unexpectedly. Even so, Rhys’s gentle voice and kind eyes had won her over, as did his promises of a free Britain.

To that end, Mederei joined the fight, standing as one of only four women in the ranks of the Caledonii. A warrior, just as her mother had been. Mederei sighed at the memory of her flame-haired mother.

Moving carefully to avoid waking her lover, she slipped from the bed and dressed in her under-armour. Looking back at Rhys briefly, she glided from the hide tent and stepped out into the cool air.

It was not yet first light in the highlands of the isle, though the first blush of iron grey had begun its slow advance on the horizon. The land was rugged, a scape of mountains and rocks, valleys covered in ancient forests and impossibly long lakes. It was not the landscape of her home, but it was still breathtakingly beautiful.

Mederei turned her gaze south, towards home. Or, at least, it used to be home. She remembered the splendour of her city, a beautiful oppidum with a grand palace worthy of the wealth of her tribe; the Magni Ceni, the people of high birth. They had once been the most powerful force in all of the south, perhaps all of the island.

Prasutagus had reigned as king, and he had done well for his people. They had become wealthy and strong under his rule. Rome had become jealous. They moved to rid the Magni Ceni of their power, emasculating the men by denying their right to keep their weapons about them, shunning the women, and laying such oppressions on the people as to smother them. What choice had they but to fight back?

When Rome marched on Venta Icenorum and demanded the throne, what people would not object? And when they did...

Mederei pulled her mind sharply back from that day, when the Romans dragged her mother outside by her fiery hair, and threw herself and her sister down on the floor. She could not bear to remember her sister screaming and thrashing as they were both raped, beaten, and raped again until they lay senseless on the ground. Mederei closed her mind to the memories of her mother’s cries as she was flogged outside.

It was done. It would not do to relive it.

Modron approached, the sound of her light footfalls on the soft grass pulling Mederei from the horrors of her past. She turned to Modron and smiled.

Her sister smiled in return. In the folds of her skirts she had a pile of wildflowers. Large, vacant grey eyes, just like their father’s but without the wit and sorrow, implored Mederei. Modron held up a small comb. Mederei sighed and smiled. She took the comb.

“Come on then,” she said quietly, inviting her younger sister to sit on the ground before the cold fire pit.

Modron’s smile widened and she emptied her pile of flowers beside the log seat before skipping around it to sit on the grass. Mederei sat on the log and began to comb through her sister’s hair. Modron was blessed with the same fiery hair as her mother, a shining brilliant red. That was where their similarities ended.

When Rome snatched the throne away from her daughters, raping them, stripping away her clothes and flogging her before all her people, when Rome had burnt the crops, stole the cattle and sold her family into slavery, Mederei’s mother had marched to war.

Modron lost her mind.

She had lain prone and unmoving after the rape, staring up into the rafters of the great hall even as the flames Rome had set inside the walls began to eat at the wood. It was Mederei who moved to act, struggling against the pain and the smoke to drag her sister’s limp body from the burning building. That was when she had seen her mother, naked, her back stripped of flesh, lying unconscious at the foot of the steps.

Again, Mederei forced her mind away from that day, focusing once more on her sister’s glorious hair. Sadness crept across her. Modron had not spoken a word since the rape. She had stared into nothingness, compelled neither to eat nor drink until Mederei was certain she would lose her sister.

It seemed Modron heard or saw nothing at all, not the cries of the Romans as they were slaughtered by the brave army of Britons who rose against them, not the flames of the three cities their mother razed to the ground, not the marching Roman legions, fresh from the slaughter of the druids, not their brave and beautiful mother’s death.

Modron had remained silent and dreamy-eyed the entire time. She had stared up at nothing, smiling as their tearful mother hugged them one last time. She had not answered her mother’s loving goodbye, the apology and the promise. She remained smiling as they were loaded onto a chariot and whisked away, fleeing north out of Rome’s grasp as their mother faced the oppressor one last time.

Anger flashed through Mederei in a powerful wave. She paused in her combing, struggling to push the rage back. She was fighting a battle today. She must save her ire for it. When the wave passed, she returned to combing her sister’s hair, plaiting it in the style of the women from northern Gaul.

In truth, Mederei was glad for Modron’s insanity. It was better than the alternative. When memories came, she would scream; scream and cry and scratch at her own skin and make herself bleed. In those moments, only Mederei could be counted on to calm her. Such fits were increasingly rare as Modron slipped further and further from reality. In its place were the dreamy eyes and mild smiles of a girl who lived in a world free of Rome and Roman horror. Still, Mederei would not change places with her sister, however enticing the serenity of Modron’s insanity seemed at times.

Mederei had promised her mother two things: that she would care for her sister, and that she would never yield to Rome. This oath was the reason she yet lived. It was the reason she refused women’s work and took up arms. She would live and die by this oath, and it filled her with strength.

Modron had inherited their mother’s hair, but it was Mederei who had her fire.

Movement at the edge of the camp caught Mederei’s eye and she glanced briefly to find Venutius, exiled king of the Brigantes, exiting his tent, a young woman scurrying out behind him. Mederei’s lips twisted into a smile as Venutius caught her watching. She returned her attention to her sister as the exiled Brigantian king approached.

“May I sit?” he asked.

“Of course, my Lord,” Mederei answered, not looking up. She did not need to look up. She had seen his face a thousand times over. He was handsome, as all the men from the north seemed to be, with a mess of once dark brown hair and pale blue eyes that sparkled. Exile had turned much of his hair white, and his eyes sagged with the weight of his hope.

“And how fares the lovely Lady Modron this fine, gloomy morning?” Venutius asked the girl sitting at Mederei’s feet. Modron turned her head and stared up at Venutius with wide grey eyes. She smiled at him, and said nothing, before facing around again and turning her attention back to nothingness.

Venutius smiled sadly. He rested his elbows on his knees and stared at the empty fire pit. “I can get this started for you. It’s chilly here in the north.”

“That is not necessary,” Mederei answered, keeping her voice quiet to avoid waking Rhys. “I will do it as soon as I’m finished with her hair.”

Venutius nodded. He observed Mederei a moment. “More and more you look like your mother,” he said. “I almost forget you are not her sometimes. She was an incredible woman.”

“Yes,” Mederei whispered. “She was. But I find I look more like my father. I have his build, and his hair.”

That much was true. Mederei’s hair was brown, with only a little red in it. It was more rust than flame, and it fell in great thick waves rather than a silken sheet. And while Modron had grey eyes, closer to their mother’s bright blue, Mederei’s eyes were pale dun; not quite green, not quite brown.

“But you have your mother’s face. Any who has seen your mother could not mistake it, and though your eyes are not blue, they have the same spark which enchanted so many.”

“How oft and how long have you gazed upon my mother’s face, Venutius?”

Smiling, Venutius answered, “Often and long when I was a lad and before I married Cartimandua.” He spat the name of his ex-wife as if it burnt his tongue.

Mederei smiled slightly. “I’m sorry. I did not mean to cause you to mention her.”

Venutius sighed. “The fault is not yours. It has been almost twenty years since she turned me aside for that fool Vellocatus. I should not be so bitter still.”

Mederei picked up a wildflower from Modron’s pile and considered it a moment. “Did you love her? Cartimandua, I mean.”

Venutius stretched out his legs and looked towards the thin line of yellow that announced dawn. “I thought I did. And perhaps I still do, considering how fresh the hurt is. But I could not stand idly by and do nothing when Rome came to slake their greed. I invited Caratacus to find refuge amongst us, and Cartimandua betrayed him to Rome. She betrayed me. She betrayed our customs. And she betrayed our people. I cannot let that go unpunished.”

“No,” Mederei agreed. “You cannot. And you will not. You have the finest warriors in all of Britain on your side, Venutius. We will take back Isurium, and your people will be free from the rule of the traitor.”

“It saddens my heart to hear the bitterness in your voice, Mederei,” Venutius said, smiling gently. “And still it exults to hear it. I think Britain might yet be free so long as you are here to defend it.”

“As I intend to do for always.”

“Good. Britain needs women like you.”

“Britain needs men like her, too,” a voice said from behind them.

Mederei smiled at the sound of it. Rhys had awoken.

“Good morning, love,” she greeted.

“Good morning, love,” Rhys answered. He wrapped one arm around Mederei’s shoulder and kissed her neck.

“Good morning, little Modron,” he greeted.

Modron did not seem to hear. She tilted her head to peer at nothingness from another angle.

“What colour flowers would you like in your hair, love?” Mederei asked her sister, bringing the dreamy girl back from the brink of nothingness. Modron looked to the pile of flowers, running her delicate fingers lightly over them before closing upon a white wildflower and holding it up.

“No, Modron,” Mederei said, sighing. “You cannot wear white flowers in your hair. White is the colour of death. Choose another.”

Modron scowled and shook her head, raising the white flower again.

“Modron,” Mederei said, more firmly this time.

“There can be no harm in it,” Rhys said gently. “Does not the intent of the wearer matter as much as the colour?”

“No,” Mederei snapped, but she relented, taking the flower from her sister and placing it firmly in the girl’s plait. Modron picked another white flower from her pile and held it up. Mederei found a place in her sister’s hair for the white flowers as Modron handed them to her until, apparently tired of being bedecked, Modron rose to her feet and wandered off back through the camp. She would wander around the camp until someone took pity on her and sat her inside a tent to eat something. Mederei watched her slow walk a moment before turning to help her lover with the fire.

“I have this,” Rhys said. “Go put your armour on. We will march as soon as we have broken our fast.”

Mederei nodded, leaving the fire to finish dressing. Rhys and Venutius watched her leave.

“She has come a long way,” Venutius noted, rising to help Rhys build the fire.

Rhys nodded, not trusting himself to speak. His expression betrayed him all the same.

“You are worried for her.” It was not a question.

“She is so filled with hatred,” Rhys answered softly.

“She has good reason to hate; more than most of us, and we all hate Rome.”

Rhys nodded, glancing briefly at the tent entrance, before fetching the fire bow.

“But,” Venutius prompted.

“But this is her first battle as one of our warriors, Venutius.”

“You are worried she will succumb to terror?”

“No,” Rhys replied, smiling softly. “There are many words that can be used to describe Mederei. Coward is not one of them. No, it is her temper I fear. I am afraid it will carry her away. I am afraid she will do something rash. I fear that her own hatred will end her.”

Venutius nodded. “Her end is inevitable. The same is true for every one of us. Even Rome will end in its time. If she does fall in battle, at least her end will be on her own terms. We can rejoice at that.”

“And that I died free,” Mederei said from the edge of the fire pit. “You should speak softer if you do not wish to be heard,” she added when both men looked at her, startled.

“I am properly humbled,” Venutius said. He smiled up at Mederei. She did not smile in return. Her face remained a mask of disinterest, but her pale hazel eyes burned. Sensing a taste of Mederei’s temper, Venutius excused himself. “I should go prepare for battle. My Lord,” he bowed to Rhys. “My Lady.” Bowing to Mederei, Venutius made a hasty exit.

“You think I cannot handle myself?” Mederei asked her lover. Though her voice was soft, it contained an icy metallic quality that told Rhys she was bristling for a fight.

“Save your anger, my love,” Rhys replied gently. “I am worried for you, that is all.”

“I don’t need your worry,” Mederei snapped.

Rhys rose, the fire unstarted. “Please, let’s not fight. We both may be struck down in today’s battle.”

“For my part, I hope it is you.” Mederei spun on her heel and stalked away, heading towards the horses.

Rhys sighed and hung his head briefly. He knew better than to chase her down. She needed time alone. He would go to her later.

“She must be amazing beneath you,” Geraint said as he wandered up to Rhys’s fire pit. “Otherwise I don’t know how you put up with that dragon.”

“Shut your mouth, Geraint,” Rhys said. He tossed his burly shield-bearer the fire bow. “And start the damned fire.”

“Yes, my Lord,” Geraint said, his full lips twisting in a smile.

“You’re not funny,” Rhys snapped as he stalked back to his tent.

“What’s upset him?” Calgacus asked as he approached the fire pit.

“He and his dragon are fighting,” Geraint replied.

“So? Aren’t they always fighting?”

“No, little brother,” Rhys said as he exited his tent, carrying his weapons. “We are not. Why aren’t you in your armour? Go dress. Now.”

“Armour restricts my stomach,” Calgacus replied. “And I need room for breakfast.”

“Calgacus,” Rhys said in warning.

“You don’t want me to tell mother you’ve deprived me of breakfast, do you?”

“I don’t want to tell mother that you died of your wounds because you were too stupid to put your armour on. Now go. This minute, Calgacus.”

“All right, all right,” Calgacus said, raising his hands, palms out in a signal of submission. “I’ll go. I’ll just ride into battle starving and let you deal with mother’s wrath.”

Calgacus easily dodged the small stone his older brother lobbed at him and ran down to his tent, grinning like a fool.

“You shouldn’t be so hard on him,” Geraint said. “He’s only trying to make you feel better.”

“He is trying my patience,” Rhys growled.

“You’re starting to sound like Mederei,” Geraint noted, before kneeling at the edge of the pit and blowing gently on the ember he had just placed in the kindling. His words gave Rhys pause, and the elder prince of the Caledonii sat heavily on the log by the fire.

“She has a good heart, Geraint,” he said. “If you could only see how good she is.”

“How can we?” Geraint said. He did not look at his lord, but stared at the growing flame, blowing gently until he felt satisfied it no longer needed his intervention. “All she shows us is anger and fire.”

“What reason has she to show you anything but? None of you gave her welcome when she took up a blade, and you have all yet to do so now that she’s proved herself with it.”

“Aye, so her kindness is dependent on getting her way, is it? I’ve known a few women like that. Not worth the time of day.”

Rhys bristled. He rose to his feet. “You will not speak against her in my presence, Geraint. Not ever. She has lived through horrors that would have broken you long ago.”

Geraint shook his head. “Hand me your weapons and I shall strap them on. You always manage to do it wrong.”

Remaining coldly silent, Rhys held out his sword belt and stood still while Geraint affixed it to him.

“No one is saying she isn’t strong, my Lord,” Geraint said. “There’s not a man in this camp who does not admire her strength. But being strong and being respected are two different things. A good ruler must learn this. Mederei seems to think that being fearsome is the only quality she needs. If we achieve the impossible, if we manage to rid this island of Rome forever, and she is reinstated as Queen of the Magni Ceni, she must be capable of ruling justly. I fear that in her present state she is not.”

“The Magni Ceni are a people no longer,” Rhys replied, shaking his head. “They have been torn asunder by Rome’s violent retribution. I fear there will not be a kingdom for her to rule should we win our island back from Rome. And she has promised to be my wife.”

Geraint fumbled with the buckle he had been working on.

Rhys smiled slightly. “Her terms are impossible, of course. She has agreed to be my wife should we win the entire island back.”

“That is impossible.”

“And it’s the only reason I stay in this fight some days. On the days I lose faith, I roll over to see her beside me, and the sight fills me with fire. You have much to be thankful for on her account, Geraint.”

Geraint finished arming his lord and stepped back. He nodded to himself in satisfaction. “If it helps you, my Lord, we do not hate her.”

“Who?” Calgacus demanded as he returned from dressing himself.

“No one,” Rhys said.

“Mederei,” Geraint said.

“Ah, yes. The divisive woman.” Calgacus pulled a face. “She has pretty eyes.” He shrugged. “When she is in a good mood. What’s for breakfast?”

“Sit down,” Rhys said, smiling. “I’ll get you fed.”

“Thanks, big brother. I knew you cared for me.”

Rhys laughed and shook his head. He ruffled his brother’s hair and took a seat beside him. Geraint set to task, heating up a pot of barley gruel and cutting the remnants of last night’s dinner to mix in. It did not look appetizing, but every northerner knew it was hearty and warming and would last them the day. It was the best thing to eat on a morning before a battle. Before long, the three men were happily chewing on mushy barley, wild mushrooms, and overcooked meat.

“Save some,” Rhys demanded of his brother as the young man took a third helping. “I will bring a bowl to Mederei.”

Calgacus looked across the camp to the solitary figure of Mederei as she stood with her spotted horse, staring across the craggy landscape. Her horse stood patiently with her, grazing at the grass by her feet. The horse had been a gift. Mederei had been asked to choose a foal from amongst the births of the Caledonii’s prized mares her first year in the north. Mederei had in turn consulted her vacant-eyed sister.

By some miracle, Modron had understood her sister and the situation enough to walk amongst the foals. They had no fear of her. By this did the Caledonii know that for all her insanity, Modron could be trusted. Horses knew evil. Modron was not it. The fire-haired girl emerged moments later leading a multi-coloured spotted foal, its concerned mother keeping pace.

“This one,” Mederei had declared. The foal had walked boldly up to Mederei, seeking kindness. Mederei obliged. That day had been the first day she had smiled since arriving in the north.

Horse and rider became inseparable. Mederei took over all duties in caring for the foal, refusing to allow the stable hands to do so. Despite knowing that the Magni Ceni were famous horsemen, the depth of Mederei’s knowledge of horses and the speed with which she bonded with hers had taken the men of Caledonia aback.

“Perhaps I should take it,” Calgacus said. “She won’t appreciate your presence if she’s still angry with you. And I might be able to talk her down a bit before you approach.”

“Now that is a good little brother,” Geraint said. “Braving the dragon to spare you.”

“Call her that once more, Geraint, I dare you,” Rhys growled. He looked at his younger brother. Calgacus and Mederei were roughly the same age, and he worried that his brother might have designs on her.

“I’m not going to try and steal her, Rhys,” Calgacus said, rolling his eyes. “I’m not as patient as you, and we’d fight more often.” He stood and took up a fresh bowl of gruel to bring to Mederei. “Idiot,” he added as he snatched up a spoon and marched away.

“Am I really that easy to read?” Rhys asked Geraint. Geraint merely grinned at his lord.
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“Here,” Calgacus said, sticking a bowl of steaming gruel under Mederei’s nose.

“I’m not hungry,” Mederei replied, still staring out at the green lands of the Brigantes.

“That’s entirely beside the point. You will need it for the upcoming fight.”

Mederei turned, her eyes hard as flint. Calgacus did not flinch from her, as so many others would have. He simply offered her a bright smile and waved the bowl beneath her nose.

Sighing, Mederei took the bowl. “Thank you.”

Calgacus shrugged. “So, what did he do this time?” he asked.

Mederei smiled slightly, but did not answer. Instead she took a spoonful of the barley gruel and munched quietly.

“I mean, you don’t have to tell me if you don’t want to. I just want to make sure that I don’t make the same mistake when I finally fall in love with a girl.”

Mederei twitched.

“He does love you, you know.”

Shaking her head, Mederei glanced at Rhys’s younger brother. “You should not ask me. I am not like most women, Calgacus,” she said quietly. “How can I be?”

“Oh, I don’t know, you have all the right parts.”

The spoonful of gruel Mederei had just placed in her mouth stuck in her throat as she laughed. Her laugh turned to violent coughing as her lungs tried to repel the gruel. Calgacus grinned at her as she struggled to get control of herself.

“Bastard,” she snapped between coughs.

Calgacus laughed. “Not true!” he declared. “My parents are wedded!” He continued to grin, chuckling occasionally as Mederei coughed. His grin widened when her coughing at last slowed then ceased. She wiped the tears from her eyes.

“You are lucky your cheek is endearing,” she said.

Calgacus laughed, the brightness of the sound echoing from the grey stones around the camp.

“Are you trying to kill my beloved?” Rhys asked from the edge of the horse enclosure.

“Damn,” Calgacus said. “My plot has been discovered. I must flee!” And with that, Calgacus pranced away from Mederei, flouncing ridiculously.

Rhys sighed, trying hard not to laugh at his younger brother. “Ever the child,” he muttered.

“It is a good thing,” Mederei answered. “Too often childhoods are cut short in these times.”

Rhys entered the enclosure. “I have come to beg for forgiveness.”

Mederei looked down at her bowl and toyed with the gruel. “I am the one who should be begging for forgiveness,” she said. “I should not have snapped at you as I did. I’m sorry. I don’t know why I keep letting my anger loose at you.”

Wrapping Mederei in a tight embrace, Rhys said, “You have a right to be angry. And I would bear all of your rage if it means I get to hold you at night.”

“You are too good to me,” Mederei whispered. She let herself lean against Rhys a moment. “And I am so harsh with you.”

“You deserve goodness,” Rhys answered.

“I don’t,” Mederei replied.

Rhys could hear tears in her voice, so he pulled her closer. “You do, and nothing you say or do shall ever convince me otherwise.”

Mederei turned so that she could press her chest to his. They embraced for a long while, saying nothing. Mederei fought tears, and Rhys’s silent strength was both a boon and a bane to her struggles.

“My Lord,” Geraint said from the edge of the enclosure. “The men have finished eating. We’re ready to ride out when you are.”

Rhys nodded at his shield-bearer and sent him away. Mederei stood upright.

“Hurry up and eat,” Rhys said. “I’ll saddle Canu for you.”

Mederei nodded. She ate as quickly as she could manage as Rhys saddled her noble spotted horse before moving on to his own strong mount.

“Come, Canu,” Mederei said, holding out her hand. Understanding the gesture, Canu trotted over to Mederei’s side, coming to a stop so that Mederei could mount without so much as taking a step.

“Your horse,” Rhys said, tightening his horse’s girdle, “is uncommonly thoughtful.”

“She is a good mare,” Mederei replied, patting Canu’s neck appreciatively. “If a little bossy.”

Rhys smiled and mounted. “Leave the dishes,” he said, noting that Mederei still had her bowl and spoon. “The camp girls will clean them.”

“And here I was thinking they served only to warm beds,” Mederei replied.

“Are you a camp girl, then?” Rhys asked. “For you warm my bed.”

“I am your camp girl,” Mederei answered, making her lover smile. He said nothing as he kicked his horse into an easy trot. Mederei followed suit.

The warriors of the Caledonii and allied tribes gathered behind a hill. Beyond that hill, across the plain stood Isurium, the capital city of the Brigantes. There sat Queen Cartimandua, universally reviled by her own people. Indeed, Cartimandua was so hated, that the Caledonian army was able to hide by virtue of the pretend ignorance of the rest of the kingdom. Farmers, huntsmen, and milkmaids had been by often to ensure that the army was well fed and healthy prior to battle. The majority of the army were made up of Brigantian warriors, with a large contingent within the walls of Isurium, ready to turn upon their queen and open the gates of the city to Venutius, their exiled king.

“The plan remains unchanged,” Rhys began to say as his officers gathered close. His speech was interrupted by the running approach of a huntsman.

“My Lords,” the huntsman said, huffing and puffing. “I come now from the city. Cartimandua knows of your imminent attack. She had sent for aid from Rome.”

“We expected as much,” Venutius growled. “The woman could not command her way through a flock of chickens. What legion has come?”

“No legion, Your Majesty,” the huntsman said. “But auxiliaries. Light cavalry, mostly. They are attempting to extract Cartimandua. Fighting within the city walls has already begun.”

“Change of plans,” Rhys said sharply. “Calgacus, Mederei, take the Caledonian riders south to the road. See if you cannot ambush Cartimandua’s escort should they evade us. Calgacus, the command is yours.”

Calgacus’s face lit up, a smile hovering around his lips and his posture improving. He turned his horse and began the ride south.

“Take care, my love,” Rhys said as Mederei prepared to follow. “Come back to me.”

Mederei nodded. She offered her lover a small smile. She turned and joined the rest of the Caledonian cavalry as they thundered through the woods to the southern road.

“The rest of us will take the city. No doubt Rome’s lackeys will fight to keep it. Let’s give our friend his kingdom back.”

Geraint raised a horn to his lips and blew a musical call. The army moved forward at a trot.
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“This is as good a place as any,” Calgacus noted, peering over the rocky outcrop onto the road. “We can have the archers on higher ground here, and the cavalry has space to hide. We should—” His schemes were cut short by a cry of alarm.

“Ambush!” Mederei shouted, scrambling down from beside Calgacus and running to the aid of her countrymen.

“Bastards,” Calgacus spat. He slid back down the rock and drew his weapons as the Romans flooded the space he had made for his warriors. The horses screamed shrilly, bucking several of their riders off. Canu, however, saw her rider running for her. She turned in her flight to meet Mederei.

“On your horses,” Mederei barked as she mounted. “On your horses!”

The startled Caledonians responded, seeking their mounts and drawing their weapons. Mederei led the counterstrike, cutting a wedge through the attacking Romans before the Romans closed ranks and pushed back. A piercing scream caught Mederei’s attention and she saw on her left Calgacus’s horse buckle, a thick Roman lance piercing its noble chest.

“Calgacus!” Mederei screamed as the young warrior disappeared from view.

“My Lady!” another rider shouted. “We are routed! We must fall back!”

Mederei looked about her and saw that it was true. She nodded, but the sound of clashing weapons turned her head. Calgacus was on his feet, fighting hard. Mederei’s heart soared and she said, “Not without the prince! Take the right flank and push north. Let me get Calgacus on a horse, and we can fall back.”

The cavalryman nodded. “Taexali!” he barked. “With me!” To Mederei he said, “Get him out quickly. We are sore pressed.”

The Britons moved swiftly, swinging around the ambushing Romans and drawing them off so that Mederei might be able to fight her way through to Calgacus. She rode forward, cutting through the Romans with practiced efficiency. Her first battle and neither the sight of blood nor the screams of the men she maimed and killed troubled her in the least. This fight was for Britain, every Roman slain was penance for the crimes of their empire against her people, punishment for her rape and the death of her mother. All of Rome would have to crumble into ash at her feet before retribution would be hers; and she intended to see it done.

She reached Calgacus, though not as quickly as she had hoped. He was gravely wounded and half-blinded by the blood that poured from his head into his eyes.

“Calgacus!” she barked. The prince turned in time to see the knife of a Roman soldier strike down on her thigh. Mederei screamed as she was dragged off her horse.

“Gods damn everything,” Calgacus spat. His sword strokes flashed with renewed vigour, hoping to reach his brother’s beloved before she was killed.

He found her, on her feet and fighting savagely.

“Canu!” Mederei called, when she turned to find Calgacus at her side. “My Lord,” she said to him as Canu came to her side. “Get on.”

“What? No! You get on.”

“Calgacus, I am struck,” she said.

It was then that the young prince noticed that Mederei had one hand pressed to her side, blood streaming through her fingers all the same. He looked up at her in alarm and saw that her face was pale and twisted with pain.

“You must ride north to your brother, return with reinforcements if you can. I will not survive that ride. Besides, the Caledonii need their princes more than they need me.”

Calgacus swallowed past a lump in his throat. “I can’t just leave you here,” he said.

“You must. If you are swift enough, I may yet be saved. I will try and hold the Romans for as long as I can, but you must ride. Ride now!”

Knowing her words for truth, Calgacus mounted.

“Bear him well, Canu,” Mederei said. She turned and re-entered the fray, sparing not a glance for Calgacus. Swearing, Calgacus turned Canu’s nose and kicked her rump. The spotted mare bolted forward in a desperate flight to reach Rhys in time to save Mederei.
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The fighting was bitter, and Mederei had long ago begun to feel the effects of the loss of blood caused by her wound. Still she pushed on, her and what was left of the warriors formed a solid barrier so that Calgacus could get away safely. Her vision narrowed and so it took her some time after her last kill to realize that the fighting had stopped. She blinked and looked around. Naught but five of the warriors who had departed to ambush Cartimandua still stood, and all of them were bloodied.

The Roman ambush had been defeated, but there were too few of them now to have any hope of capturing the traitor should she slip past Venutius and Rhys. One of the warriors nodded approvingly at Mederei. It was the last thing she saw before blood loss and exhaustion claimed her.
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“Miserable ingrates!” Cartimandua fumed as she slowed her horse to a trot once it breeched the forest line. With the aid of the Roman auxiliary, she had managed to escape the city and had galloped south at great speed. She now rode amongst the Roman troops, safe on the south road, shrouded by thick forest. “My peace with Rome was the only thing keeping them from slaughter! And now I have lost my home and my birth-right, not to mention my husband! May Rome rain justice upon them!”

“No doubt they will,” a tired commander answered. He did not look Roman, having the ruddy complexion of a northerner. From his accent, he was likely from somewhere in the Province of Germania. As was Roman policy, the auxiliaries were not Roman citizens, but taken from those kingdoms that had submitted to Rome’s might.

“And what does Rome send to me to reward my loyalty? An auxiliary! There are no legions to spare, they claim! Damn them! I have defended them to my own people, and when I need them, where are they?”

“Look, Lady,” the commander snapped. “You are lucky to have left that city with your head still on your shoulders. Rome is at war on four fronts, and there is no stability at her heart either. You are lucky Rome spared us at all.”

Cartimandua clamped her mouth shut and sighed. “My apologies, good commander,” she said. “I am understandably upset. I had thought that my people understood the value of Rome’s favour. I had greatly overestimated them, I am afraid, and now find myself without a home and without a husband.”

“Space has been made available to you in Rome,” the commander answered, not losing the edge in his voice. “You will live the rest of your years in wealth and honour.”

Another soldier, also German, from what Cartimandua could tell, muttered something in his native tongue, prompting snickers from the men nearby. Their commander barked something at them in their native tongue and discipline was restored.

They had not travelled through the woods long before they came across a scene of much bloodshed. The commander halted his troops and dismounted to survey the mess.

“Britons,” one of his men said, turning over a corpse with his foot.

“Yes,” the commander replied. He sighed. “They attempted to send an ambush, as we suspected they might.” He shook his head. “Search for survivors.”

It took almost an hour for the Britons and Romans to be separated. All the Romans the commander had left behind in the case of an ambush were accounted for. The Britons had slaughtered them to the last man. Of the Britons, only one had been found alive, a female champion. Some of the British force must have survived, for the woman was found hidden behind a large rock, her wounds treated.

“Put her in the wagon,” the commander said. “And tend to those wounds properly. We might earn enough from her sale to make this venture worth the trouble. Hurry up, I want to be at camp before sundown.”
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Calgacus fought against nausea and unconsciousness
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