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About the Book


The second ebook-exclusive novella in a brand new series set in Roman Britain, AD 44.


Britannia is a nightmare campaign for the soldiers of the Second Legion. After leading a successful mission behind enemy lines, Horatius Figulus, a brave and skilled optio, is rewarded with a new mission, one that could bring him prestige and position. Along with his most trusted comrades, Figulus must travel to the mainland and help install an exiled British noble as king in the most hostile region in the province. Succeed, and they will establish an imperative Roman stronghold. Fail, and the entire invasion in Britannia will be in jeopardy.


But installing the new king will be far from easy. The route is crawling with enemies, and the incumbent native chief is refusing to step aside without a fight. Under constant threat of attack from native raiders, hostile natives and ruthless Druids, Figulus and his men will need all their ingenuity and courage if they’re to protect the new king – and prevent this troubled region slipping from Rome’s grasp.




About Simon Scarrow and T. J. Andrews


Simon Scarrow is a Sunday Times No. 1 bestselling author. His bestsellers include his novels featuring Roman soldiers Macro and Cato, most recently THE BLOOD CROWS, PRAETORIAN and THE LEGION, as well as SWORD AND SCIMITAR, about the 1565 Siege of Malta, and four novels about the lives of the Duke of Wellington and Napoleon Bonaparte. He is the author with T. J. Andrews of the bestselling ARENA, introducing the gladiator hero Pavo.


Simon’s novels have been published in the USA and in translation all around the world.


To find out more about Simon Scarrow and his novels, visit www.scarrow.co.uk and www.catoandmacro.com.


T. J. Andrews was born near Barking Abbey and grew up in Essex, not far from the ancient Roman garrison at Colchester. After several years in publishing he became a full-time writer. He lives in London.
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Praise for Simon Scarrow


‘I really don’t need this kind of competition … It’s a great read’ Bernard Cornwell


‘Rollicking good fun’ Mail on Sunday


‘Scarrow’s [novels] rank with the best’ Independent


‘[Simon Scarrow] blends together the historical facts and characters to create a book that simply cannot be put down … Highly recommended’ Historical Novels Review


‘A satisfyingly bloodthirsty, bawdy romp … perfect for Bernard Cornwell addicts who will relish its historical detail and fast-paced action. Storming stuff!’ Good Book Guide


‘A fast-moving and exceptionally well-paced historical thriller’ BBC History Magazine 




LIST OF PLAYERS


Romans


Horatius Figulus: optio of the Sixth Century, Fifth Cohort in the Second Legion, and commanding officer of the detachment assigned to protect Trenagasus.


Titus Terentius Rullus: the longest-serving legionary in the Sixth Century, and second-in-command of the detachment under Figulus.


Gaius Arrius Helva: a new recruit from Campania.


Sextus Porcius Blaesus: a legionary born and raised on the Rhine Frontier.


Numerius Scylla: an imperial envoy from Rome accompanying Trenagasus to Lindinis.


Titus Cosconianus: prefect in charge of the Batavian auxiliary cohort at the vexillation fort in Lindinis.


Manius Albius Cethegus: a retired legionary.


Lucius Ovidius Scrofa: centurion in charge of the naval base at Noviomagus.


Britons


Cogidubnus: the King of the Regni, and a staunch ally of Rome.


Trenagasus: an exiled Durotrigan noble returning to Lindinis to become king, with Rome’s backing.


Ancasta: the king’s daughter.


Quenatacus: the incumbent tribal chief at Lindinis.




THE ORGANISATION OF THE ROMAN ARMY IN BRITANNIA, AD 44


Like every other Roman legion, the fighting men of the Second Legion were among the finest soldiers in the ancient world. They were highly skilled, well equipped, disciplined and subjected to a gruelling training regime best described as ‘bloodless battle’. But they were also expected to be able to construct forts and marching camps, build roads and bridges, as well as fulfil a rich variety of peacetime duties in the provinces they conquered. Often spending years at a time on the treacherous frontiers of the empire, the legionary was a soldier, engineer and local administrator combined into one.


One of the reasons for the legions’ success on the field of battle was their efficient structure. Each legion had roughly five and a half thousand men. At the bottom of the structure was the century: the basic Roman military unit of eighty legionaries. Six centuries formed a cohort, with ten cohorts making up the legion; the first cohort was double size. Commanding this impressive mobile army was the legate – an aristocratic man who was inevitably on the rise in the political circles of Rome. He was served by a staff of six tribunes and a military tribune, all from privileged backgrounds. Below these men were the centurions: the backbone of the legion, gritty officers who each commanded a century. Below each centurion was his deputy – the optio.
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CHAPTER ONE


Noviomagus, winter AD 44


As the Roman galley steered through the unsettled grey sea, Optio Horatius Figulus stood on the aft deck and gazed out towards the naval base ahead of them. The facility had been built into the large natural harbour that stretched out around the galley beneath the cold pale sky. A line of slaves edged along the quayside to the docks, carrying supplies to be loaded on to several moored ships. To the east of the naval base Figulus spied a teeming native settlement: Noviomagus, capital of the Regni tribe and one of Rome’s staunchest allies in Britannia.


‘We’ll be landing shortly,’ the trierarch announced, shouting to make himself heard above the fierce wind battering the ship.


‘Thank the gods,’ the veteran legionary standing alongside Figulus muttered under his breath. ‘Bloody sea! I’d sooner learn Greek than spend another moment on this fucking boat.’


Figulus glanced at the man. Titus Terentius Rullus had a queasy look on his face as he gripped hold of the side of the deck to steady himself against the constant pitching of the Proteus. ‘With the seaborne operations you’ve experienced in the Second Legion, I’m surprised you haven’t become used to it by now.’


Rullus made a face. ‘I joined the Second to get away from the sea, optio. My old man was a fisherman down in Genua, years back. Used to take me out on trips now and then. I couldn’t stand the smell of all them fish guts. When I turned sixteen, I enlisted in the legions and swore I’d never set foot on a boat again. Now look at me.’ He shook his head bitterly. ‘Seem to spend more time afloat than I do on dry land these days.’


The trierarch overheard their conversation.


‘You landlubbers are always complaining. You think this is bad? Wait until we get to the depths of winter; the sea’s rougher than an Aventine tart then.’


‘Hang about. Isn’t the fleet going to be docked for the winter?’ Figulus asked, turning back to the trierarch. The biting chill in the air served as a sharp reminder that the present campaigning season in Britannia would shortly be drawing to a close. Once it became too cold to march and fight, the soldiers would spend the winter months bottled up in the legionary fortress at Calleva, with nothing but wine and dice to stave off the boredom of endless training drills and kit inspections.


The trierarch clicked his tongue. ‘We should be so fortunate. The fleet’s to maintain operations over the winter. Legate’s orders.’


Figulus frowned. ‘What for? The campaign on Vectis will be over by then, surely.’


Two thousand men from the Second Legion were based on the Isle of Vectis off the south coast of Britannia, fighting against a fanatic band of Durotrigan warriors, renowned fighters from a tribe notoriously hostile to Rome. The Durotrigans had put up a stubborn resistance against the Roman invaders. However, the legions had shattered the enemy’s resistance with their mastery of siege warfare and tactical discipline on the field of battle. The remnants of the Durotrigan force had shifted their base of operations to Vectis. There they continued to launch attacks on the mainland, compelling the new legate of the Second Legion to dispatch a force to crush the opposition once and for all.


‘Aye, this campaign might be over soon enough for you lot,’ the trierarch conceded. ‘But these storms we’ve been having have wreaked havoc with the supplies coming over from Gaul. Half the supply ships were battered or lost at sea and as a result the whole bloody province is in danger of starving unless we can make up the shortfall.’ He squinted at the horizon. ‘We’ll be sailing right through to the spring, I reckon. It’s going to be a long winter for us poor bastards. Just remember that when you’re tucked up in your cosy barracks with a mug of heated wine and a warm meal to fill your bellies.’


With a final sigh, the trierarch paced to the stern to speak to one of his deck hands, leaving Figulus and Rullus alone. The veteran stared at the trierarch for a moment before shaking his head. ‘I fear things aren’t going to be much better for us this winter, sir.’


‘How d’you mean?’


‘Where we’re headed, I mean. You know what the lads have been saying about Lindinis. The arsehole of the empire, they call it. That place is supposed to be one of the most primitive settlements in all of Britannia, and that’s saying something.’


‘Bollocks!’ another soldier scoffed. ‘The lads say that about everywhere on this bloody island. In fact, I’m beginning to wonder if anywhere isn’t completely shit round here.’


Figulus turned towards the other man. He was a thickset soldier with a straggling beard by the name of Sextus Porcius Blaesus, and he was the only legionary Figulus had ever met who had a bigger physique than him. Blaesus also had the temperament to match his impressive build. Away from the field of battle Blaesus was a lazy gambler who cared only about where he could get his next skinful of cheap wine. But in the blood and sweat of battle he turned into a fearless soldier who struck terror into the hearts of his enemies. Figulus was just grateful they were fighting on the same side.


Rullus shook his head. ‘I think it’s different with Lindinis. You know what the Durotrigans are like. Hate our guts more than any other tribe in Britannia. Can’t see that lot being ruled over by us and not kicking up a fuss.’


‘All the more reason to get the drinks in when we’re on dry land,’ Blaesus declared, rubbing his hands together and smacking his lips. ‘I hear there’s plenty of good cunny and cheap wine to be found in Noviomagus. And I plan on sampling a bit of both tonight.’


Rullus laughed. ‘You Germans are all the same. All you care about is where your next drink is coming from.’


‘There’ll be plenty of time for tarts later,’ Figulus put in. ‘We’ve got to get through this mission first.’


An icy dread squirmed through Figulus’s guts as he turned his thoughts to the mission he’d been assigned by the legate of the Second Legion. Lucius Aelianus Celer had ordered Figulus to lead a detachment of soldiers from the Sixth Century to head back to the mainland at once. They had been tasked with escorting an imperial envoy and an exiled Durotrigan noble to the remote settlement of Lindinis. Once they arrived safely, they were to help install the noble, Trenagasus, as the new king. The optio had been chosen after rescuing some Roman prisoners from the clutches of the natives on Vectis. But escorting his charges through the territory of the Durotrigans would be far from easy, Figulus knew. He’d fought in their lands the previous summer and even after the Durotrigans had been utterly crushed in battle, their warriors routed and the Druids driven from their hill forts, they had refused to surrender. Barely a day passed now without a supply convoy coming under attack or some remote fort being razed to the ground. There was a good chance of Figulus’s detachment being ambushed. Worse still, Celer had warned Figulus that if any harm came to the envoy or his Durotrigan companion, then his career in the military would be finished. Pushing aside his unease, Figulus looked back to Rullus as the veteran narrowed his gaze beyond the prow and spat over the side of the deck.


‘We should’ve stayed on Vectis,’ Rullus muttered under his breath. ‘Bodyguarding some exiled noble and his imperial lackey is no task for real soldiers, sir. At least if we were still on Vectis we’d be doing some proper soldiering, getting stuck into the enemy.’ He flashed a yellow-toothed grin at Figulus. ‘Not to mention getting our share of the loot. That extra coin would’ve come in handy for my retirement fund,’ he added ruefully.


Figulus shrugged. ‘The legate said he wanted his best men for the job. That happens to be us. So here we are.’


Blaesus shook his head and laughed cynically. ‘Sometimes I wish I was a shit soldier, sir. Make my life a lot bloody easier.’


‘Best men, you say?’ Rullus cocked his chin at a youthful-looking legionary. ‘Even that idiot?’


All eyes turned to the legionary bent over the side of the deck, retching violently as he emptied the contents of his stomach into the churning waters below. Figulus watched as Gaius Arrius Helva spat out the bitter dregs of vomit and groaned loudly above the hiss and suck of the sea, to the general amusement of the other soldiers gathered on the deck. Helva was a farmhand from Campania, one of the new recruits who’d recently joined the Sixth Century from the reserves stationed in Gesoriacum. The ranks of the Second Legion had been severely depleted since the invasion of Britannia began and each new recruit was instantly regarded with suspicion by their battle-hardened fellow soldiers who knew from experience that there was a sharp difference between the rigours of legionary training and fighting in actual battle. But so far Helva had managed to hold his own among the rankers, despite his occasional naivety and youthful recklessness – traits that Figulus recognised from his own early days as a new legionary. Helva had begged Figulus to include him on the detachment, and the optio had sensed a steely determination in the recruit to prove his worth to his comrades. His enthusiasm and breezy character were good for morale, and he had a natural skill with any weapon, so Figulus had chosen him for the mission. But now he was beginning to regret his decision.


‘Fuck Neptune!’ Helva croaked as he stood up straight and turned away from the sea. The colour had visibly drained from his face and there was a look of utter despair in his eyes. ‘I swear to the gods, I’m never going to set foot on another boat as long as I live.’


The men laughed. Even Rullus joined in, temporarily forgetting his own discomfort at being at sea. ‘You thick bastard,’ he barked. ‘If you never get on a boat again then how the hell are you ever going to get home?’


Helva wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and thought about this for a moment. Then his eyes widened. ‘Oh, shit …’


Figulus chuckled heartily as he nodded towards the quay. ‘Your suffering’s almost over, lad. We’re about to land.’


Proteus eased her way through the harbour waters and was navigating towards an empty berth between two moored transport galleys. Figulus spotted a dry dock to the left of the quay where a pair of supply ships had been landed for repairs to the damage caused to their hulls by the recent storms. Just then an abrupt shout went up from one of the deck hands and the trierarch began aligning the ship’s bow while the deck hands scrambled into action, grabbing hold of the mooring ropes stowed at both ends of the ship and tossing them to the dock workers gathered on the quayside. Once the workers caught the ropes, they quickly secured them to the sturdy posts along the edge of the dock. With the ropes fastened, the trierarch filled his lungs and gave the order for the gangway to be lowered. Then Figulus called out for the two sections of men under his command to disembark. One by one, the sixteen soldiers from the Sixth Century trudged down the narrow wooden gangway and formed up a short distance along the quay. Helva stumbled off the boat a few steps ahead of Figulus, whispering thanks to the gods that his misery was finally over.
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