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About the Book

It’s 44 AD, and Vespasian and the Second Legion are forging ahead in their campaign to seize the south-west of Britain.  Macro and newly appointed centurion Cato are ordered to provide Verica, ruler of the Atrebatans, with an army. They must train his tribal levies into a force that can protect him and take on the increasingly ambitious raids that the enemy is launching.  But despite the Atrebatans’ official allegiance to Rome, open revolt is brewing, for many want to resist the Roman invaders.  Macro and Cato must win the loyalty of the disgruntled levies –  but can they succeed whilst surviving a deadly plot to destroy both them? Macro and Cato face the greatest test of their army careers as only they stand between the destiny of Rome and bloody defeat . . .




This one is for my editor, Marion Donaldson, 
and for the agent who convinced Marion to read 
my first book,Wendy Suffield. It’s been a great pleasure 
to work with both of you.




THE ROMAN ARMY CHAIN OF COMMAND IN BRITAIN IN 44AD

[image: 001]




The Organisation of a Roman Legion

Centurions Macro and Cato are the main protagonists of The Eagle and the Wolves. In order to clarify the rank structure for readers unfamiliar with the Roman legions I have set out a basic guide to the ranks you will encounter in this novel.The Second Legion, the ‘home’ of Macro and Cato, comprised some five and a half thousand men. The basic unit was the century of eighty men led by a centurion with an optio acting as second in command. The century was divided into eight-man sections which shared a room together in barracks and a tent when on campaign. Six centuries made up a cohort, and ten cohorts made up a legion, with the first cohort being double-size. Each legion was accompanied by a mounted contingent of one hundred and twenty men, divided into four squadrons, who served as scouts and messengers. In descending order the main ranks of the legion were as follows:

The legate was a man from an aristocratic background.Typically in his mid-thirties, the legate would command the legion for up to five years and hope to make something of a reputation for himself in order to enhance his subsequent political career.

The camp prefect would be a grizzled veteran who would previously have been the chief centurion of the legion and was at the summit of a professional soldier’s career. He would have vast experience and integrity, and to him would fall the command of the legion in the legate’s absence.

Six tribunes served as staff officers. These would be men in their early twenties serving in the army for the first time to gain administrative experience before taking up junior posts in civil administration.The senior tribune was different. He came from a senatorial family and was destined for high political office and eventual command of a legion.

Sixty centurions provided the disciplinary and training backbone of the legion.They were hand-picked for their command qualities and a willingness to fight to the death. Accordingly their casualty rate far exceeded other ranks. The centurions were ranked by seniority based upon the date of their promotion. The most senior centurion commanded the First Century of the First Cohort and was a highly decorated and respected soldier.

The four decurions of the legion commanded the cavalry squadrons and hoped for promotion to the command of auxiliary cavalry units.

Each centurion was assisted by an optio who would act as an orderly, with minor command duties. Optios would be waiting for a vacancy in the centurionate.

The legionaries were men who had signed on for twenty-five years. In theory, a volunteer had to be a Roman citizen to qualify for enlistment, but recruits were increasingly drawn from provincial populations and given Roman citizenship on joining the legions.

Lower in status than the legionaries were the men of the auxiliary cohorts. They were recruited from the provinces and provided the Roman Empire with its cavalry, light infantry and other specialist arms. Roman citizenship was awarded on completion of twenty-five years of service, or as a reward for outstanding achievement in battle.




Chapter One

‘Halt!’ the legate shouted, thrusting his arm up.

The mounted escort reined in behind him, and Vespasian strained his ears to catch the sound he had heard a moment before. No longer drowned out by the heavy clumping of hoofs on the rough native track came the faint braying of British war horns from the direction of Calleva, a few miles distant. The sprawling town was the capital of the Atrebatans, one of the few tribes allied to Rome, and for a moment the legate wondered if the enemy commander, Caratacus, had made a bold strike deep into the rear of the Roman forces. If Calleva was under attack . . .

‘Come on!’

Kicking his boot heel into the flank of his horse, Vespasian bent low and urged his mount up the slope. The escort, a dozen of his scouts from the Second Legion, pounded along after him. It was their sacred duty to protect their commander.

The track inclined diagonally up the side of a long steep ridge, beyond which it sloped down towards Calleva. The town was being used as the forward supply depot of the Second Legion. Detached from the army, commanded by General Aulus Plautius, the Second had been ordered to defeat the Durotrigans, the last of the southern tribes still fighting for Caratacus. Only when the Durotrigans had been destroyed would the Roman  supply lines be secure enough for the legions to advance further north and west. Without adequate supplies there would be no victory for General Plautius, and the Emperor’s premature celebration of the conquest of Britain would be exposed for a hollow sham to the public in Rome. The fate of General Plautius and his legions – indeed the fate of the Emperor himself – depended on the overstretched and slender arteries that fed the legions, and which could be severed at a stroke.

Regular columns of heavy wagons trundled from the vast base camp on the estuary of the Tamesis – the river that snaked through the heart of Britain – where provisions and equipment from Gaul were landed. For the last ten days the Second Legion had been without supplies from Calleva. Vespasian had left his forces laying siege to one of the larger hillforts of the Durotrigans while he hurried back to Calleva to investigate the matter. The Second Legion was already on reduced rations, and small groups of the enemy lay in wait in the surrounding forests, ready to attack any foraging parties that dared to range too far from the main body of the legion. Unless Vespasian managed to secure food for his men soon the Second Legion would have to fall back on the depot at Calleva.

Vespasian could well imagine the anger with which General Plautius would greet news of such a setback. Aulus Plautius had been appointed by Emperor Claudius to command the Roman army whose task was to add Britain and its tribes to the Empire. Despite Plautius’ victories over the barbarous tribes the previous summer, Caratacus had raised a new army and still defied Rome. He had learned much from last year’s campaigning and refused to take the field against the Roman legions. Instead, he detached columns of men to attack the supply lines of the ponderous Roman war machine. With every mile General Plautius and his legions advanced, those vital supply lines became more vulnerable.

So the outcome of this year’s campaign depended on whose strategy triumphed. If General Plautius succeeded in forcing the Britons to face him on the field of battle then the legions would win. If the Britons could avoid battle and starve the legions, they might weaken them enough to force the general into a perilous retreat all the way back to the coast.

As Vespasian and his escort galloped up to the crest of the ridge the blasts on the war horns became more strident. Now the soldiers could hear men shouting, the sharp clang of weapon striking weapon, and the dull thud of blows landing on shields. The long grass was silhouetted against the clear sky, and then Vespasian beheld the scene on the far side of the ridge. To the left lay Calleva, a huge sprawl of thatched roofs of mainly squalid little dwellings, ringed by an earth rampart and palisade. A thin haze of wood-smoke hung over the town. A dark gash of churned soil marked the track leading from the tall wooden tower of the gatehouse towards the Tamesis. On the track, half a mile from Calleva, only a handful of wagons remained of a supply convoy, protected by a thin screen of auxiliary troops. Around them swirled the enemy: small clusters of heavily armed warriors and lighter troops armed with slings, bows and throwing spears. They kept up a steady rain of missiles on the supply convoy and its escort. Blood flowed from the flanks of injured oxen, and the path of the convoy was dotted with bodies.

Vespasian and his men reined in as the legate briefly considered what to do. Even as he watched, a group of Durotrigans rushed the rear of the convoy and threw themselves on the auxiliaries. The commander of the convoy, clearly visible in his scarlet cloak as he stood atop the driver’s bench of the first wagon, cupped his hands to bellow an order and the convoy slowly halted. The auxiliaries beat off the attackers easily enough, but their comrades at the front of the column provided a static target for the enemy and by the time the wagons were  on the move again several more of the convoy’s escorts lay sprawled on the ground.

‘Where’s the bloody garrison?’ grumbled one of the scouts. ‘They must have seen the convoy by now.’

Vespasian looked towards the neatly ordered lines of the fortified supply depot built on to the side of Calleva’s ramparts. Tiny dark figures were scurrying between the barrack blocks, but there were no massing ranks visible. Vespasian made a mental note to give the garrison’s commander a harsh bollocking the moment he reached the camp.

If he reached the camp, he reflected, for the skirmish was between his party and the gates of Calleva.

Unless the garrison made a sortie soon the convoy would be whittled down until the enemy could wipe it out in one final charge. Sensing that the decisive moment was near, the Durotrigans were edging closer to the wagons, screaming their war cries and striking their weapons against the edges of their shields to stoke up their battle frenzy.

Vespasian tore his cloak from his shoulders. Grasping the reins tightly in one hand, he drew his sword in the other and turned to his scouts.

‘Form line!’

The men looked at him in surprise. Their legate intended to charge the enemy, but that was tantamount to suicide.

‘Form line, damn you!’ Vespasian shouted, and this time his men responded at once, fanning out on either side of the legate, making ready their long spears. As soon as the line was ready Vespasian swept his sword down.

‘Let’s go!’

There was no parade-ground precision in the manoeuvre. The small party of horsemen just jabbed in their heels and urged their mounts to swoop down on the enemy pell-mell. Even as blood pounded in his ears Vespasian found himself  questioning the sanity of this wild charge. It would have been easy enough to bear witness to the convoy’s destruction and wait until the triumphant enemy marched away from its wreckage before making for Calleva. But that would have been cowardly, and, in any case, those supplies were desperately needed. So he gritted his teeth and clenched the sword in his right hand as he made for the wagons.

Down the slope, the sound of approaching horses caused faces to turn towards them and the barrage of missiles on the convoy slackened.

‘There! Over there!’ Vespasian bellowed, pointing towards a loose line of slingers and archers. ‘Follow me!’

The scouts swung into line with their legate and charged obliquely across the incline towards the lightly armed Durotrigans. Ahead of the horsemen the Britons were already scattering, their roars of triumph dead on their lips. Vespasian saw that the commander of the convoy had made good use of the diversion and the wagons were once more rumbling towards the safety of Calleva’s ramparts. But the leader of the Durotrigans was no fool either, and a quick glance revealed to Vespasian that the heavy infantry and chariots were already moving towards the convoy to strike before their prey reached the gates. A short distance to his front, woad-stained bodies weaved madly, desperately trying to avoid the Roman horsemen. Vespasian fixed his sight on a large slinger wearing a wolfskin around his shoulders, and lowered the point of his sword. At the last moment, the Briton sensed the horse bearing down on him, looked round sharply, eyes wide with terror. Vespasian aimed his blow a short distance down from the man’s neck and braced his arm for the impact, but at the last moment the slinger threw himself flat and the blade missed.

‘Shit!’ Vespasian hissed through clenched teeth. These bloody infantry swords were no good on horseback, and he  cursed himself for not carrying a long cavalry sword as his scouts did.

Then another enemy warrior was in front of him. He just had time to register the thin, frail physique and white spiked hair before he slashed his blade into the man’s neck with a wet crunching sound. The man grunted and tumbled forward, and was gone as Vespasian galloped on towards the convoy. He snatched a glimpse at his scouts, and saw that most had reined in and were busy thrusting their spears at any Briton they could find cringing on the ground. It was the perfect moment for any cavalryman: the killing frenzy that followed the breaking of the enemy line. But they were heedless of the danger of the chariots that were even now trundling across the slope towards the small party of Roman horsemen.

‘Leave them!’ Vespasian roared. ‘Leave them! Make for the wagons! Go!’

The scouts’ senses returned to them and they closed ranks, and galloped after Vespasian as he made for the rearmost wagon, no more than a hundred paces away. The auxiliaries in the rearguard raised a ragged cheer and waved them on with their javelins. The horsemen had almost reached their comrades when Vespasian heard a faint whirr, and the dark streak of an arrow shot by his head. Then he and his men were in amongst the wagons, halting their blown horses.

‘Close up! Close up at the rear of the convoy!’

While his men eased their horses into formation behind the last wagon, Vespasian trotted forward to the convoy’s commander, still standing astride the driver’s bench of his vehicle. As soon as he saw the legate’s ribbon fastened around Vespasian’s breastplate the man saluted.

‘Thank you, sir.’

‘You are?’ Vespasian snapped.

‘Centurion Gius Aurelias, Fourteenth Gallic Auxiliary Cohort, sir.’

‘Aurelias, keep your wagons moving. Don’t stop for anything. Anything, you understand? I’ll take charge of your men. You look after the wagons.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Vespasian wheeled his horse round and trotted back towards his men, taking a deep breath before shouting out his orders.

‘Fourteenth Gallic! Form line on me!’

Vespasian swept his sword out to the side and the survivors of the convoy escort hurried to take up position.

Beyond the cavalry scouts the Durotrigans had recovered from the shock of the charge, and now that they could see how pitifully few men had panicked them they burned with shame and thirsted for revenge. They advanced in a dense mass of mixed light and heavy infantry, and rumbling round to the side of the convoy came the chariots in an effort to head off the wagons before they could reach the gates and trap the Romans between them and their infantry, like a vice. Vespasian realised there was nothing he could do about the chariots. If they did manage to cut the convoy off from the gates then Aurelias would simply have to try to force his wagons through, trusting to the lumpen momentum of his oxen to push aside the lighter Durotrigan ponies and their chariots.

All that Vespasian could do now was hold off the enemy infantry as long as possible. If they should reach the wagons then all was lost. Vespasian took one last glance along his slender line of men, and the grimly determined expression on the faces of the tribesmen advancing on them, and knew at once that he and his troops stood no chance. He had to stop himself from laughing bitterly. To have survived all the bloody battles against Caratacus and his armies over the last year, only to die here in this squalid little skirmish – it was too ignominious. And there was still so much he wanted to achieve. He cursed the fates, and then the commander of the garrison at Calleva. If only the bastard had led his men out to support the convoy at once, they might have stood a chance.




Chapter Two

‘Not in here you don’t!’ Centurion Macro shouted. ‘Officers only.’

‘Sorry, sir,’ replied the orderly at the nearest end of the stretcher. ‘Chief surgeon’s orders.’

Macro glowered for a moment and then eased himself back down on to his bed, careful to ensure that he kept the injured side of his head away from the bolster. It had been two months since a druid had nearly scalped him with a sword blow, and while the wound itself had healed, it was still painful, and the blinding headaches were only just beginning to abate. The orderlies came into the small cell and carefully lowered the stretcher, grunting with the effort.

‘What’s his story?’

‘Cavalryman, sir,’ replied the orderly when he had straightened up. ‘Their patrol was ambushed this morning. The survivors started coming in a short while ago.’

Macro had heard the garrison’s assembly call earlier. He sat up again. ‘Why weren’t we told?’

The orderly shrugged. ‘Why should you be? You’re just patients here, sir. No reason for us to disturb you.’

‘Hey, Cato!’ Macro turned towards the other bed in the cell. ‘Cato! You hear that? The man thinks that sorry little centurions  like ourselves don’t need to be told about latest developments . . . Cato? . . . CATO!’

Macro swore softly, looked quickly around, reached for his vine staff, leaning against the wall by the bed, and then gave the still form in the other bed a firm poke with the end of the staff. ‘Come on, boy! Wake up!’

There was a groan from under the blanket, then the rough woollen folds were eased back and Cato’s dark curls emerged from the warm fug beneath. Macro’s companion had only recently been promoted to the rank of centurion. Before then he had served as Macro’s optio. At eighteen Cato was one of the youngest centurions in the legions. He had won the attention of his superiors for his courage in battle and his resourceful handling of a sensitive rescue mission deep into enemy territory earlier that summer. That was when he and Macro had been severely wounded by their druid foes. The leader of the druids had hacked into Cato’s ribs with a heavy ceremonial sickle, laying open his side. Cato had nearly died from the wound, but now, many weeks later, he was recovering well, and regarded the dull red scar tissue that curved round his chest with a measure of pride, even though it hurt like hell when he put any strain on the muscles down that side of his body.

Cato’s eyes flickered open, he blinked and then turned to look at Centurion Macro. ‘What’s up?’

‘We’ve got company.’ Macro jabbed his thumb at the man on the stretcher. ‘Seems that Caratacus’ lads are making themselves busy once again.’

‘They’ll be after a supply column,’ said Cato. ‘Must have bumped into the patrol.’

‘That’s the third attack this month, I think.’ Macro looked towards the orderly. ‘Ain’t that right?’

‘Yes, sir. The third time. Hospital’s getting filled up, and we’re being worked to the bone.’ The last few words were given  heavy emphasis and both orderlies edged a step closer to the door. ‘Mind if we get back to our duties, sir?’

‘Not so fast. What’s the full story on the convoy?’

‘I don’t know, sir. I just deal with the casualties. I heard someone say that what was left of the escort was still on the road, a short way off, trying to save the last few wagons. Stupid, if you ask me. Should have left them to the Britons and saved their own skins. Now, sir, do you mind . . .?’

‘What? Oh, yes. Go on, bugger off.’

‘Thank you, sir.’ The orderly made a small smile and, shoving his partner ahead of him, he left the cell and closed the door behind him.

The instant the door was shut Macro swung his legs over the side of the bed and reached for his boots.

‘Where are you going, sir?’ Cato asked drowsily.

‘To the gate, to see what’s happening. Get up. You’re coming too.’

‘I am?’

‘Of course you are. Don’t you want to see what’s going on? Or haven’t you had enough of being shut up in this bloody hospital for the best part of two months? Besides,’ Macro added, as he began to tie his straps, ‘you’ve been asleep most of the day. Fresh air’ll do you good.’

Cato frowned. The reason he slept most of the day was because his room-mate snored so loudly that sleep was almost impossible at night. In truth, he was heartily sick of the hospital and was looking forward to being returned to active duty. But it would be some time before that happened, Cato reflected bitterly. He had only just regained enough strength to get back on his feet. His companion, despite an appalling head wound, was blessed with a tougher constitution and, barring the occasional shattering headache, was almost fit enough for duty.

As Macro looked down at his boot straps Cato gazed at the livid red scar stretching across the top of Macro’s head. The wound had left knotty lumps of skin and no hair grew around it. The surgeon had promised that some of the hair would return eventually, enough of it to hide most of the scars.

‘With my luck,’ Macro had added sourly, ‘that’ll be just in time for me to start going bald.’

Cato smiled at the memory. Then a fresh line of argument that might justify staying in bed occurred to him.

‘Are you sure you should go out, what with you fainting the last time we sat in the hospital yard. Do you really think it’s wise, sir?’

Macro looked up irritably, fingers automatically tying his straps as they had almost every morning for the best part of sixteen years. He shook his head. ‘I keep telling you, it’s not necessary to call me “sir” all the time – only in front of the men, and in formal situations. From now on, it’s “Macro” to you. Got it?’

‘Yes, sir,’ Cato responded immediately, winced and smacked his forehead. ‘Sorry. It’s all a bit hard to adjust to. I still haven’t got used to the idea of being a centurion. Must be the youngest one in the army.’

‘In the whole bloody Empire, I should think.’

For a moment Macro regretted the remark, and recognised in himself a trace of bitterness. Much as he had been genuinely delighted when Cato had won his promotion, the older man had soon got over his enthusiasm and every so often let slip some remark about a centurion’s need for experience. Or he would offer a few words of advice about how a centurion should conduct himself. It was all a bit rich, Macro chided himself, given that he had been promoted to the centurionate barely a year and a half before Cato himself. Granted he had already served sixteen years with the Eagles, and was a well-respected  veteran with a generally good conduct record, but he was almost as new to the rank as his young friend.

As he watched Macro tie his boots Cato was uneasy about his promotion. He could not help believing it had come too soon for him, and felt shamed when he compared himself to Macro, a consummate soldier, if ever there was one. Cato already dreaded the moment when he would have recovered enough to be appointed to the command of his own century. It took very little imagination to anticipate how men far older and more experienced than he would respond to having an eighteen-year-old placed in command of them. Sure, they would see the medals on his harness and know that their centurion was a man of some valour, and that he had won the eye of Vespasian. They might note the scars he bore on his left arm, further proof of Cato’s courage in battle, but none of that changed the fact that he had only just reached manhood, and was younger than some of the sons of the men serving in his century. That would rankle, and Cato knew they would watch him closely, and be utterly unforgiving of any mistakes that he made. Not for the first time he wondered if there was any way he could quietly request being returned to his previous rank, and slip back into the comfortable role of being Macro’s optio.

Macro finished fastening his boot straps, stood up and reached for his scarlet military cloak.

‘Come on, Cato! On your feet. Let’s go.’

Outside the cell, the corridors of the hospital were filled with orderlies and casualties as the wounded continued to arrive. Surgeons pushed through the throng, making quick assessment of the injuries and directing the fatal cases to the small ward on the rear wall where they would be made as comfortable as possible before death claimed them. The rest were crammed in wherever space could be found. With  Vespasian continuing his campaign against the hillforts of the Durotrigans, the hospital in Calleva was filled to capacity already, and the construction of a new block was not yet complete. The constant raids on the supply lines of General Plautius’ army were adding yet more patients to the overstretched facilities of the hospital and men were already being accommodated on rough mats along the sides of the main corridors. Fortunately, it was summer and they would not suffer too much discomfort at night.

Macro and Cato made for the main entrance. Wearing only their standard-issue tunics and cloaks, they carried their vine staffs to indicate their rank, and other men respectfully gave way before them. Macro was also wearing his felt helmet liner, partly to conceal his wound – he was tired of the looks of disgust he was getting from the local children – but mostly because exposure to fresh air made his scar ache. Cato carried his vine staff in his right hand and raised his left elbow to protect his injured side from any knocks.

The entrance of the hospital opened on to the main thoroughfare of the fortified depot that Vespasian had constructed to the side of Calleva. Several light carts stood outside the entrance, and the wounded were still being unloaded from the last one to arrive. The beds of the empty carts were a jumble of discarded equipment and dark smears of blood.

‘The other side are getting pretty ambitious,’ said Macro. ‘This isn’t the work of some small group of raiders. Looks like they’re hitting us with a large column. They’re getting bolder all the time. If this carries on, the legions are going to have a real problem keeping up the advance.’

Cato nodded. The situation was serious. General Plautius had already been forced to leave a string of forts to protect the columns of slow-moving supply wagons. With the establishment of every new garrison, his strike force was shrinking and  in its enfeebled condition must eventually prove an irresistible target for Caratacus.

The two centurions walked quickly down the track towards the depot gate where the fort’s small garrison was hurriedly forming up. Men fiddled with straps and belts while Centurion Veranius, commander of the garrison, screamed abuse into the entrances of the barracks, swiping at the tardy few stumbling towards their comrades as they struggled with their equipment. Macro exchanged a knowing look with Cato. The garrison had been made up from the dregs of the Second Legion, the sort of men Vespasian could not afford to take with him on his lightning campaign into the heartlands of the Durotrigans. The soldiers’ poor quality was readily apparent to an experienced eye, and mortally offended Macro’s professionalism.

‘Fuck knows what the locals make of this mess. One word of this gets out of Calleva, and Caratacus will realise he can walk in here any time he wants to, and kick Verica out on his arse.’

Verica, the aged king of the Atrebatans, had been allied to the Romans since the legions had landed in Britain a year earlier. Not that he had any choice in the matter. He had agreed to an alliance in return for being restored to power over the Atrebatans even before the legions had advanced on Caratacus’ capital at Camulodunum. Once the campaign had extended to the hostile tribes of the south-west Verica had eagerly offered Calleva to General Plautius as a base of operations. So the depot had been constructed. Besides winning the goodwill of Rome, Verica had provided himself with a readily accessible bolt hole should the Atrebatans succumb to the appeals from the tribes still resisting the invaders, to change sides and turn on the Roman invaders.

The two centurions made their way down to the gateway leading through the rampart and into Calleva. Although  Vespasian had left a mere two centuries of legionaries, under one officer, to defend the depot, the area enclosed by its ramparts was large enough to hold several cohorts. Beyond the parade ground was the hospital and headquarters buildings. To one side of them stood a few rows of timber barracks. Beyond that stretched the granaries and other stores, which the Second Legion needed to draw on as they marched west. The Britons’ leader, Caratacus, had laid waste to the land before the advance of Plautius’ legions, hence the Roman columns’ dependence on long lines of communication leading all the way to the vast supply base at Rutupiae, where the legions had first set foot in Britain.

The contrast between the ordered interior of the depot and the disorganised jumble of huts, barns, cattle byres and narrow, muddy thoroughfares of Calleva struck Cato once again. The tribal capital was home to nearly six thousand people in normal times, but with the enemy raiding supply convoys and farms across the kingdom, the population of Calleva had swelled to nearly twice the size. Packed into the crude hovels inside Calleva’s walls, the people grew more hungry and desperate by the day.

Despite its ideal location on top of a gently sloping hill, there had been no attempt to create an adequate drainage system, and the deeply rutted streets, if they could be dignified by such a word, were covered with dung. Foul-smelling puddles formed wherever the ground was so saturated that nothing drained away, and Cato felt a wave of disgust at the sight of two children making ‘mud’ pies at the side of a waterlogged wagon rut.

By the time the two centurions reached Calleva’s main gateway a mixed crowd of natives and Romans was packed on to the turf ramparts to watch the desperate drama on the slope below. Aside from the men from the garrison, the Empire was represented by the first wave of merchants, slave traders and  land agents out to make a quick killing before the new province became settled enough for the natives to get wise to their profiteering ways.

Now they jostled with the Atrebatans for the best view as the remnants of the supply column struggled towards the safety of Calleva. Cato caught the eye of the optio in command of the legionaries manning the gatehouse, and raised his vine cane to indicate his rank. The optio immediately ordered a handful of his men to clear a path for the two centurions and they went about the task with the usual insensitivity of soldiers. Shield bosses slammed into native bodies without regard for their age or sex, and howls of anger quickly swelled above any cries of surprise and pain.

‘Easy there!’ Cato shouted above the din, cracking his vine cane down on the nearest legionary’s shield. ‘Go easy, I said! These people are the allies of Rome! They’re not bloody animals. Understand?’

The legionary snapped to attention in front of his superior, and glared at a fixed point over Cato’s shoulder. ‘Yes, sir!’

‘If I catch you, or any others laying into the locals again, I’ll have you on latrine cleaning duties for the rest of the year.’ Cato leaned closer to the legionary, and continued softly, ‘Then you’ll really be in the shit, won’t you?’

The man tried not to smile and Cato nodded. ‘Carry on.’

‘Yes, sir.’

As the legionary led the way through the crowd the protests of the natives died away, now that the soldiers’ heavy-handedness had been seen to be punished.

Macro nudged Cato. ‘What was that all about? The boy was only doing his job.’

‘It’ll take him a few moments to get over his wounded pride. It takes a lot longer to build good relations between us and the Atrebatans. And almost no time to break them.’

‘Maybe,’ Macro said grudgingly, then recalled the legionary’s smirk at Cato’s final remark to him. The touch of humour had eased the man’s resentment considerably. ‘Anyway, it was neatly done.’

Cato shrugged.

They entered the shaded interior of the gatehouse and climbed the ladder to the deck above the thick timbers of the town gates. Emerging from the narrow hatchway Cato saw Verica and a handful of his bodyguards standing to one side. Cato saluted the king as he crossed the boarded floor towards the palisade and looked down the track that wound its way north, towards the river Tamesis. Half a mile away six large wagons, each drawn by teams of four oxen, crawled along the track. Around them marched a thin screen of auxiliary troops, with a small group of the legion’s mounted scouts forming a rearguard. Sunlight glinted off a breastplate and Cato squinted at a figure on horseback, halfway along the column.

‘Isn’t that the legate?’

‘How should I know?’ Macro replied. ‘Your eyes are better than mine. You tell me.’

Cato stared a little longer. ‘Yes! It’s him all right.’

‘What the hell’s he doing here?’ Macro was genuinely surprised. ‘He’s supposed to be with the legion, kicking the stuffing out of those bloody hillforts.’

‘I expect,’ Cato reflected, ‘he’s come to find out where his supplies have got to. Must have fallen in with the wagons.’

‘That’s our bloody Vespasian all right!’ Macro laughed. ‘Can’t help getting himself into a fight.’

Shadowing the column were several knots of enemy troops, accompanied by a number of the fast-moving chariots still favoured by many British tribes. A steady barrage of arrows, slingshot and spears was maintained on the Roman column. As Cato watched, one of the auxiliaries was struck in the leg by a  spear and sprawled to the ground, his shield falling to one side. The man behind him, stepped round his wounded comrade, and continued forward, hunched behind his oval shield, without a backward glance.

‘That’s tough,’ said Macro.

‘Yes . . .’

Both men were frustrated by their inability to help their comrades. While they were under medical care, they were mere supernumeraries in the depot. Besides, the centurion in command of the garrison would take a dim view if they interfered with his command in any way.

Before the column had completely passed by the injured man, one of the animal handlers broke away from his pair of oxen and ran over to the auxiliary struggling to free himself of the spear. As the crowd on Calleva’s gatehouse watched, the handler grasped the spear and wrenched it free. Then with the handler supporting his wounded comrade the pair staggered towards the rear of the last wagon.

‘They won’t make it,’ said Cato.

The wagons trundled forward towards the safety of the town’s ramparts, driven on by desperate lashes from the drivers’ whips, and the gap between the rearmost vehicle and the two men steadily widened until they disappeared amid the ranks of the mounted rearguard. Cato strained his eyes for any further sign of them.

‘Should have left him,’ Macro commented sourly. ‘Stupid sod’s only wasted another life.’

‘There they are!’

Macro looked beyond the legion’s scouts and saw the pair still struggling after the supply column. Then he saw the nearest group of Britons racing in towards them for an easy kill. The handler looked over his shoulder and abruptly stopped. Pausing only for a moment, he pulled himself free  of the wounded man and sprinted for safety. The auxiliary slumped to his knees and stretched a hand out towards the handler as the enemy closed in on him. He disappeared beneath a wave of woad-painted bodies with white limed hair. Some of the Britons sprinted on, intent on running down the handler. Younger, fitter and faster, they closed the distance rapidly and he was brought down with a spear thrust into the small of his back. Then he too disappeared under the savage blows of the British warriors.

‘Too bad.’ Macro shook his head.

‘Looks like the rest of them are going to make a move.’ Cato was watching the largest group of chariots where the tall figure in the lead was waving his spear above his head to attract attention. Then, with a swift stabbing motion he pointed the tip towards the remains of the supply column and the Britons roared their war cry and charged home. The auxiliaries closed ranks, forming a pitifully thin line between the Durotrigans and the wagons. The legate had rejoined his mounted scouts, and they quickly fanned out, screening the rear of the supply column and preparing to charge.

‘What the hell does he think he’s doing?’ asked Cato, astonished. ‘They’ll be cut to pieces.’

‘They might buy just enough time for the rest.’ Macro turned and looked back towards the ramparts of the depot. ‘Where’s the garrison?’

The distant thrum of hoofbeats and a thin defiant cry of ‘Augusta!’ announced the charge of the mounted scouts. Cato and Macro watched with sickening dread as the handful of horsemen swept over the sunlit grassland towards the screaming wave of Britons. For a moment the two sides were distinct forces, Roman against Briton, and then there was just a swirling chaos of men and horses, their war cries and screams of pain carrying clearly to those watching helplessly from the ramparts  of Calleva. A handful of the mounted men broke free of the enemy and pelted back towards the wagons.

‘Is the legate with ’em?’ asked Macro.

‘Yes.’

The sacrifice of the scouts only delayed their enemy for a short while, by which time the wagons and their escorting infantry were only two hundred paces from the gateway. Those on the wall shouted encouragement and wildly beckoned to them.

On came the Durotrigans, a seething mass of men and chariots, closing with their prey. The auxiliaries prepared to receive the charge. The dark slivers of the remaining javelins curved through the air and lanced down into the enemy. Cato saw one strike the head of a chariot horse and the animal reared up and spun to one side, dragging the chariot over and crushing its driver and spearman. The Britons swept past, unheeding, and threw themselves on the shields and swords of the auxiliaries, pushing them back on the retreating wagons.

Cato heard the steady tramp of marching boots from behind and turned to see the head of the garrison emerge from the heart of Calleva and march up to the gate. Below the wooden flooring of the gatehouse tower Cato heard the graunch of the heavy timbers of the gates as they were heaved open ahead of the legionaries.

‘About bloody time!’ Macro grumbled.

‘You think they’ll make a difference?’

Macro watched the desperate fighting engulfing the rear of the supply column and shrugged. The sight of the legionaries might just make the Britons pause in their onslaught. Over the last two years the natives had come to fear the men behind the crimson shields, and with good reason. However, these were the oldest of the veterans, lame men no longer able to keep up with their comrades, and those malingerers who could no  longer be trusted to stand their ground in pitched battle. The instant the enemy realised the true calibre of the men they were facing all would be lost.

The first ranks of the garrison emerged from beneath the gatehouse. The centurion barked an order and the column changed formation, men spilling out on either side of the track to create a line four deep. As soon as the manoeuvre was complete the line moved forward towards the embattled supply column. The rearmost ranks of the Britons turned to face the new danger and slingers and archers loosed their missiles against the Romans. The barrage rattled harmlessly off the shields and then the noise ceased as the enemy infantry stepped forward to meet the legionaries. There was no wild charge from either side: the two lines simply came together in a rising clatter of ringing blades and dull thuds of shields. The legionaries pushed towards the first wagon, remorselessly carving a path through the Durotrigans.

The century continued to fight its way forward, but it was evident to those on the gatehouse that the pace was slackening. Even so, they reached the oxen of the first wagon and forced enough of a gap through the swirling ranks of the enemy to permit the wagon to drive through, rumbling free of the mêlée towards the open gates. The second and third wagons followed, and the surviving auxiliaries struggled to form up with their legionary companions. Vespasian dismounted and threw himself into the fight alongside his men. For a moment Cato felt a pang of anxiety as he lost sight of his legate; then the distinctive red crest atop Vespasian’s helmet appeared amid the wild, shimmering mass of gleaming helmets and bloodied weapons.

Cato leaned over the palisade to watch the wagons pass beneath the gatehouse, each one laden with stacks of amphorae packed in straw. A small quantity of grain and oil would be saved, then. But that was all. As he looked up he saw that the  last two wagons had fallen into British hands, their drivers and handlers lying slaughtered beside them. Only one last wagon was contested, and as Cato watched, the Britons began to drive the Romans back from it.

‘Look there!’ said Macro, pointing away from the mêlée. The British chieftain had gathered most of his chariots about him and was leading them wide round the fighting, clearly aiming to crash into the rear of the Roman line. ‘If that lot catches them before they can reach the gate, the lads will break.’

‘Break?’ Cato snorted. ‘They’ll be cut to pieces . . . If only they see the danger in time.’

The Roman line was giving ground steadily under the weight of the Britons’ attack. The men in the front rank thrust and blocked, wholly concerned with killing the enemy immediately to their front, while their comrades behind them were glancing nervously over their shoulders and edging back towards the safety of the gate. With a wild shout of triumph the charioteers suddenly whipped their ponies on, charging towards the narrow gap between the legionaries and the gatehouse. Even where he stood Cato could feel the walkway tremble beneath his feet as the ponies’ hoofs and the chariot wheels shook the ground.

The centurion commanding the garrison glanced towards the chariots and bellowed a warning. At once the legionaries and auxiliaries broke away from their enemy and ran for the gateway, Vespasian amongst them. On the gatehouse Verica cupped his hands and shouted an order to the men lining the palisade. Throwing spears were snatched up and arrows notched to prepare a covering barrage for the fleeing Romans. Already they were streaming in through the gates, but some were not going to make it. The oldest soldiers, struggling pitifully with their heavy equipment, were falling behind. Most had cast their shields and swords aside and threw themselves on, glancing to  their right as the chariots closed in, the manes of the ponies whipping out as their nostrils flared and their mouths foamed; above them the savage expressions of the drivers and the spearmen, exulting in the imminent destruction of the Romans.

Centurion Veranius, true to his kind, still carried his shield and sword, and trotted along with the last of his men, shouting at them to keep moving. When the chariots were no more than twenty paces from him he realised he was a dead man. Veranius stopped, turned towards the chariots and raised his shield, holding his sword level at his waist. As Cato watched, feeling sick in his guts, the centurion glanced up at the gatehouse and smiled grimly. He nodded a salute at the line of faces witnessing his final stand, and turned his face towards the enemy.

There was a scream, abruptly cut off as the chariots rode down the first of the stragglers, and Cato watched as the chain-mailed bodies of the legionaries were crushed to a pulp by hoofs and wheels. Veranius charged forward, stabbing his sword into the chest of a lead pony, then he was knocked down and disappeared under the confusion of harnessed horse-flesh and the wicker superstructures of the chariots.

With a grinding thud the gates were heaved back together and the locking bar crashed back into its receiving sockets. The chariots slewed to a halt in front of the gate and then the air was filled with shouts and shrill agonised whinnies as the javelins and arrows of Verica’s men on the palisade rained on to the dense mass below. The Britons answered with their own missiles and a slingshot cracked against the palisade just below Cato. He grabbed Macro by the shoulder and drew him back towards the ladder leading down to the inside of the ramparts.

‘There’s nothing we can do here. We’re just in the way.’

Macro nodded, and followed him down the ladder.

As they emerged into the rutted open area just inside the gate they saw the confused tangle of wagons, oxen and the  survivors of the escort and garrison. Men sat slumped on the ground, chests heaving. Those on foot supported themselves on their spears or bent double, gasping for breath. Many were heedless of their wounds, and blood dripped on to the ground around them. Vespasian stood to one side, leaning forward with his hands resting on his knees, gasping for breath. Macro shook his head slowly.

‘What a complete fucking shambles . . .’




Chapter Three

The sounds of battle quickly died away as the Durotrigans fell back from the ramparts of Calleva. Even though they had just given the Romans and their despised Atrebatan allies a bloody nose, they realised that any attempt to scale the ramparts would be a waste of lives. With loud taunting cheers they ran back beyond slingshot range and continued their triumphant tirade of insults until dusk. As darkness thickened about them, the Durotrigans melted away; only the faint rumbling of chariot wheels lingered for a while, and then Calleva was surrounded by silent shadows.

The natives manning the gatehouse and the ramparts either side stood down and slumped wearily on the walkway. Only a few sentries remained standing, eyes and ears straining for any sign that the Durotrigans were merely playing a trick, and would slip back under cover of night. As Verica emerged from the gatehouse he looked tired, and his thin frame moved uncertainly. He rested a hand on the shoulder of one his bodyguards. In the flickering glare of a single torch the small party slowly made its way down the main thoroughfare towards the high thatched roofs of the royal enclosure. Along the route small groups of townspeople fell silent as their king passed by; sullen resentment filled every face illuminated by the wavering orange glow of the torch. While Verica and his nobles were well fed,  his people were growing hungry. Most of their grain pits were empty and only a few pigs and sheep were left within the ramparts. Outside Calleva many farms lay abandoned, or in blackened ruin; their inhabitants either dead or sheltering within the town.

The alliance with Rome had brought none of the benefits that Verica had promised them. Far from being protected by the legions the Atrebatans had, it seemed, drawn upon themselves the wrath of every tribe loyal to Caratacus. Small columns of raiders from the lands of the Durotrigans, the Dubonnians, the Catuvellaunians and even the wild Silurans swept between the advancing legions and raided deep behind their lines. Not only were the Atrebatans deprived of their own supplies of food, they were being denied the grain promised to them by Rome as the convoys were hunted down and destroyed by Caratacus’ warriors. What little survived the journey from Rutupiae was added to the stockpile in the Second Legion’s supply depot, and the people of Calleva whispered rumours of the legionaries growing fat as their Atrebatan allies were forced to eat ever shrinking rations of barley gruel.

The resentment was not lost on Cato and Macro as they sat on a crude log bench just outside the depot gates. A wine trader from Narbonensis had set up a stall as close to his legionary customers as possible and had erected a bench each side of his leather tent with its trestle counter. Macro had bought cups of cheap mulsum, and the two centurions cradled the leather vessels on their laps as they watched the king of the Atrebatans and his bodyguard pass by. The guards on the gate stood to attention, but Verica only flashed them a cold glance and stumbled on towards his enclosure.

‘Not the most grateful of allies,’ Macro grumbled.

‘Can you blame him? His own people seem to hate him even more than the enemy. He was forced on them by Rome,  and now he’s brought the Atrebatans nothing but suffering, and there’s not much we can do to help him. No wonder he’s bitter towards us.’

‘Still reckon the bastard should show a little more gratitude. Goes running to the Emperor, whining that the Catuvellaunians have kicked him off his throne. Claudius ups and invades Britain and the first thing he does is return Verica’s kingdom to him. Can’t ask for more than that.’

Cato looked down into his cup for a moment before responding. As usual Macro was seeing things in the most simplistic light. While it was true that Verica had benefited from his appeal to Rome it was equally certain that the old king’s plight was just the opportunity that Emperor Claudius and the imperial staff were looking for in their search for a handy military adventure. The new Emperor needed a triumph, and the legions needed a diversion from their dangerous appetite for politics. The conquest of Britain had preyed on the mind of every policy maker in Rome ever since Caesar had first attempted to extend the limits of Rome’s glory across the sea and into the misty islands. Here was Claudius’ chance to make a name for himself, to be worthy of the great deeds of his predecessors. Forget the fact that Britain was no longer quite the mysterious land that Caesar, with his eye forever on any chance to enhance his posterity, had vividly written about in his commentaries. Even in Augustus’ reign the length and breadth of Britain had been traversed by merchants and travellers from across the Empire. It was only a matter of time before this last bastion of the Celts and the druids would be conquered and added to the provincial inventory of the Caesars.

Verica had unwittingly brought about the end of this island’s proud and defiant tradition of independence from Rome. Cato found himself feeling sorry for Verica and, more importantly, for all his people. They were caught between the irresistible  force of the legions advancing beneath their golden eagles, and the grim desperation of Caratacus and his loose confederation of British tribes, prepared to go to any lengths to dislodge the men of Rome from these shores.

‘That Vespasian’s a mad one!’ Macro chuckled as he gently shook his head. ‘It’s a wonder he’s still alive. Did you see him? Going at ’em like he was a bloody gladiator. The man’s mad.’

‘Yes, not quite the approved form of behaviour for senatorial types,’ Cato mused.

‘Then what’s he up to?’

‘I imagine he feels he’s got something to prove. He and his brother are the first of their family to make it into the senatorial class – quite different from the usual run of aristocrats who serve their time as legates.’ Cato looked around at Macro. ‘That must come as quite a refreshing change.’

‘You said it. Most of the senators I’ve served under think that fighting barbarian hordes is beneath them.’

‘But not our legate.’

‘Not him,’ agreed Macro, and emptied his cup. ‘Not that it’s going to do him much good. Without supplies the Second Legion’s campaign is going to be finished for the year. And you know what happens to legates who can’t cut it. Poor sod’ll end up as governor of some flea-bitten backwater in Africa. That’s the way it goes.’

‘Maybe. But I dare say there’ll be other legates sharing the same fate unless something’s done about these raids on our supply lines.’

Both men fell silent for a moment, pondering the implications of the enemy’s switch in strategy. For Macro it meant the inconvenience of reduced rations and the frustration of losing ground, as the legions would have to retreat and construct more thorough defences of their communication lines before taking the offensive once more. Worse still, General Plautius’ legions  would have to set about the ruthless destruction of the tribes one at a time. The conquest would therefore proceed at snail’s pace; he and Cato would have died of old age before the multifarious tribes of this benighted island were finally subdued.

Cato’s thoughts skated over similar ground to his comrade’s, but swiftly moved on to a more strategic level. This particular extension to the Empire might well have been ill-judged. Of course there were short-term benefits for the Emperor in that it had shored up his uncertain popularity back in Rome. But despite Caratacus’ capital, Camulodunum, falling into Roman hands, the enemy had shown no great hurry to negotiate, let alone surrender. Indeed, their resolve seemed to have stiffened: under the single-minded leadership of Caratacus every effort was bent towards frustrating the advance of the Eagles. The whole enterprise was proving to be far costlier than the imperial general staff could ever have anticipated. It was clear to Cato that the logical thing to do was to exact a tribute and a promise of alliance from the British tribes and quit the island.

But that would not happen, not while the Emperor’s credibility was at stake. The legions, and their auxiliary cohorts would never be permitted to withdraw. At the same time reinforcements would be drip-fed into the campaign – just enough to keep up a marginal momentum over the natives. As ever, politics overrode all other imperatives. Cato sighed.

‘Heads up,’ Macro hissed, nodding towards the depot gateway.

In the flickering glow of the braziers each side of the track a small body of men marched out into the street. First came four legionaries, then Vespasian, and then another four legionaries. The small party turned in the direction of Verica’s enclosure and tramped off into the darkness, watched by the two centurions.

‘Wonder what that’s all about,’ muttered Cato.

‘Courtesy call?’

‘I doubt the legate will get a warm reception.’

Macro shrugged with an evident lack of concern about the cordiality of Rome’s relations with one of the very few tribes prepared to ally themselves to Claudius. He concentrated on a far more pressing issue.

‘Another drink? My treat.’

Cato shook his head. ‘Better not. I’m tired. Best get back to the hospital, before some bloody orderly decides to reallocate our beds.’




Chapter Four

Despite the thrill of having survived the desperate skirmish outside the gates of Calleva, Vespasian was in a foul mood as he marched up the stinking thoroughfare towards Verica’s enclosure. And not just because he resented the curt summons he had received from the king of the Atrebatans. As soon as he had recovered his breath after entering Calleva Vespasian marched the survivors of the convoy, and the last of his scouts, to the depot. Every spare man had been placed on the walls in case the Durotrigans decided to chance a more ambitious assault on their enemy. At the depot the legate had to deal with a stream of junior officers jostling for his attention. Taking over the small office of the late Centurion Veranius, Vespasian dealt with them one at a time. The hospital was filled with casualties, and the legion’s chief surgeon was demanding more men to set up a new ward. The centurion in command of the convoy requested a cohort of the Second Legion be placed at his disposal to guard his wagons on the journey back to the base on the Tamesis.

‘I can’t be answerable for any supplies until I can get adequate protection, sir,’ he said warily.

Vespasian eyed the officer with cold contempt. ‘You are answerable for supplies under any circumstances, and you know it.’

‘Yes, sir. But those bloody Spanish auxiliaries I was given are useless.’

‘Seemed to be doing well enough just now.’

‘Yes, sir,’ the centurion conceded. ‘But it ain’t the same as being protected by legionaries. Our heavy infantry put the shits up the natives.’

‘Maybe, but I can’t spare you any of my men.’

‘Sir—’

‘None. But I’ll send a request to the general for some Batavian cavalry tomorrow. Meanwhile I want a full inventory of the supplies in the depot, and then get as many wagons ready to move as you can.’

The supplies centurion paused a moment, waiting for further explanation, but Vespasian curtly nodded towards the door and beckoned the next man. His priority was getting rations to his men as soon as possible. Already one of his scouts was riding back to the Second Legion with orders to send two cohorts to Calleva. It might be a disproportionate response but Vespasian needed to be sure that he could transfer as much as possible from the depot to the legion. With the enemy raiding in force there was no chance of guaranteeing a steady flow of supplies.

Caratacus had presented him with a neat paradox: if he continued to advance, his supplies would be cut off; yet if he concentrated on safeguarding his supply lines, the advance would be stalled. Further north General Plautius’ forces were already stretched perilously thin, and almost none was available for strengthening the convoy escorts, or garrisoning the way stations and this vital depot at Calleva. The miserable show put on by the garrison that afternoon was indicative of the calibre of the men who could be spared for such duties. What Vespasian needed now, more than anything else, was manpower. Fit and well-trained. But, he realised with teeth-clenching bitterness, he might as well wish for the moon.

There was a further problem. The commander of the garrison was dead. Veranius had been an adequate enough officer – adequate enough to be spared for this command – but the Second Legion could ill afford to send another centurion from the campaign being waged against the hillforts. As always, the casualty rate amongst centurions was disproportionately high, given their duty to lead from the front. There were already a number of centuries being commanded by optios, hardly a satisfactory state of affairs . . .

It was at that point that a messenger had arrived from Verica requesting Vespasian’s presence at the earliest convenience.

All of this weighed heavily on his mind as the legate made his way along the dark streets of Calleva, taking care not to slip on the mud and ordure beneath his boots. Here and there orange pools of light spilled across the rutted streets from the open doorways of native huts. Inside, Vespasian could see families clustered about their hearth-fires, but few seemed to be eating.

A tall gateway loomed ahead of the legate and his escort, and two Atrebatan warriors with spears stepped out of the shadows at the sound of approaching footsteps. They lowered the broad leaf-shaped tips of their spears until they could recognise the legate in the gloom. Then they stepped aside and one of the sentries pointed towards the large rectangular building on the far side of the enclosure. As the Romans crossed the open space Vespasian looked round keenly and noted the stables, small thatched storage sheds and a couple of long, low timber-framed buildings within which the loud, raucous voices of men could be heard. This was how Atrebatan royalty lived then – a far cry from the palaces of kings in the distant eastern lands of the Empire. Another standard of civilisation altogether, Vespasian reflected, and one which Rome might just as well not have bothered with. It would take a very long time to raise these Britons up to the level where they could comfortably take  their place alongside the more developed of the Empire’s subjects.

On either side of the entrance to Verica’s great hall, torches wavered gently in the darkness. By their light Vespasian was surprised to see that the building had been completed since his last visit to Calleva. Clearly the king of the Atrebatans had aspirations towards a higher standard of living. Not surprising, Vespasian considered, given that so many of the island’s nobles had enjoyed years of exile in the comfortable accommodation afforded by Rome.

A figure stepped out of the imposing entrance hall, a youth in his early twenties, Vespasian guessed. He had light brown hair tied back and was broad-shouldered and tall – taller than Vespasian by a few inches. He wore a short tunic over his check-weave leggings and soft leather boots, a compromise of native and Roman attire.

The man grasped Vespasian’s arm with an easy familiar smile.

‘Greetings, Legate.’ He spoke in faintly accented Latin.

‘Do I know you? I don’t recall . . .’

‘We haven’t met formally, sir. My name’s Tincommius. I was with my uncle’s entourage when he rode out to greet you . . . when your legion arrived here at the beginning of spring?’

‘I see,’ Vespasian nodded, not recalling the man at all. ‘Your uncle?’

‘Verica,’ Tincommius smiled modestly. ‘Our king.’

Vespasian looked at him again, giving the man a more serious appraisal. ‘Your Latin’s pretty fluent.’

‘I spent much of my youth in Gaul, sir. I fell out with my father when he swore allegiance to the Catuvellaunians. So I went and joined my uncle in exile . . . Anyway, if you would care to leave your bodyguards here, I can take you through to see the king.’

Vespasian ordered his men to wait for him, and followed  Tincommius through the tall oak doors. Inside there was an imposing open space, with a high vaulted thatch roof held up by huge timber beams. Tincommius noted that Vespasian was impressed.

‘The king remembers his time in exile with a degree of fondness for Roman architecture. This was completed only a month ago.’

‘It’s certainly fit accommodation for a king,’ Vespasian replied politely as he followed Tincommius into the hall. Tincommius had turned right and bowed respectfully, and Vespasian followed his lead. Verica was sitting alone on a dais. To one side stood a small table covered with dishes bearing a variety of luxury foods. To the other side, on the floor, rested an elegant iron brazier, from which a small bundle of logs hissed and cracked on red-hot embers. Verica beckoned to them, and with the sharp echoing footsteps of his nailed boots Vespasian approached the king of the Atrebatans. Though Verica was nearly seventy, underneath the wrinkled skin and long grey hair his eyes sparkled brightly. He was tall and lean, and still had the air of command that must have made him an imposing figure at the height of his powers, Vespasian realised.

Verica slowly finished the small pastry he had in his hand and then brushed the crumbs on to the floor. He coughed to clear his throat.

‘I summoned you to discuss this afternoon’s events, Legate.’

‘I imagined that was the reason, sir.’

‘You must stop these enemy raids into Atrebatan lands. They can’t be allowed to continue a moment longer. It’s not just your convoys that are being attacked; my people have been driven from their farms.’

‘I understand that, sir.’

‘Empathy does not fill stomachs, Legate. Why can’t we have some of the reserves in your depot? You have plenty there, yet  your Centurion Veranius refused to release any supplies to us.’

‘He was acting on my orders. My legion may require everything that’s in the depot.’

‘Everything? There must be far more there than you could ever need. My people are starving now.’

‘I’ve no doubt it’ll be a long campaign, sir,’ Vespasian countered. ‘And I’ve no doubt we will lose yet more supplies to the Durotrigans before the season is over. Then, of course, I’ll need to stockpile food at an advance base for next winter.’

‘And what of my people?’ Verica’s hand moved over towards a dish of honeyed dates. ‘They can’t be allowed to go hungry.’

‘Once we’ve defeated the Durotrigans your people can return to their farms. But we can’t beat the enemy while my troops have no food in their stomachs.’

It was an impasse, and both men knew it. Tincommius eventually broke the silence.

‘Legate, have you considered what might happen if you don’t feed our people. What if the Atrebatans rose up against Verica?’

Vespasian had indeed considered the prospect, and the consequences of such a rising were deeply disturbing. If the Atrebatans deposed Verica and threw in their lot with the other tribes fighting for Caratacus then General Plautius and his legions would be cut off from the supply base at Rutupiae. With enemies before, behind and between the Roman columns, Plautius would have to retreat to the safety of Camulodunum. And if the Trinovantans there, cowed as they were, took heart from the revolt of the Atrebatans, then only a miracle could save Plautius and his legions from succumbing to a fate similar to that of General Varus and his three legions in the depths of Germania nearly forty years ago.

Vespasian controlled his anxiety and fixed Tincommius with a steady look. ‘Do you think it is likely that your people will rise up against the king?’

‘Not the king. Rome,’ replied Tincommius. Then he smiled. ‘They’re only grumbling right now. But who knows what men might do if they’re hungry enough?’

Vespasian kept his expression fixed while Tincommius continued, ‘Hunger is not the only danger. There are some nobles who are less than enthusiastic about our alliance with Rome. Hundreds of our best warriors are fighting alongside Caratacus even now. Rome should not take the loyalty of the Atrebatans for granted.’

‘I see,’ Vespasian smiled faintly. ‘You’re threatening me.’

‘No, my dear Legate!’ Verica interrupted. ‘Not at all. You must pardon the boy. Youngsters are prone to overstatement, are they not? Tincommius was merely stating the possibility in the most extreme terms, unlikely as it might seem.’

‘Fair enough.’

‘Be that as it may, you should know that there is a very real threat to my position, one that might be exploited if you continue to let my people go hungry.’

There was a palpable tension between the three men now and Vespasian’s anger at the naked attempt to blackmail him threatened to erupt in a most undiplomatic flow of invective. He forced himself to suppress his feelings and reconsider the situation. It was bad enough that the Atrebatans were in two minds about their alliance with Rome; there was no point in making matters worse by fostering bad relations with those Atrebatans who still cherished the link.
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