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      CHAPTER ONE

      Batavians = Germanic people on a large island between rivers in the Rhine-Meuse delta.

      CHAPTER TWO

      Trireme = a war galley with 3 banks of oars, each oar manned by one man.

      Corvus = a boarding ramp taking its name from corvus – the raven, owing to its spike like a beak.
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      Menapian = a member of the Belgic Menapii tribe dwelling near the North Sea in the Roman period.

      Classis Britannia = provincial naval fleet of the Ancient Roman navy, its purpose to control the English Channel and the coastal waters of Britannia.

      Bagaudae = groups of peasant insurgents in the later Roman empire who arose during the 3rd Century.

      Cornu = Roman horn.

      CHAPTER THREE

      Capsarii = Roman doctors taking name from doctoral bag – capsae.

      Corbilo = important trading port of the Veneti on the Loire about 2 leagues below Nantes.

      CHAPTER FOUR

      Branodunum Fort = ancient Roman fort to the east of modern Brancaster in Norfolk.

      CHAPTER FIVE

      Solidus = highly pure gold coin issued in the late Roman and Byzantine Empires.

      Denarius = 4.5 g silver coin – 1/72 of a Roman pound weight.

      CHAPTER SIX

      Antonine Itinerary = a register of the stations and distances along Roman roads compiled for Emperor Antoninus (86-161 AD).

      Camulodunum = modern Colchester.

      Venta Icenorum = modern Caistor-St-Edmund, Norfolk.

      Sitomagus = a town 30m south of Venta Icenorum on the road to Londinium.

      Combretovium = present-day Coddenham in Suffolk.

      CHAPTER SEVEN

      Glevum = present-day Gloucester.

      Dalmatia = a region of modern Croatia.

      Mauretania = a region embracing more than modern Morocco.

      CHAPTER EIGHT

      Deva = modern Chester.

      CHAPTER NINE

      Gesoriacum = modern Boulogne in France.

      Ulpia Noviomagus Batavorum = modern Nijmegen in the Netherlands.

      CHAPTER TEN

      Regulbium = Roman fort near modern Reculver in Kent.

      Canti tribe = Britons in Kent.

      Portus Lemanis = Roman fort at modern Lympne in Kent.

      Vectis = the Isle of Wight.

      Metatores = a Roman civil engineer.

      Gromatici = Roman surveyors.

      CHAPTER ELEVEN

      Tamesis = River Thames.

      Durovernum = modern Canterbury.

      CHAPTER TWELVE

      Civitas = citizen community.

      Praetorium = high army officer’s headquarters.

      CHAPTER THIRTEEN

      Vindelis = modern Portland Island, famous for Portland stone.

      Anderitum = modern west end of Pevensey in Sussex.

      Ander Forest = the Weald.

      CHAPTER FOURTEEN

      Porta decumana = Decuman gate opposite the praetorium, generally the rear gate.

      Portus Adurni = fort situated at the north end of Portsmouth harbour.

      Ballista ball = ballista, an ancient missile thrower which launched great balls of stone a considerable distance for use against fortifications in a siege.

      Clausentum = a small town in the Roman province of Britannia. The site is believed to be located in Bitterne Manor, which is now a suburb of Southampton.

      CHAPTER FIFTEEN

      Verulamium = modern St Albans in Hertfordshire.

      Cornicen = a junior officer in the Roman army, whose job was to signal salutes to officers and sound orders to the legions.
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      dextrarum iunctio = the joining of right hands in wedlock.

      CHAPTER SIXTEEN

      Dubris = modern Dover.

      Liburnia = a type of small galley used for raiding and patrols. It was originally used by the Liburnians, a pirate tribe from Dalmatia.

      Othona = Roman fort near modern Bradwell-on-Sea in Essex.

      CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

      Chauci = an ancient Germanic tribe living in the low-lying region between the Rivers Ems and Elbe, on both sides of the Weser.

      CHAPTER EIGHTEEN

      Teutoburg Forest = is commonly seen as one of the most important defeats in Roman history, bringing the triumphant period of expansion under Augustus to an abrupt end.

      CHAPTER NINETEEN

      Rutupiae = modern Richborough Castle near Sandwich in Kent.

      CHAPTER TWENTY

      Constantius = Flavius Valerius Constantius “Chlorus” (ca. 250 – 25 July 306), also called Constantius I, was Roman emperor from 305 to 306.

      CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

      Liburnae = used as cargo ships in the later Roman empire.

      CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

      Principia = headquarters building. This building was in the very centre of the fort. It was where the commanding officer would issue orders to the soldiers, and the clerks would have offices. Also, there was the strong room where the pay was kept.

      CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

      Ballista = Roman catapult for hurling massive stones.

      Illyria = north-western part of the Balkan Peninsula.

      Infera Insula = the legendary once fertile low-lying island of Lomea – the modern Goodwin Sands.

      Testudo = a packed formation covered with shields on the front and top.
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      Gariannonum = Roman shore fort probably at modern Caistor-on-Sea, Norfolk, guarding the Yare estuary.

      Rutupine shore = Roman name for the coast around modern Sandwich, famous for its oysters.

      CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

      Noviomagus Reginorum = modern Chichester, West Sussex.

      Calleva Atrebatum = modern Silchester, 5 miles north of Basingstoke, Hampshire. Well-preserved Roman walls and amphitheatre.

      CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

      Isca Dumnoniorum = modern Exeter, Devon.

      Eboracum = modern York, Yorkshire.

      Dumnonia = the Latinised name for a Brythonic kingdom covering modern Devon and Cornwall that existed in Sub-Roman Britain.

      Drepana = Helenopolis, a Byzantine town in Bithynia, Asia Minor, on the southern side of the Gulf of Astacus (present-day Turkey).

      Samhain = pagan festival, marking the Celtic New Year, the end of summer, and the end of the harvest season.

      Mediolanum = present-day Milan in Lombardy.
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          A SMALL UNNAMED VILLAGE ON THE SOUTH BANK OF THE RIVER WAAL, BATAVIA AD 286

        

      

    

    
      Valdor bent to haul his eel trap onto the river bank when a hand clamped over his mouth and a familiar voice hissed, “The Romans are hunting for Faldrek; you’ve got to help us find him. He’s only killed a centurion, and the whole legion is hunting for him. Look over there! They’ve even got dogs to help sniff him out!” The rough hand of the smith’s apprentice released its grip. “You’re his best friend; you’ll know where he’d run to.”

      Several ideas tumbled through Valdor’s mind, but there clearly wasn’t time to evaluate which was best.

      “I know what I’d do in his place, Heidar,” he told the apprentice. “Are you three willing to come with me? We’ll take my uncle’s boat, find Faldrek, and sail it out of the estuary into the open sea.”

      “My father’s boat? The North Sea?” Johar gasped. “Then what?”

      “Then we take our chance and see where the gods, time, and tide lead us.”

      “Are you mad?” Johar, the youngest of the four by one winter, protested. He was comfortable with the older youths because he could run and throw as well as them, and his muscles were just as well developed from hauling wet, laden nets of fish onto his father’s boat.

      “I’ll come with you, Valdor. There’s nothing for us in the village now the Romans have seized our tribe’s treasure, and they’ve forced my master, Thragnor, to work the forge for them. I’ll not stay to be a Roman slave! Besides, Faldrek is my friend, too. If the Romans seize him, they’ll torture him and maim him for killing a centurion.”

      “Are you coming with us, Johar?” Valdor shook his cousin’s arm urgently. “Look, some of them are splitting from the main force and coming this way.”

      “Since it’s my father’s boat you’re planning to steal, I’ll come so that it isn’t seen as theft. Let’s go!”

      

      Hidden by the steep river bank from the approaching Romans, the three youths dived into the river and struck out for the islet opposite. Batavian boys all learned to swim like otters in their infancy, and the men were renowned for their incredible ability to swim even in armour, thus taking an enemy by surprise. So, it was not a hard task to arrive at the far bank, scramble up, cross the islet to reach Johar’s father’s boat, moored in its usual place, and decide there what to do next. The distant yapping of hounds made them hasten their deliberations.

      “You two get in,” Johar said. “I’ll push her off the mud, and you can haul me aboard. We’ll row to where we’re going for now. We can’t risk hoisting the sail; it’s white, and the Romans will see it and be after us in a trice.”

      He gave the boat a mighty shove, but it failed to budge, so he tried again while Valdor used an oar to push into the silt. Johar had to dive into the river again and strike out after the boat that was already being swept along by the current. Strong arms reached for him, and soon he was hauled into the belly of the boat. Valdor had already taken charge of the oars and was pulling strongly with the current, parallel to the bank but in the direction of the village and hence towards the Roman soldiers.

      “What do you think you’re doing, Valdor?” Heidar grumbled. “You’ll have us all taken prisoner.”

      “Nay, Heidar, you take the tiller and head us out into midstream while I do the hard work.”

      “Give me an oar; I’ll help you,” Johar said fiercely. With the two youths hauling on an oar each, the boat shot forward swiftly.

      “Now where?” the tillerman asked.

      “Torik Isle, over yonder,” Valdor pointed. “That’s where we’ll find Faldrek.”

      “Never! He’d never have swum that far,” Johar argued.

      “Listen, Faldrek is a stronger swimmer than any of us, and he was desperate. Besides, I know a place where he would hide.”

      Gradually, they approached the low-lying holm, a refuge for every conceivable type of seabird, but uninhabited by the Batavians as it was so prone to flooding.

      “There’s nowhere for him on Torik,” said Johar querulously. He was a little jealous of his elder cousin, who had now assumed command in what by right was his boat.

      “You’ll soon see; I’m not given to flights of fancy, cousin.”

      The low line of the coast, which was the bank of the Waal, could be seen from Torik, but the movement of anyone ashore was invisible at this distance. Conversely, this was a guarantee that the three of them and their boat could not be seen by the Romans. The value of Johar’s advice not to hoist sail was evident now. They ran the boat into a small inlet, where there was slightly firmer ground in the shallows made up of shingle. The boat scrunched into it, and they leapt out to drag it higher, making it impossible for the vessel to be lifted away by the tide.

      The turf was springy but not marshy in these summer months, so they set off confidently towards the middle of the islet. The forces of nature had created a hollow at the centre, and as they approached, they saw a thin wisp of grey smoke curling into the air to be instantly dispersed by the sea breeze.

      “I told you!” Valdor said triumphantly. “It must be Faldrek!”

      The three youths appeared over the brow of the hollow, where their friend leapt to his feet, brandishing a gladius—a short Roman sword. “Hey!” he cried. “What are you doing here? Don’t you know, I’m an outlaw?”

      “Whose law?” Valdor said truculently, smiling grimly. “We’ve come to share your fate.”

      “You can share my dinner, too!” He pointed to a rudimentary turnspit where two seabirds were skewered and dripping fat, hissing in the flames of a small fire made from salvaged driftwood. “Puffins. I caught four. I still have to prepare the other two.”

      In their village, puffins were regarded as a delicacy, so Valdor’s stomach was already rumbling.

      “What happened exactly,” he enquired of his friend.

      “I was grooming our horse when that swine of a centurion crept up behind me. The first thing I felt was a hand on my buttocks, and then he spun me around and started kissing me on my mouth. Yuk!” He dragged me into our house and pushed me onto the bed. Luckily, mother was out; she’d gone to Aunt Ysilis’ to help make bread and prepare some crabs. Then he started to strip off his armour until he was naked.” Faldrek’s voice broke, and his lip trembled. “It was clear he wanted to rape me. In fact, he said that if I was a good lover, he would see that I was well-treated in the legion. They plan to round up all our people aged over sixteen winters because, he said, we make the best warriors in the Empire⁠—”

      “So, that means us as well,” Valdor looked meaningfully around his companions’ serious faces.

      “Ay, anyway, that was when I surprised him by leaping up to grab this,” he brandished the gladius, “and plunged it into his heart.”

      “Good riddance,” said the apprentice smith, “I’d have done the same!”

      “Hang on,” Johar looked astounded, “Are you saying that you swam all this way carrying the sword?”

      “Ay, what’s the problem?” Faldrek replied proudly. “You just have to keep a tight grip on it.”

      He used the murder weapon to slice the puffins, but it made no impression on the hungry youths, who devoured the fowl with relish as their host prepared the other two birds. Soon the fat was spitting in the fire again as Heidar, expert with flames, added just the right amount of wood for good roasting without burning the flesh.

      Chewing on his meat, Faldrek swallowed and asked, “I suppose the Romans are hunting for me?”

      “Ay, they are, but I reckon they won’t think of scouring the various isles and islets because they won’t think anyone could swim this far. I think they’ll search the nearby villages and while they’re at it, they’ll round up lads of our age and older as auxiliaries in their army.

      “So, what are we going to do? We can’t stay here too long.”

      “We have our boat,” Johar said proudly, and Valdor’s plan is to sail out of the estuary into the North Sea.”

      “Aye? But what then?”

      “We’ll leave it to the gods to decide our fate, my friend.”

      After much discussion, they decided to spend the night on the holm, also because not even the Romans would attach importance to a white sail in the early morning, which would be seen as a fisherman sailing out to cast his nets. The mild season permitted them to sleep under the stars, and the hollow hid the glow of the fire from the mainland so that they could sleep around its warmth. Heidar organised the collection of driftwood and maintained that he needed little sleep, so he would keep the fire burning through the night. The other three were weary from their efforts and soon fell into a deep sleep.

      The following morning, Valdor gathered his friends together to make a solemn oath. His grey-blue eyes, typical of his tribe, stared intensely into others of the same hue, except Heidar’s, which were an unusual deep blue.

      “We must swear before the gods that whatever we have to face, we’ll endure it together, united: each individual should act for the benefit of the group, and the group should act for the benefit of each individual.”

      Four arms stretched out in unison and hands clasped over the other, “I swear!” they chorused and grinned into each other’s faces: each face that of a young man who had grown through infancy and childhood together. Trust for each of them was of supreme importance and in the comforting glow of comradeship, at least momentarily, they were able to dismiss the frightening thought of what a future far from the reassurance of their village, family, and the routine of their chosen trade might bring. A moment’s thought told them that was no longer any reassurance. For Faldrek, a return certainly meant a cruel death and for the others, a harsh life in the Roman legion under Emperor Maximian.

      Valdor, who had tacitly assumed command of the little group, said, “Come on, men, the sun is lighting up the river, it’s time to row out into midstream and raise sail. We’ll be out in the North Sea by noon. Look, there’s an ebb tide to help us and the current is in our favour!” He hadn’t mentioned the breeze, but when they hauled in the oars and, as before, Heidar took the tiller, when Johar ran up the sail, it flapped and filled with the wind. Since the breeze was contrary, coming from the North Sea, Johar called to his tillerman, “We’ll need to tack downstream. Keep the bows in that direction for the moment. I’ll tell you when to turn.”

      Nobody questioned his decision because among them, he had the most experience of sailing. If they were to survive this voyage, they would have to heed his advice. The fisherman’s son settled down in the bows to keep an eye on the direction and perhaps any debris that might damage the small vessel.

      By midday, they had reached the choppy water at the mouth of the estuary, sliced through it and into the calm water in the lee of the islands positioned like sentinels guarding the entrance to the great river complex. From the bows, Johar pointed excitedly, calling to Heidar to change course. They headed towards an area where the sky was full of mewing gulls and diving gannets. The diving birds were plunging into an area of water that seemed to be bubbling and boiling. “Mackerel!” Johar shouted and pointed excitedly as the boat ploughed into the area, the fisherman’s son twirled a net over his head and cast it among the easily netted fish.

      Moments later, he had hauled the bulging net aboard, tipping the teeming fish into a writhing, glittering heap on deck. His exultation was brief, as a large gull swooped down and snatched one in its bill, soaring away with its prize. Soon, all four youths were using oars as weapons to fight off the famished persistent predators. Johar was the first to use his wits instead of his muscles, grasping a mackerel and flinging it into the sea, diverting at least a dozen of the gulls to swoop and compete for the prey. His friends joined him, throwing squirming mackerel into the sea. The breeze came to their aid, driving them towards the shore of an island. Johar seized the respite to cover the fish with old cloths so that the gulls, unable to see fish, mewed and sped off in search of prey elsewhere.

      Valdor took charge now, “Heidar, take us into that inlet, we have more fresh fish than we can eat for lunch.”

      Johar had a gutting knife on board, so he prepared selected fish whilst Heidar took charge of lighting a fire on the sandy beach. Never had they eaten so much fish in one meal, and they had plenty to store in a barrel of salt that Johar’s father kept on the boat for occasions when he had fish that advanced beyond the requirements of the village. “In this way, we’ll have rations for when we can’t catch fresh food,” Johar explained.

      “Let’s sail over to the outermost island,” Valdor said, “we can spend the night there and above all, we can find a freshwater spring or we’ll die of thirst. Have you got an empty barrel on board for water?”

      The following morning, they found a spring oozing from a cleft in the rock and slowly filled a medium-sized cask with fresh water, blessing Johar’s father for the useful equipment found on board the vessel. They carried the cask aboard and then shoved off into the relatively placid waters of the bay. Strong strokes on the oars took them around the northern tip of the island and into the face of a strong south-westerly wind. The sail filled with a snap and the boat shot forward.

      Johar approached Valdor, grasping his arm, to turn him so that he faced back towards the land they had left.

      “Now what? Cousin? It’s all very well leaving our fate to the gods, but should we not have a plan.”

      “I was thinking that we should cross the North Sea and try our luck in Britannia. They say the people there are similar to our tribes.”

      “But Britannia is under Roman ru⁠—”

      Valdor followed his cousin’s gaze and understood why he had broken off mid-sentence and was standing, mouth open, peering into the distance. A rectangular sail clearly stood out against the horizon and it belonged to a much bigger ship than theirs.
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          THE NORTH SEA, AD 286

        

      

    

    
      As soon as the large vessel came into sight, the four companions realised to their dismay that it was a Roman war galley. That observation was not exact because the galley was a Carthaginian trireme captured in battle during the Carthaginian war, little more than a score of years before. Still, it contained a complement of 190 men and was a formidable fighting vessel armed with a ram, catapult, fire pots, and archers. It possessed a tower from which to direct attacks and reinforced wooden sides. An innovation was the corvus, a thirty-foot-long boarding plank, four feet wide with a spike at one end. As the trireme neared the fishing boat, the corvus came crashing down to impale the wooden deck, just missing Johar standing in the bows. Roman legionaries swarmed down the boarding plank, at least a dozen of them, wielding swords and wearing armour. The four youths had one sword between them. Resistance was out of the question and, laughing, the legionaries herded them up the ramp into the galley. The remaining warriors searched the vessel, but the only thing they removed was the barrel of salted mackerel, which they carried up the steep ramp, taking it aboard the trireme.

      Valdor gazed with amazement at the ranks of seated rowers and the drummer in the stern, there to beat time for the coordination of the many oars. He imagined that the galley could fly through the water without the aid of the large rectangular sail that now flapped uselessly in the breeze because the crew had slackened the stays for the boarding. The crew were now busily engaged in recouping the corvus—no easy task because the spike had embedded deeply into the wooden deck of the fishing boat. It required a team of twenty men to release it by hauling on ropes. With a squeal of steel on wood, the spike came free and, at last, the fishing vessel, of no interest to the Roman commander, was allowed to drift free. The fate of Johar’s father’s boat was in the lap of the gods, whereas the fate of his son and companions was firmly in the hands of the galley commander.

      Forceful hands pushed them towards the tower in the stern and half-shoved, half-hauled them up the ladder. The legionaries thrust them before the commander of the galley. Here was their next surprise because the curly-haired and curly-bearded stocky man in full Roman regalia was not a Roman, neither was he a patrician. His coarse-featured visage spoke of humble origins and his accent was known to the youths. Before them stood a Menapian, a member of a tribe the Batavians figuratively ‘rubbed shoulders’ with in Belgic Gaul.

      The rough-mannered commander grinned, “Well, well, what a prize! Who would have thought it? We close in on a fishing boat; nothing more than a tub containing a few salted mackerel and find a real treasure—four Batavian warriors!”

      Faldrek was about to protest that they weren’t warriors when Valdor nudged him in the ribs, and he swallowed his objection.

      The commander, who had noticed the gesture, fixed his eyes on Valdor and astonished him by addressing him in his own language. “You have something to hide from me, young man, but Marcus Aurelius Mausaeus Carausius has a way of finding out everything. Do not dispel my goodwill. Tell me what you are doing so far from home?”

      “Commander Carausius, sir,” Valdor gained confidence because he could use his own language freely, “we are fugitives from the Romans, who seized our village, but one of my dear friends here slew a centurion who tried to rape him.”

      To his surprise, Carausius laughed heartily, “Ay, some Romans, especially those of noble families, have this peculiar vice.” He slapped his thigh as if sharing a joke, “I prefer women to satisfy my carnal needs as I expect you four healthy Batavi do, as well. Am I right?”

      “Ay, sir, you are. Will you not punish us for the death of a centurion?” Valdor asked meekly.

      “Listen, young man, it would be a waste! I know the worth of Batavians in battle. I venture you are all horsemen who can swim, too?”

      “Indeed, we grew up with those skills, lord.”

      “I knew it! I will give orders for you to be equipped, and you will form part of my bodyguard. That is a special privilege. As for the centurion, I am not interested; the swine had it coming to him!” Carausius spun to face Faldrek. “It was you who slew the Roman, was it not?”

      “H-how did you know?” Faldrek stuttered.

      The commander guffawed. “Easy, you are the pretty boy of the four! If you like, I can scar your face to spoil your looks, you just have to ask,” he roared with laughter again. “I’m only joking, don’t worry!”

      “Thank you, lord,” Faldrek found the wits to add. “We’ll serve you faithfully.”

      The commander shouted orders in what they recognised as the Latin tongue, and the galley stopped wallowing in the waves to shoot forward under the power of 120 oars, to the pounding rhythm of the insistent drum. More orders and the crew stretched the rectangular sail by hauling and fastening the stays.

      Suddenly, the commander looked at the four companions and switched to their language again. “You rascals took me out of my way, but I believe you were worth it!” He addressed Johar. “That boat was yours, was it not?” Johar’s jaw dropped in amazement. “Ay, sir, but how could you know that?”

      Carausius bellowed with laughter again, a trait they would come to know and appreciate. “Easy, one should always pay attention, especially in the presence of strangers. I saw how your eyes followed the tub as we set her adrift.”

      “It was my father’s livelihood, lord, but I expect he will not need it now that the Romans have seized our people.”

      “Think no more of them,” Carausius said, casting a weather eye to the south-west. “A new and better life awaits you. Your father will find his place in the legion if he is anything like his son. You four and I will become friends.” He shouted orders in Latin again. They did not understand, and the sharp-witted commander recognised this. “I have ordered them to kit you out with armour and weapons. As of now, you are part of my bodyguard. Soon, I will summon your superior officer. He is a good man but does not suffer fools gladly. You’ll find him brusque but fair.”

      “Suits me!” Valdor murmured, not intending Carausius to hear, but the officer’s hearing was as sharp as his wits.

      “I’m glad we deviated to pick you up,” he said. “I’m more at ease with my own kind. We are on our way to meet the Classis Britannica. I am to command that fleet in the English Channel to eliminate the Frankish and Saxon pirates who have been raiding the coasts of Armorica and Belgica.” He stared hard at Valdor, meeting his puzzled eyes. “Why me in command? You might well ask, young fellow. I’ll tell you. We Menapians are fierce fighters like you Batavians, and although I have no great fondness for the Romans, I distinguished myself,” he beat his chest proudly, “during Maximian’s campaign against the Bagaudae rebels in Northern Gaul, earlier this year.” He smiled grimly. “Add to that my previous career as a pilot in these waters, and you see, there’s nobody better to command the fleet.”

      Modesty might not have been his strong suit, but the commander had impressed the four youths, each of whom was eager to seize the opportunity Fate offered him. To strengthen this feeling, four legionaries deposited arms and armour at their feet. These same soldiers helped the lads strip out of their dirty clothes and pull a deep crimson tunica over their heads, next they strapped a balteus, a kind of apron belt, around their waists, from which dangled the baltea, studded leather straps. “These are the insignia of my bodyguard,” Carausius said. “The mere sight of them should instil terror in the foe,” he grinned wolfishly. Expert hands positioned a leather cuirass over their torsos so that, with the steel lorica segmentata, all four took on the appearance of fully fledged Roman soldiers. Two details were missing: the caligae, the army sandals, and the galea, the helmet. The eight men on the tower had a good laugh because the caligae fitted them perfectly, except for Heidar, whose feet were too big; not only that, the galea was too small for his head. The legionary hurried away to fetch replacements as Carausius guffawed. “Friend, what is your name?”

      “Heidar, lord.”

      “Well, Heidar, you are a big lad for your age; it must be hauling all those nets that have built you up.”

      “Pardon, commander, but I am no fisherman, but a smith by trade.”

      “A smith! By all the gods! Today is my lucky day! I know we will give you many opportunities to practise your trade in the months to come. Ha! Here are your sandals and protection for your head.”

      As soon as Heidar was fully kitted, Carausius spoke again. “As part of my bodyguard, you are exempt from pulling on the oars. If you hear two blasts of the cornu, you drop everything and rush up onto this tower, swords drawn. You’ll notice that for the moment you have no scutum, no gladius, and no pilum.” He saw the confusion on their faces. “You’ll soon learn the terms for your equipment. In our tongue, I refer to shield, short sword, and javelin in that order. When you meet your centurion, Galenus Cato, after his sleep,” he smirked, “he will issue you with arms and no doubt, sleeping quarters since he’s an expert on the subject.” The smirk reappeared. “Meanwhile, off you go down on deck and familiarise yourself with the ship. If you see a soldier with the same baltea, make his acquaintance at once, for he will be your comrade at arms. Besides, you might need to find your way back with all speed.”

      The four companions gingerly, but noisily, stepped down the ladder to the deck, getting used to the clattering hobnails under the soles of the caligae, which made it easy to slip on wooden surfaces.

      Once on deck, Valdor held up his arms, looked down his body ostentatiously, and then peered at his friends. “Will you look at us! Proper Roman soldiers, who’d have thought it this morning when we were filling our water cask?”

      “Who indeed?” Faldrek said. “It looks like my career of killing centurions has come to a sudden end.”

      “Hush! Only our commander must know about that,” Johar said anxiously.

      “My cousin is right, the least said about that, the better.”

      “Isn’t that the coast of Britannia?” Heidar asked.

      Valdor resisted the temptation to gaze at what might otherwise have been their destination and said, “The commander seems a fine fellow.”

      “Aye, we’re lucky. He’s a Menapian—almost one of us,” Johar said.

      “Take nothing for granted,” Valdor cautioned. “We’ll have to show our worth. He’s as likely to send us to our deaths as protect us. He’s a quick-witted type, that’s for sure. He notices the slightest detail, so let’s strive to show him our true worth.”

      They wandered right to the bows, where a sentinel stared at them. “Here, aren’t you those fishermen we rounded up earlier?”

      Valdor wasn’t going to let the opportunity pass. “Fishermen, nay, we are part of the commander’s bodyguard, so show some respect or my comrade will throw you overboard.”

      “The commander might not take too kindly to losing the sharpest eyes on the ship,” came the sour retort.

      “Sharpest eyes?” Valdor tormented him. “Then, why haven’t you spotted those sails in the distance?”

      The man spun around, a look of anguish on his face, his hands reached for a cornu dangling from a leather cord, which he unhooked and blew two shrill blasts. “Thank you,” he smiled at Valdor, who in turn, spun around and startled his comrades by setting off at a dash, jumping over anything in his path. His companions, suddenly realising their duty, chased after him to reach the tower in the stern. Valdor took the ladder two rungs at a time and almost stumbled at the commander’s feet, but the willing hands of other bodyguards hauled him to his feet.

      “What the devil? Why has the lookout sounded the alarm?” Carausius snarled.

      “Because I spotted sails in the distance, over yonder, Lord. Aye, see over there beyond yon headland!”

      Carausius’s eyes narrowed as he peered. After a moment’s concentration, he said, “By the gods, lad, you have sharp eyes. And you say that you spotted them, not my lookout?”

      “To be fair, Commander, we distracted him with our presence in the bows. If not, I’m sure he would have seen them first.”

      “What’s your name, lad? I like your honesty.”

      “Valdor, Lord.”

      “Valdor, eh? Men, this is Valdor and he is Heidar, a smith. They, with their friends, are your new comrades.”

      Valdor stepped in quickly, pointing, “Johar and Faldrek. We are Batavians,” he said proudly.

      “Ay, and Batavians are not to be messed with,” the commander said sternly. “You will treat them as brothers.”

      The red-plumed helm of a centurion appeared up the ladder.

      “Ah, Centurion Galenus Cato,” the commander said. “We have four new recruits, Batavi, worth their weight in gold in battle. This one, Valdor, out-spied my lookout, hence the warning.”

      “We’ll see their battle worthiness if those are enemy ships,” the centurion said grumpily, his sleep disturbed, glaring at Valdor, who met his gaze without flinching.
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          OFF THE COAST OF EAST ANGLIA, AD 286

        

      

    

    
      The trireme drew closer to the flotilla of ships waiting a mile off the coast of East Anglia. Valdor counted nine vessels, all war galleys. His commander ordered a small boat to be lowered to carry a messenger, instructed to summon the nine captains and their escorts aboard the Carthaginian flagship. Soon, several small boats arrowed towards them.

      In moments, a swarthy Roman officer stood before Carausius, and next to him a crimson-plumed centurion. The captain’s lip curled, and in a sardonic voice, he said, “What’s this? Are we to take orders from a barbarian thug?”

      No sooner had the words left his mouth than Valdor’s sword was in his hand. The centurion reacted just as quickly, drawing his gladius. “How dare you draw your sword at a Roman officer, barbarian?” He leapt forward, delivering a scything blow, which but for Valdor’s agility would have been fatal. As it was, it left a gash in his leather cuirass without penetrating his flesh. Valdor’s same nimbleness allowed him to jump, twisting off the deck and deliver a downward chop by surprise, which severed a tendon in the centurion’s wrist, causing him to scream and drop his gladius with a clatter on the wooden boards. In a flash, as the centurion held his useless, bleeding arm to his chest, Valdor’s sword was at his throat. The Batavian glanced at his commander, who reacted quickly, “Spare him! That kind of wound is two a sestertius in the army, and we have the capsarii to stitch him up and have him fit for combat in no time. It would be a shame to lose a centurion on my first day in charge, Valdor.”

      Valdor glared at the centurion, removed the blade, and bowed to his commander.

      By now, other captains had reached the command tower, and word had rapidly spread about what had happened. The swarthy captain now changed his tone, “Commander, I believe you were about to give us instructions; pray continue.”

      Carausius also glared at the offending captain, but in a loud clear voice declared, “Caesar Maximian has named me commander of the Classis Britannica, tasked with cleansing the channel of Frankish and Saxon pirates. So, we’ll sail in search of them off the coast of Armorica. My ship will lead the flotilla, and I expect you to remain within hailing distance of each other. When we sight the enemy, I will issue further orders. We sail upon three blasts of the cornu.”

      There was nothing to question, so the captains, murmuring sullenly among themselves, beat an orderly retreat to their small boats, which were hoisted aboard the galleys. As soon as the last of them was on board, Carausius raised three fingers to signal to the lookout to give three blasts of his horn. That done, he shouted crisp orders to get the galley underway, leading the small fleet south-eastward towards Armorica.

      On the voyage, the commander took Valdor aside and confided, “I will not forget your action, my lad; it made an immediate difference to my acceptance as commander. Those captains realise that if a commander inspires such loyalty in his men, he is to be reckoned with. You have a great future ahead; you have my word.”

      “Thank you, Lord. May I seek out my friends?”

      “Ay, but remember, two blasts of the horn and you are to be back beside me on the instant.”

      “So be it!” Valdor bowed and descended the ladder, turning over Carausius’ words in his head with mounting excitement. A matter of days ago, he was a nobody even in his own village; now, it seemed, he was a favourite of a high-ranking Roman officer.

      In the open sea, they passed the occasional Roman trading vessel, but there was no sign of pirates. They scoured the north-western coast of Armorica, paying particular attention to the great estuaries.

      Valdor spotted a comrade with the insignia of the bodyguard and strolled over to speak with him. He was in luck because many of the crew could not speak his language, but this man, a seasoned mariner, had picked up enough over the years to hold a rudimentary conversation. After rounding a large headland and changing course, the older man said to him, “We’re heading to a great river we call the Liger that the locals call the Loire. There are several ports at the mouth, but the most important is Corbilo, the busy trading station of the Veneti tribe. I say, is it true that you chopped the hand off a centurion?”

      “People exaggerate,” Valdor said. “I had to disarm him, so I cut into his wrist, but the last I saw, he still had his hand. He attacked me first.”

      “I heard you defended the honour of our commander. That will stand you in good stead with all your comrades. So, it’s true that the Batavi are great warriors.”

      “Well, we need to be put to the test in battle for you to decide that,” Valdor said modestly. “But you remind me, I must seek out my friends.”

      “The other Batavi? I saw them playing dice at the front of the ship not long ago. Stay strong, my friend.”

      “You, too.”

      Valdor gazed at the bustling port of Corbilo, which held his attention for a while. Lumpers carried crates of fish from boats up steep steps to the quay, while others rolled barrels into warehouses. He had never seen such a busy place and on so large a scale. He thanked the gods that his life had changed so dramatically. His reverie came to an abrupt halt at the twin blast of the horn, so he skipped over coiled ropes and hastened to the ladder. Again, he was the first of his original companions to mount the ladder, but once on the tower deck, he was met by the broad grin of his new friend who, in a lowered voice, said, “Look over there, the other side of the estuary!” He pointed to a fleet of ships tied together. “Those are Frankish vessels or I know nowt about ships! If I’m right, they’ll be raiding in Namnetes territory. That’s a valley area full of rich country houses. But let’s hear what the commander has to say. The other captains should be here for orders, soon.”

      His words proved correct, but Carausius’ orders did not please them.

      “Hark! We’ll not chase inland after the pirates. We’ll let them plunder and bring back their spoils, which we’ll relieve them of in a trice. We’ll slay them in battle hereabouts. Meanwhile, we’ll sail across the estuary to cut loose their ships, which will be lightly guarded and we’ll use our rams to sink the lot of them. Any questions?”

      One bold white-haired captain stepped forward to express the perplexity doing the rounds among his colleagues. He stared down his aquiline nose, saying, “Commander, I fear the emperor’s wrath when he learns that you did nothing to protect the Namnetes’ villas.”

      “Captain, do not dare question my orders. I am the voice of the emperor here and as such, I tell you that when he learns we have destroyed a whole Frankish fleet and its crews, he will be more than satisfied.”

      Muttering among the captains caused Carausius to lose patience. He bellowed, “Return to your ships and carry out my orders! Within the hour, I do not want to see a single Frankish ship still afloat.”

      Valdor marvelled that his commander did not take part in the operation but contented himself with a watching brief. Ramming was not so straightforward as he had imagined. Each galley was equipped at the bows, below the waterline, with a long spike, essentially a sharpened tree trunk. But to use it effectively, the attacking vessel needed considerable speed, generated with the sole intention of caving in the side of an enemy ship so that the seawater flooded in and sank her. The first ship had the easiest task because she targeted the outermost of the moored vessels and, sail filled by the strong breeze, drove into the smaller craft with a mighty crashing of rending timber. Valdor listened to the orders being called and watched as scores of oars backed the galley away from its victim. Panicked shouts came from other Frankish ships, whose skeleton crews attempted to cut their boat free. The first to drift out into the estuary was immediately rammed by an incoming galley surging forward at high speed.

      The smaller, lighter and therefore, more manoeuvrable Frankish vessels were able to avoid ramming, but not the grappling irons that flew towards them. Roman soldiers poured aboard and overwhelmed the undermanned vessels. Working at great pace, the boarders soon scuppered the ships by springing the planks below the waterline. In these operations two or three Romans drowned because they were unable to flee the onrushing waters in time and went down with the ship, but the number was negligible compared to the Frankish losses. Soon, not a single Frankish craft of the twenty-two moored vessels remained afloat. Even the irascible Carausius expressed his satisfaction and hailed the nearest captain, telling him to moor where the Franks had tied up previously. Shortly, all ten galleys were moored alongside each other so that it was easy to step from one craft to the next, which Carausius did to congratulate his captains in turn. To each, he ordered a scout sent inland to look out for the returning pirates and with instructions to report back without being seen as soon as they spied the foe.

      Carausius sent out Johar with another of the older bodyguards. When they returned together, all smiles, the older man reported to the commander. “Before sunset lord, look the sun is low, by the time it touches the sea, they will be here. I estimate that there were eight hundred of them and they were carrying a large box on two poles.”

      “Ha, the booty!” The commander turned to Johar, “do you agree that the enemy has eight hundred men?”

      “Aye, I’d say that’s about right, lord.”

      “Then, we outnumber them for sure,” he smiled grimly.

      The accounts of the other scouts tallied, so Carausius ordered three blasts of the cornu and led his crew onto the shore. He employed the tactical system based on small and supple infantry units called maniples. Each maniple numbered 120 men in 12 files and 10 ranks. The maniples drew up for battle in three lines, each line made up of 10 maniples and the whole arranged in a chequerboard pattern. Nobody organised this better than Carausius, hence his burgeoning reputation as a military strategist.

      The Franks possessed high-quality weapons, especially their long swords, but unlike the Frankish professional soldiers, did not wear chain mail. This was an advantage for the Romans along with their superior numbers. Had their commander brought horses, he would have used the cavalry to protect his flanks. Instead, he urged his captains to position their hardiest men on the right flank and took his bodyguard to hold the left.

      Johar whispered to his cousin, “I’m scared, is there anything I should know?”

      “Aye, that we are stronger than they, and will win the day. Keep your shield high and meet force with force. Remember, I’m next to you and will guard your flank. Look, Heidar is on your other side. You no longer need to be scared.”

      The Franks came at a rush, hurling insults, oval, colourfully-painted shields raised. Their first mistake was to hurl throwing spears and axes at the solid wall of Roman scuta. These formidable curved shields proved impenetrable, causing the weapons to fall harmlessly to the ground. The Romans did not waste their spears, preferring to use the hastae to stab the onrushing enemy between shields. So, the Franks crashed onto a wall of spikes. The survivors were forced backwards by the scuta and the gladii, the famous short swords used so effectively in close engagements.

      The chequerboard line-up of the Roman formation proved devastating as the Frankish pirates had never encountered anything similar. They were already outnumbered and, adding disorientation to this, the battle was soon swinging towards a Roman victory. To combat the Roman formation, the Franks split their force to attack the flanks. It was the worst thing they could have done as the central maniples swung out behind them to drive them from behind onto the well-formed flanks. The four Batavian companions acquitted themselves bravely, a fact noted by their equally ferocious commander. Three of them killed for the first time, the strong Heidar, several times.

      At last, an eerie silence, broken only by the shrieks of scavenging birds, fell over the battlefield as the twilight brought by the setting sun enveloped the survivors, casting long phantom-like shadows before them.

      “Quickly, you four,” Carausius indicated the Batavians, “come with me.” He set off through the bodies at a run until there remained no more corpses. The comrades had no idea what he was about until in the distance, about four hundred yards ahead, they spied four Franks each holding up a pole, transporting a large chest.

      Carausius pointed, “Their spoils, ours now!” They redoubled their pace and within shouting distance, the commander warned them fluently in their own language, “Set down that chest if you want to live and disappear from my sight. We’ll slaughter you like swine if you make a fight of it.”

      Evidently, the Franks’ greed outweighed their wisdom, for they drew their swords and stood shoulder to shoulder. The sight of their gore-spattered adversaries should have terrorised them, but they were determined to keep their ill-gotten gains.

      The sheer ferocity of Carausius and Heidar was probably enough for victory without the support of Valdor, Johar, and Faldrek, but it was the latter who first struck down and killed a foe. The engagement was short and sharp and the outcome inevitable. With all four Franks dead on the ground, Carausius ordered the Batavians to hoist up the poles and carry the chest to his ship. They laid their scuta neatly on top of the chest and weary, fit to drop, plodded back to the battlefield, where many Romans were picking weapons, especially the prized swords, and items from the corpses of fallen Franks. To the relief of the four companions, their commander called four of his bodyguards who took over carrying duties. Even so, they had to help them load the chest onto the galley as it needed lifting high to clear the gunwales. That accomplished, they were entitled to rations of wine and bread.

      But Valdor could not enjoy his refreshment in peace since he spotted the captain of the neighbouring ship storming aboard, his expression wrathful. Sensing trouble, Valdor set down his beaker and tossed his remaining crust overboard for a swooping gull to devour before hurrying to the tower ladder.

      He was in time to catch the same puce-faced, patrician captain shouting at Carausius, “First, you let the pirates rampage at will through the province, then, not satisfied, you seize their bounty and bring it aboard your ship. We all fought in the battle.” He thrust his contorted face into the commander’s so that their noses were almost touching as he shouted, “Do you think we’ll passively accept this? Well, you’re mistaken!”

      The commander stepped back and wiped his spittle-flecked face, leering at his enraged subaltern, and said, “What are you going to do about it?”

      “The emperor will hear about this!” He raised a huge fist and took a step forward to deliver the blow, but Valdor’s hand clamped around his wrist and hauled him, off-balance away from Carausius. Valdor meant to take advantage of the man’s loss of equilibrium to toss him to the deck but, as misfortune would have it, the captain’s sandal caught in a small gap between planks and he staggered at the moment Valdor heaved. The result was disastrous because the captain precipitated down the ladder, striking his head on the way to lie still at the foot of the steps, his head at an unnatural angle. Valdor shot down and placed two fingers on the officer’s neck searching in vain for a pulse.

      Carausius joined him and the Batavian shook his head, “I-it was an accident, I didn’t mean to slay him.”

      The commander placed a fatherly hand on his shoulder, “I saw that it was an accident! But where were the rest of my bodyguard? Only you, Valdor came to ensure my safety and I shall not forget that. Now, I’m twice in your debt. Hurry, find and fetch four of your comrades with a blanket. They’ll carry the body back to his ship. I’ll accompany him to appoint a new captain and explain how this one lost his temper and stormed away in a blind rage, losing his balance and falling down the ladder in a terrible accident that was his own fault.”

      “Thank you, lord.”

      “Nay, thank you, my brother!”
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      Luckily, Carausius could not hear the murmurs of discontent on the other vessels of his flotilla. His own crew thought the world of him because they admired his strategic military superiority compared to previous generals.

      As they approached the coast of East Anglia, the commander summoned Valdor to the tower. They were alone up there, and Carausius spoke with confidentiality to The Batavian.

      “Valdor, I can only imagine the grumbling on the other ships. You see, I made my name as a land-based soldier and led my men to victory against the Bagaudae rebels, using the same tactics as against the Franks at Corbilo. These naval types have never taken me to heart, and they resent me holding the Frankish spoils.” He placed a hand on Valdor’s arm and stared into the earnest grey-blue eyes. “Why am I telling you this? For two reasons: to urge you to watchfulness because those sailors would as soon slit my throat as shake my hand; secondly, because I don’t want you to judge me ill. I do not lust for treasure any more than the next man; indeed, I intend to share the Frankish loot with my crew and with—oh, never mind, you’ll find out soon enough.”

      “Lord, I promise to be watchful and will also speak about the need for alertness to my three friends.”

      “Look, yonder is the fort of Branodunum; can you see its walls? Severus Alexander built it and two others along the coast some three-score years ago to help protect traders from pirates. At the moment, the garrison is made up of Equites Dalmatae, Dalmatian cavalry. I remember you saying that you and your friends grew up riding horses.”

      “Ay, lord, it’s true, although⁠—”

      “Tell me.”

      Valdor hesitated as if reluctant to criticise anyone. “My cousin Johar is not as proficient as we others because he had to spend much time at sea with his father.”

      “I’ll bear that in mind. I have a surprise for you and Heidar once we set foot in that fort. See, to the west and north of it is the vicus where the civilians live and work outside its walls. The inhabitants belong to the Iceni tribe. I have a lot of time for them; they are fierce warriors if you get on the wrong side of them, as their queen, Boudicca, proved by defeating a Roman legion and burning Londinium to the ground, but that was in a past century. The southern wall, facing the sea, is on the shoreline and it serves as a harbour. I have brought the fleet here as I will not tolerate mutiny in the ranks, and I have a special fondness for cavalry.”

      I wonder why he is telling me all this?

      Once moored at the harbour, Carausius issued orders that only his crew should disembark, while the others were to remain aboard their respective ships. The commander inspected the loot obtained from the Franks and called several of his officers to whom he handed coins and gems to distribute among the crew. Valdor and Heidar each received a large Byzantine gold solidus, whereas Johar and Faldrek were happy with a smaller Roman gold solidus bearing the portrait of Augustus Diocletian.

      At a certain point, the commander closed the trunk and ordered it to be carried ashore. The lookout, on his command, strode with his horn to the southern gate and blew a peremptory blast, at which the doors swung back and Carausius marched his men, carrying the remainder of the spoils into the rectangular fortress. At the eastern end, there was commotion with many men cheering and laughing.

      A couple of officers strode to greet Carausius. Judging by their elaborate crimson plumes, they were of high rank, Valdor thought. His conjecture proved correct when they introduced themselves respectively as the camp prefect and a tribune. To them, Carausius delivered the spoils to be shared among the cavalrymen.

      “What’s going on over there?” The commander pointed to the raucously cheering assembly.

      “Ah, yesterday we received a new consignment of horses,” said the tribune, “and among them is a spirited black stallion. Nobody has managed to break him in yet. Assuming anyone succeeds in mounting him, the beast bucks so hard that it is impossible to stay on its back. Remember, I have some of the finest horsemen in the Empire and yet…”

      Without asking permission, Valdor strode over to the compound, leaving Carausius to deal with the camp officials. He pushed his way through the crowd to the front, just in time to see an unfortunate cavalryman thrown backwards off a stomping black stallion, its muzzle flecked with white foam. Valdor climbed into the compound over a three-barred fence without consulting anyone. Meanwhile, a soldier had snared the stallion with a lasso, so Valdor walked up to him and took the free end of the rope. “I’ll ride him,” he said confidently. The soldier, like the rest, had never seen this cocky fellow before, so, not knowing him, tamely handed over the rope.

      Valdor strolled carefully over to the stallion, making sure to keep well within the horse’s sight. The stallion was stamping and snorting angrily, but Valdor’s first action was to remove the noose from over its head and then, he gently caressed the restless animal’s muzzle. He put his head close to the horse and, smiling, looked him straight in the eye before slowly, slowly, moving to whisper in its ear. The onlooking crowd had become rapt in silence, which helped him soothe the beast. He continued to pacify the horse with gentle words before again, slowly, slowly, moving to stand, arms outspread in front of him, gently clicking his tongue. An awed murmur came from the gathering when the stallion steadily stepped towards the stranger and nuzzled his chest. Again, Valdor whispered in the horse’s ear and suddenly, sprang onto its back, threading his fingers into its mane, leaning forward and whispering his magic words into its ear. With a proud neigh, the stallion responded to the gentle heel kicking of its rider and to the astonishment of the assembly, set off around the compound at a trot. Valdor sat upright and, holding tightly with his knees, waved to the crowd, which raised a cheer. Valdor’s delicate pat on its head kept the stallion calm, and he let it trot where it wanted as there was no bit nor reins to guide it. Soon, the splendid mount stopped of its own accord, and Valdor leapt down to caress the sleek coat and speak more calming words. Another nuzzle and their friendship was sealed. “Thank you, my friend; I shall call you Sparax,” he said to the stallion, earning himself another whinny and a happy toss of the head.

      Ignoring the pressing questions in a language he could not understand, Valdor broke free and came face-to-face with the broadly-grinning Carausius.

      “Well done, Centurion,” the commander said.

      “Lord, I don’t understand.”

      “Centurion Valdor, you have been promoted, and the tribune has gifted you yon stallion since only you, it seems, can domesticate it.”

      Valdor, for once, was speechless. “W-what?”

      The tribune, an officer of considerable learning, came to his rescue. “Come, Centurion, I will accompany you to withdraw your new equipment,” he placed a playful finger in the slash in Valdor’s cuirass and tugged. “By all accounts, you owe the legion a new centurion! The camp prefect is designating the seventy-nine men under your command. You know that a century is made up of eighty men; well, your Decurion is also withdrawing his uniform, there, with him, that makes eighty.”

      “Heidar, my decurion?” Valdor had regained his tongue.

      “Aye, but expect him to be excused service whenever the prefect requires him to man the forge. I believe there’s some call for an able smith.”

      “Oh, Heidar is able, alright, for he learnt from Thragnor, the best smith in Batavia.”

      “You Batavians are full of surprises, but take my advice, young man. Your feat with the stallion has earned you much goodwill, but don’t underestimate the Dalmatians; they too are a fierce race of combatants. They will expect you to be better than them in courage and compassion, not merely in horse-riding. You are evidently young and will be viewed with diffidence.”

      “Rightly so, I have never commanded men.”

      “Hard, but fair; kind but hard. Make that your motto, and I’ll have to look over my shoulder lest you rise further!”

      Valdor laughed, but his head was spinning, yet, he sagely managed. “Lord, you need never fear for my loyalty.”

      “So, I gather from your commander. I do not suffer fools and would not have consented to your early promotion if I did not agree with Carausius. He is a fine general. I’m sorry that he might leave us so soon.”

      “I know nothing of that, lord.”

      “I know, but here we are. Greet your decurion, and I’ll requisition the armour with a centurion’s insignia.”

      The tribune marched into the building Heidar had just vacated.

      The former smith greeted him. “Valdor, you’ll never guess!”

      “I will. You’re a decurion, and you can’t believe your luck!”

      “H-how did you know?”

      “I know because I am your centurion. From now on, you obey my orders, Decurion!”

      Heidar mock-scowled. “Nothing new, then! Oh, by the way, the prefect is giving me a horse!”

      “I like your feathers, very impressive!” He pointed to his friend’s plumed helmet, tucked under his arm.

      “Ay, but I can’t wear it yet; apparently, it’s not the done thing in the camp when we’re off duty.”

      “I must go; the tribune’s calling me!” He dream-walked into the building and, several minutes later, emerged with a galea, distinctive with its traverse crimson crest, and carrying a vitis, the vine-stock that a Roman legionary centurion wielded as a cane with which to punish his soldiers. Hard, but fair; kind but hard, he told himself, I’ll probably never use this on my men, except on Heidar! But that was a private joke because a centurion would never, surely, punish a decurion with a whip!

      The two friends strolled aimlessly around the fort, taking in details like the rounded corners with internal turrets backed by earthen ramparts that strengthened the walls, not less than four feet in thickness, built of stone, brick, and tiles used together.

      The troops were housed in timber-built huts. The quarters of the tribune and the camp prefect were spacious buildings of brick, and although the friends had not yet seen inside, the latter might almost have been a mansion in Rome itself thanks to its handsome chambers with tessellated floors, its baths, and underfloor heating.

      There was a central street, in which provisions, clothing, and trinkets could be bought. The Romans did not permit the dealers to remain within the fort after sunset, but the shops were tenanted by day and did well for business, not only with the soldiers but also with the neighbouring Britons. Many of the women in the soldiers’ huts were Britons. “I’ll bet their children will be soldiers, too, when they grow up,” Heidar said.

      From the nearest corner turret, Carausius emerged.

      “Centurion, Decurion!” he bellowed at them, “Over here, smartish!”

      Taking time only to exchange glances, the friends ran at once to their commander.

      “Quickly, up the tower! I want you to see something.”

      Together with Carausius, they gazed down at the harbour. “What do you see?”

      “Our ships, lord,” Heidar said.

      “Ay, but what don’t you see?”

      Heidar frowned, looked puzzled, and glanced at Valdor, who said, “Eight-nine! One is missing!”

      “Exactly! What does that mean?”

      “One of the captains has disobeyed orders and sailed⁠—”

      “Correct, Centurion, and I know why.”

      “You do?”

      “Ay, we must prepare for war. He’ll have sailed off to meet Emperor Maximian’s forces in Gaul to denounce me for not protecting the Namnetes from the pirates and for keeping the spoils to myself.” He bellowed a laugh. “He would be angrier if he knew I had given the bounty to the Dalmatians. But I need the loyalty of these cavalrymen.”

      “Those other four ships did not come with us,” Valdor pointed at four identical two-masted vessels, smaller than the galleys but with deep rounded hulls.

      “They will join our fleet because they are specially built to transport horses. In our next battle, Centurion Valdor, you will command a cavalry unit. Those ships have stalls below deck along the whole length of the boat, and above deck, there are slings designed to restrain a nervous horse even in the heaviest seas.”

      “I think Sparax will be better off above deck in the open air.”

      “Sparax?”

      “Ay, my stallion. I would like to travel with him at sea to keep him calm.”

      “Nay, you travel with me to keep me calm! Or do you have a short memory, Centurion?”

      “You are right, lord, my primary task is to guard your safety.”

      “Those ships look smaller and slower, but in reality, they have two triangular sails that drive them forward at a faster rate than our galleys. Having cavalry available in battle will make my strategy so much easier. Do you remember how our best soldiers covered the flanks? Well, that task will go to the Dalmatian cavalry.”

      “Do you truly think that Emperor Maximian will declare war on you?”

      “I can’t be sure, but the captain who has fled is the highest-ranking in the Classis Britannica, apart from myself, that is. He’s resentful of me and renowned for his political manoeuvring, so I expect he will persuade the emperor that I am a traitor.”

      “But that’s ridiculous!”

      “Ay, Valdor, we know that, but my friend, the corridors of power in Rome are awash with the blood of innocent men.
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      Several weeks passed in which Valdor and Heidar refined their respective roles with helpful advice from fellow officers. Valdor took delight in training his cavalrymen to form up as required by Carausius. He found ways of putting the formation to the test by mock battles and stressed the importance of keeping a tight formation. A revolutionary aspect was his insistence on occasionally training without horses. Other cavalrymen might have resented this, but Valdor had a way of gaining support through his personality. Hard, but fair; kind but hard. The Dalmatian horsemen fulfilled his demands, and he was convinced that he had an elite group ready to face the most testing circumstances in battle.

      Relaxed, he conceded himself more free time, so that one bright morning, he decided to survey the view from the top of the south-western tower. He saw a sail and watched a galley anchor close to the South Foreland point. He recognised the vessel as the Leopard, the galley that had fled the harbour months ago. His eyes narrowed as a small boat with a single occupant and two oarsmen started to row towards the approaches of the harbour.

      He hurried to find Carausius, who took the news badly. “We must intercept that boat before its captain can turn the fleet against me. He must be confident of Maximian’s support to sail boldly back here. Centurion, I have noticed you training your Dalmatians to fight without horses, bring them aboard my galley. We’ll seize his messenger and then face Captain Leander Russus before he can overturn me.”

      The oarsmen carrying the messenger did not know that they were in a race against time, an advantage that Carausius possessed. Swiftly, Valdor urged his Dalmatians aboard, their morale high at the thought of impending action even without horses. Carausius soon had the full complement of oarsmen in position and the galley cast off, shooting out of the harbour. Valdor stood in the bows with a coiled rope in hand. In a deep voice that belied his stature, he called down to the rowing boat, “Here’s a rope, climb aboard at once, or we will ram you and send you to the bottom to feed the crabs!” He was close enough to see the expressions of fear and horror on the three faces. Moments later, one of the oarsmen grabbed the rope and jumped into the sea. Three strong Dalmatian cavalrymen hauled him to the galley and up its side until he jumped onto the deck. Valdor coiled the rope again, and although he misjudged his cast this time, it fell close enough to the boat for the second oarsman to dive into the sea and grasp it. Valdor’s third throw was perfect as the rope landed on the boat. The messenger was soon hauled onto the galley and confronted by Carausius.

      “You will tell me what message you bring and for whom it is intended.”

      The messenger’s face was a picture of misery. “Lord, my message was not intended for you, but for Captain Cyrillus Drusus.”

      “As I feared. But you can confirm that the vessel you sailed on and now standing offshore is the Leopard, commanded by Captain Leander Russus?”

      The messenger did not meet Carausius’ eyes but lowered his head and muttered, “Ay, I can vouch for that.”

      “I command the Classis Britannica, so any message for Cyrillus Drusus is also of concern to me. So, you will tell me your message at once.”

      “Nay, lord, I cannot. My captain said it was for Drusus’ ears only. I dare not disobey orders.”

      Carausius glared and snarled, “If you care for the lives of your companions and your own, you will give me that accursed message.” He signalled to the two Dalmatians who each had an oarsman by an arm. They dragged the unfortunate fellow to stand trembling before the enraged commander, who drew his gladius and pressed its blade to his throat.

      “Wait!” The messenger cried desperately. “I’ll give you the message, lord, but I beg you to recognise, I am but the bearer of tidings.”

      Carausius withdrew the blade from the oarsman’s throat, and he, who had steeled himself for a mortal blow, visibly sagged with relief, held up by the two cavalrymen.

      “Out with it, then!” the commander roared.

      The messenger wiped his brow with a shaking hand. “Caesar Maximian declares that Marcus Aurelius Mausaeus Carausius is…” his voice caught, and he paled… “a traitor to the Empire and decrees,” as if to shed a great burden, the messenger shrieked, “his immediate execution!”

      “This means war!” Carausius bellowed, and raised his voice to a roar everyone on board was meant to hear, “I, Marcus Aurelius Mausaeus Carausius, declare myself Emperor in Britain and Northern Gaul, which area will be known as the Imperium Britannicum. There are now three Augusti: salute Imperator Caesar Marcus Aurelius!”

      The Dalmatians drew their swords and raised them above their heads. “Hail Caesar!”

      The oarsmen on each deck beat their fists on their benches and repeated the cry over and over.

      “We have our Emperor of the North,” Valdor said to Heidar. “And now, it’s off to war.”

      The new emperor heard him and grinned. “Too true, my friend, and with stalwarts like you, I shall prevail.” He turned to the Dalmatians. “Put these three in irons, for the moment, they know too much! Prepare for battle, Centurion, we’ll attack Russus’ galley.”

      Valdor ensured there were four javelins for each of his Dalmatians and inspected them as they lined up behind their shields.

      “Shall we prepare the catapult and pitch, Lord?” Heidar asked.

      “We shall not, Decurion. I do not wish to destroy or sink the galley. It will be useful in the forthcoming war. Neither do I wish to annihilate the crew. Those who can be spared in victory will follow me! I want Leander Russus’ head. A solidus goes to he who severs it from his body.” Only the men close to Heidar heard this, but the words engendered a great ferment among them. A gold solidus was the equivalent of six months’ pay for a legionary, few of whom had even touched such a coin, as their pay came in silver denarii.

      Normally, a war galley approaching an anchored vessel would steer amidships to ram the stationary ship, but their new emperor had been explicit; he wanted to preserve the Leopard at all costs.

      Instead, they came swiftly alongside, observing the pandemonium aboard the enemy vessel, whose rowers rushed to gather arms. Carausius ordered the corvus to be dropped. The long spike knifed into the deck, and the emperor watched as the first across was the man with the transverse plume: Valdor. He was closely followed by the decurions. He smiled grimly; the role of a centurion in the Roman army was not all prestige. On the whole, they were short-lived for this very reason; they put duty and glory before personal safety.

      Valdor, and the rest of the vanguard knew they would find Leander Russus on the tower at the stern, overlooking events to send tactical orders to the men on deck. Having disposed of the first onrushing defenders, Valdor pushed Heidar forward, took several steps backwards, and issued orders. The response to his command was a hail of javelins falling into the oncoming defenders followed by his Dalmatians forming into a wedge as practised on the training ground. He placed himself at the head of the wedge and set the pace with a slow forward march.

      The sight of the relentless and deliberate oncoming wedge formation unmanned the relatively inexperienced crew, who responded by dropping their weapons and squatting on the deck, despite the hysterical shouting from the tower and the flailing vine whips of the centurions, determined to make a noble fight of it. Valdor chose the nearest centurion, still busily flogging a recalcitrant man, and slew him, distracted with his arm raised. Heidar led the wedge around the squatting and, in some cases, bleeding men. “Go to the bows!” he shouted. “You will be spared.”

      The demoralised crewmen needed no further encouragement but fled from the vine whips past the grinning foe to stand huddled in the front of the ship. A Dalmatian decurion broke formation, first to slay a resisting enemy centurion, then to bound up the steps where several bodyguards defended their captain. Fortunately for the decurion, inspired by lust for a solidus, several other decurions followed his example to make an even fight of it. Valdor hastened to join them, but with the difference that he bellowed, “Halt, lower your weapons, the Emperor Marcus Aurelius has decreed that those among you who wish to join his legion will be spared today. Look below on deck, there is no further resistance. The day is lost, and the emperor’s victory is secure. Join your brothers and fight for the glorious Emperor of the North!”

      He read uncertainty on the faces of the bodyguard surrounding their captain, so added, “I, too, was a captain’s bodyguard, a nobody, but raised to centurion by my generous emperor. So, I know how hard it is for you to abandon Leander Russus, but remember, the traitor was he, not our new emperor. He deserted the fleet to run off with falsities to Maximian. The bounty we won was shared among the men.”

      “Pay no heed to this liar!” Russus shrieked. “Fight like men!”

      “The cause is lost, lord,” one of the guards said to the corpse of Drusus, who had fallen to the blade of a Dalmatian decurion while everyone was distracted by the debate. The same decurion was now busy hacking the head from the body. Valdor took charge Hard, but fair; kind but hard, “Come, my comrades, we must return to port.” He led the way down the ladder and addressed the cowering crew, “The battle is over, you now serve the Emperor of the North, Caesar Marcus Aurelius,” he had a moment of inspiration, “who promises you a donative within the space of a month.”

      These words were greeted by raucous cheering, handshaking among themselves, and wide grins.

      “But now,” bellowed Valdor, pointing to the victorious galley, “Greet your Caesar and then back to stations. We will raise the corvus.”

      As the ‘Hail Caesar’ rang out, to be met with the recognition of a hand wave from the swarthy, stocky, curly-haired and curly-bearded figure on the stern tower, Valdor took Heidar aside. “I’ll leave you with your thirty men to guard this ship, although I don’t expect trouble. Have them sail to the harbour and then row to their berth.” He turned to others of his men. “Prepare ropes around the corvus. We’ll cross it, back to our ship and free it to stand upright.”

      The struggle to free the corvus was as difficult as expected, but after adding extra muscle, they succeeded.

      Valdor hurried to his emperor, “Caesar, it is clear we won the day, but at a cost.”

      “What? I saw none of our men fall.”

      “Thank the gods, that is true, but I promised the crew a donative within the space of a month, to obtain their loyalty.”

      Carausius slapped him on the back and grinned. “My friend, you are a diplomat and should wear the imperial purple, but don’t let my words go to your head! What you promised to these rebels, I’ll extend to the other crews immediately. Oh, what’s this?”

      “The head of yon galley’s captain, Caesar,” said the decurion, “I slew him myself and removed the head.”

      “I shall keep my promise, Decurion, but I will need you to bring your grisly trophy to a captains’ meeting that I will call in port.”

      “So be it, Sire,” the decurion bowed and moved away to show the head to the few curious Dalmatians.

      The two galleys arrived together in the harbour, gliding perfectly into position. Carausius spoke quietly to Valdor, issuing commands for their arrival on the quay.

      The first of these was to convene the captains on the quay. The second was to intimidate them by encircling them with Dalmatian troops, and this was followed by the decurion, bearing the deceased captain’s head by the hair, breaking through the ring of steel, accompanied by Valdor. The centurion raised his voice, “In the name of your emperor, Caesar Marcus Aurelius, I inform you that any of you who do not swear allegiance to him will meet the same fate as the traitor Leander Russus.” On cue, the decurion raised the head of the rebel captain and showed it at close quarters to the aghast assembly.

      “But,” continued Valdor, “those of you swearing allegiance will receive, along with all your crew, a donative within the space of a month.” He watched as the captains put their heads together, and before a conspiracy could brew, he added, “the same news has been delivered to your ships.”

      As Providence would have it, at that very moment the raised voices of eight galleys chorused repeatedly, “Hail Caesar Marcus Aurelius!” The crews’ loyalty had been obtained by blatantly appealing to their desire for silver. One of the captains stepped forward and in a loud voice called out the same refrain. He was soon followed by the others, except one, a white-haired fellow with a swarthy complexion, Cyrillus Drusus, who drew very close to Valdor and thrust out his chin, “I’ll not follow a barbarian with the features of an ape.” No sooner had the words left his mouth than Valdor’s blade had pierced his heart. Although he had slain him, Valdor could only admire the man’s courage and loyalty, if not his folly. He wiped the bloody blade on the captain’s cloak, then sheathed his sword and, with a nod, dismissed his men, remaining alone with the captains. “I need not remind you that today you have sworn loyalty to the glorious Emperor of the North. I will make it my personal mission to destroy any of you who reneges on their word. I swear this by all the gods!” Hard, but fair; kind but hard. He drew his gladius and kissed the blade to solemnise the oath.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            6

          

          BRANODUNUM FORT, NORFOLK, 296 AD

        

      

    

    
      The following morning, the garrison awoke to the sound of hammering. Shaking off his sleepiness, Valdor peered out of his window to see the carpenters erecting a dais in the courtyard. He correctly imagined that the emperor meant to address his men. So, it came as no surprise when the southern gate opened to admit an orderly procession of sailors from all the galleys. Soon, they were joined by the soldiers of the garrison, including the Dalmatian cavalrymen.

      Everyone waited in anticipation for the new emperor to make his appearance, and he came, with the cloak of imperial purple thrown over his shoulders and with a peaked diadem of office upon his head. Suddenly, the throng of soldiers and mariners fell silent as the emperor raised a hand.

      “Comrades, I renew my pledge of a donative within a month. But let us not be deluded; we know that there are now three emperors: myself, Maximian, and Diocletian. I can count on the goodwill of Diocletian because last year, here, in Britannia, I won a famous battle after he assumed the title of Britannicus Maximus, and he is grateful and respects me. But, influenced by lies, Caesar Maximian has decreed my execution, which means he is preparing for war. Well, let him know that I can count on three legions here in Britannia, all of which are superior in discipline and strength to anything he can muster. Comrades, we shall prevail. But first, before we move, I shall honour my pledge. I ask only that you bear with me for a few weeks because, as you know, it takes time to gather a decent amount of silver. It is my priority!”

      These words were greeted by a thunderous roar of approval, which stopped as if by enchantment when the emperor raised a finger and thumb above his head, holding a gold solidus that caught the sunlight and flashed brilliantly.

      “Comrades, see how Caesar Marcus Aurelius honours his word. Step forward, Decurion!” bellowed Carausius, turning to grasp the arm of the Dalmatian decurion. “This man slew my enemy, the treacherous Captain Leander Russus, who spread poisonous lies against my person and turned Maximian against me. I pledged a solidus to the man who brought me his head. Here is the coin, Comrade, take it with your emperor’s gratitude.” He embraced the embarrassed soldier to deafening cheers. Carausius enjoyed and milked the moment, waving to the approving throng. Suddenly, he raised a hand and silence fell again. “I seek an artist, one capable of capturing my portrait. It is an opportunity for one of you to gain some coins. If there is a competent artist among you, step forward!”

      Three men stepped out of the crowd and approached the dais, stopping to bow before their emperor.

      Valdor felt sympathy for the three men. He considered Carausius his friend, but by no stretch of the imagination did he have godlike features; rather, his were coarse and pug-like. It was difficult to gaze upon Carausius and not consider him a barbarian thug, as expressed by the late, unlamented Captain Drusus, of Roman patrician birth.

      Rather they than me! But why does he want a portrait, now?

      He was soon to find out. An hour after the parade ground dismissal, Carausius summoned him to his chamber. He found the three artists there, charcoal in hand and portraits ready for exhibition.

      “Ah, Centurion! Come in, I require your opinion. Which of these three portraits, place them on the table, Comrades, do you prefer?”

      Valdor looked at the honest renditions with some trepidation but, after a brief hesitation, pointed to the one on the left. “I find this one captures you well, Sire.”

      “Ah, then we are in agreement, good Valdor,” Carausius said, to his relief, a sentiment he kept closely hidden. “Even so, I am grateful to you other two. Here is a smaller recompense for your efforts, which anyway, will grace my wall.” He handed them each two denarii. “As for you,” he said to the chosen artist, “I require your further services. Take another vellum and draw a large circle. Imagine it to be the reverse of a coin but it must show three profiles: mine,” he laid two silver denarii on the table and tapped each with his forefinger, “those of Maximian and Diocletian— a new version of a Triumvirate and underneath, the legend CARAVSIVS ET FRATRES SVI— Carausius and his brothers.”

      When the artist had finished, the emperor said, “Now, back to my portrait, write the legend PAX AVGGG, the peace of three Augusti.”

      Mmm, cunning devil! That implies that he is recognised by the other two current Augusti, thought Valdor, smart move!

      He didn’t have time for further reflections because the newly self-appointed emperor turned to him, “As you see, Centurion, I will have my own coinage, and it is your duty to take all of your cavalrymen to the mints in Londinium and Colonia Claudia Victricensis, and I want none of their excuses. If need be, slaughter the lot of them, but come away with all of their reserves of silver and gold transformed into my coinage. Your Dalmatians will ensure safe transport back to Branodunum. Do not fail me, Centurion Valdor. You are becoming my right hand!”

      “I am humbled, Caesar, and your wish is my command.”

      The artist rolled up the two sheets of vellum and bound them together with a red ribbon before scooping up the six denarii given to him by his generous emperor. Valdor felt the gold solidus in his pocket and decided to visit the stalls in the camp to change the coin into more practical silver denarii before departing the fort. He bowed out of his emperor’s presence, bearing the precious sketches. At a stall, he bought an expensive whetstone, costly because it had two degrees of roughness so that sharpening a blade could be done more precisely. This enabled him to change his coin easily. At another stall, for just one denarius, he bought a pendant image of Epona, the sole Celtic divinity worshipped in Rome itself as the patroness of cavalry. He took off his helm, bowed his head, and allowed the British woman stallkeeper the satisfaction of looping the leather thong over his head. Epona, may you protect me in battle!

      Next, he summoned Heidar. “Assemble the century. All my men are to ride to Colonia Claudia Victricensis on an important mission. Encourage them by telling them we are going to collect the emperor’s donative. Soon, they will receive it, but only if we return with it safe and sound.”

      He wandered over to the stables, realising that he hadn’t seen Sparax for several days, a rarity because he loved his stallion as he might a brother if only he had one. There was a married sister back in Batavia. He wondered if he would ever see Alodia again. Would he have nephews or nieces that he would never see? His destiny was now in the hands of a terrestrial god, namely, Caesar Marcus Aurelius, or as he knew him first, Carausius. His emperor pressed a map into his hands.

      “Use this, it is a copy of Iter IX of the Antonine Itinerary and the only reliable guide to our roads in Britannia. If you ride south to Venta Icenorum, you will have the precise route to Camulodunum, the site of the first mint and thence to Londinium, where the second mint is located.”

      Valdor took the map gratefully and saluted his emperor with a clenched fist to his chest.

      At the stables, he caressed Sparax’s sleek coat and pressed a silver coin into the young Briton’s hand, the one which groomed his stallion so assiduously that the horse’s forelock felt like silk thread. He whispered to the stallion, whose gentle whinnies showed him how much his horse had missed him. “We’re going a long way, my beauty, but fear not, I’ll look after you.”

      His century set off out of the southern gate and took up a gravel-surface road some fifteen yards wide with a ditch either side and headed southwards to Venta Icenorum, the trading capital of the Iceni tribe. Their early morning departure meant that they arrived in sight of the flint defensive walls by mid-afternoon, by which time, every one of them and his steed was weary from the ride. The town, with its forum, two impressive temples, and baths was a thriving combination of Romano-British activities. Rather than thinking of relaxing in the baths, Valdor thought of the well-being of Sparax and the other horses, so it was a relief to find a welcome in the Roman fort, where willing servants rubbed down, fed, and gave drink to the animals. The camp prefect told Valdor that the walls had just been completed in response to constant Saxon raids. Valdor reassured him that the Classis Britannica was on hand to deal with the pirates and that his mission was to fetch the pay for the fleet.

      Having seen to the well-being of their horses, Valdor and his decurions and some of the legionaries availed themselves of the hot and cold baths to reinvigorate their aching bones. Afterwards, Valdor and Heidar joined with Johar and Faldrek to find a tavern with acceptable red wine. Their first attempt had them spitting vinegar in disgust and threatening the innkeeper, who blamed the Saxon pirates for the depredation of his best wine. However unwillingly, he told them where to find a tavern that had enjoyed better fortune than his. The streets took them past a temple with massive stone pillars. Valdor wanted to look inside, but his companions were not enamoured of the idea, so he gave Heidar three denarii and told him to start without him. He secretly hoped to find a shrine to Epona, but wasn’t to know that her altar was in the town’s other temple, so he contented himself by making his devotions to the helmeted statue of Minerva, the Roman goddess of war and wisdom. He prayed to her to watch over him and his close friends in battle and to give him the wisdom to fulfil his centurion duties with sagacity.

      The latter part of his prayers took an immediate blow as he allowed himself to drink more of the excellent red wine than could be legitimately described as wise. As an incentive for their continued consumption, the innkeeper provided them with salted meat, cheese, and bread.

      The next morning, Valdor ensured that his dearest friends rode close to him because apart from the previous evening, he and Heidar had rather lost touch with the other two. Their long-standing friendship meant that there was no envy or resentment about the promotions the other two had enjoyed. Before them, but on good roads, stretched a ride of 54 Roman miles to reach Camulodunum. After 30 miles, they came to Sitomagus, an important market town as the name long market suggested, the stalls stretched along the road for almost two miles, in which Valdor allowed those of his men who wished to peruse and purchase to do so without reprimand. They could always gallop to catch up with their comrades.

      Apart from this brief diversion, the journey proved to be uneventful. Fortune favoured them at Combretovium, a Roman fort, which was garrisoned only by cavalry. This fort was at the crossing of the River Gipping and, as the camp prefect lamented, it was undermanned also because nothing ever happened since the Britons in the area were pacific and largely civilised. The official was happy to accommodate his visitors for the night and allow his grooms to pamper the steeds.

      Over another excellent wine imported from Ostia, and fortified by fermented British elderberries, the prefect and Valdor hatched a plan. On their return from Londinium, whenever that might be, the entire garrison would forsake Combretovium, unite with Valdor, and ride to swear allegiance to the Emperor of the North. Their conversation was not as private as Valdor imagined because as he was retiring to his quarters in a rectangular timber building, he encountered three centurions who eagerly pressed him: “Is it true that we’ll transfer from this godforsaken place to Branodunum? And will there truly be the prospect of an engagement? We’re fed up with rotting in this place, Centurion.”

      “Valdor is the name, I’m Batavian by birth. But goodness, how quickly news travels in Combretovium!”

      “So, it is true!” said another eagerly. “When do we leave?”

      “Within the month when I stop here on our return.”

      “I’ll bet our good prefect did not tell you the whole truth, Centurion.”

      “Hush!” said another, arousing Valdor’s curiosity.

      “Hold your tongue, Marcellus!” said the other, making it imperative for Valdor to discover what was afoot.

      The one called Marcellus stuck out his chin defiantly, “We have nothing to be ashamed of, Centurion Valdor, but it’s like this: the men here are a part of the disgraced 3rd legion, punished by being disbanded in 238 and sent to useless places like this because of its role in putting down an African-based revolt against Emperor Maximinus Thrax in favour of the provincial governor Gordianus. Capelianus was a legate in the legion and the officer who was falsely accused of misusing his legion to attack Gordian. It was a necessary action and I blame Maximinus for the current crisis in the Empire. He was the first emperor who hailed neither from the senatorial nor from the equestrian class. Now we have your Carausius…” Valdor’s hand strayed to the hilt of his gladius, a reflex noticed by the others. Marcellus added quickly, “…of whom I have heard only good things.

      “Centuriones, our emperor will be delighted to welcome you into our ranks and I, who have fought under him, can assure you that he is a great general. I, too, will welcome you as comrades.” He extended a hand and had his wrist clasped three times in time-honoured fashion.

      “It is time I retired because we have an early morning start, so I’ll bid you goodnight.” He set off for his quarters but soon heard a footfall behind him, so he spun around just in time to see the flash of a blade and throw himself to the ground. Rolling over before springing to his feet, gladius in hand, he crossed swords with a helmeted figure—the single plume indicated a decurion. The idle life at Combretovium could not match the disciplined training at Branodunum, so Valdor rapidly gained the upper hand and sent his opponent’s gladius clinking on the paving stone. Pressing his blade to the decurion’s throat, he uttered one word, “Why?”

      “Because you wish to dishonour the 3rd legion, by inducing us to desert our duty.”

      “Truly, the 3rd is dishonoured already, festering here, doing nothing. My intention is to restore honour to your legion by placing you in the forefront of battle. But you’ll need training to be ready, judging by what I’ve just seen. Since we are in the throes of a misunderstanding, Decurion, I am prepared to accept an apology and let the matter drop.” Valdor slowly lowered the blade but kept a tight grip on the weapon.

      “Forgive me friend, I misjudged your intentions. The 3rd legion has a glorious reputation and my only desire is to uphold it.”

      Valdor sheathed his gladius and smiled, offered his hand and they clasped wrists. “We need more honourable men because war is in the offing with Maximian, not to mention the Saxon and Frankish pirates that infest the Channel.” He slapped the decurion’s upper arm before bidding him goodnight, said, “Reassure others who might share your earlier doubts that they are uniting with a formidable fighting force. Good night, Decurion.”

      Pleased with the outcome of his visit to Combretovium, and departing on refreshed horses, the journey was easy on a gravel road whose ditches were 60 feet apart. Before noon, they arrived at the river Colne, where five temples graced the crossing point. Delighted by how things were faring for him and his men, Valdor was convinced that he had been guided by Minerva to the agreement at Combretovium and was determined to visit her shrine to give thanks in prayer. Rightly, he chose the largest temple and immediately found himself face-to-face with the larger-than-life statue of the helmed goddess. “O Minerva, I beg you to continue to guide your humble servant so that he accomplishes his mission to the glory of Rome,” he whispered.

      “Lead us to glory in battle and preserve us,” came a deep voice behind him, and Valdor turned in time to see Heidar’s bowed head.

      “Come, let’s cross the river and find what is in store in Camulodunum.”

      His fearless stallion waded across the ford confidently, setting the tone for the other horses so that, soon, they were before the north gate of the stone-walled town. Valdor called his cornicen, the horn blower, who produced a prolonged, deep vibrating sound from his curved horn. It proved immediately effective as the gates swung back and the cavalry rode into town. Valdor, who had not imagined such a bustling city existed in Britannia, led his cavalry along the Cardo Maximus, the well-paved main north-south street with drainage channels and fronted by houses and shops. It included footways, and the rest of the Colonia was gridded into about forty blocks known as insula, all with paved streets and colonnaded paths between. Valdor was impressed while at the same time concentrating on his stallion’s hoofs skidding on the paving stones. They certainly slowed his progress as he did not want any of the horses to slip and become lame.

      The vast, busy population reminded him that this city enjoyed the status of Colonia rather than Municipia, meaning that legally, it was an extension of Rome and its inhabitants were Roman citizens. Many of them were, in reality, retired legionaries. Next to one of these greybeards, Valdor halted his horse and called down, “Good fellow, where is the building where coins are made?”

      The man saluted the centurion and replied, “Continue to the main crossing of the Decumanus Maximus, the main east-west street, turn right, and it is the second building on your left.”

      This information proved correct, meaning Valdor and Heidar entered the main portal, leaving his cavalry at ease but on call in the street. Clasping his rolled vellum, Valdor mounted the stairs to the first floor, where he found an official. He handed over the drawings and gave instructions.

      The man looked uncertain and even rebellious, “But you don’t have written authorisation, and we cannot utilise all of our reserves to produce what you want.”

      “What need is there for written authorisation when our emperor’s profile speaks for itself? Dare you disobey him?” Unsheathing his sword, he said, “Decurion, go back downstairs and bring the whole century up here to persuade this disobedient servant of the empire that we mean what we say!”

      “Centurion, that will not be necessary,” blurted the official, “I’ll set the die cutters to work at once and fire up the forge.”

      “That’s better! And make sure that each denarius weighs precisely four and a half grams. I shall check carefully. When will the coins be ready?”

      “The die will be prepared directly on the anvil, and the forge will rapidly melt the silver. Hark, Centurion, if you want a vast quantity of coins, we’ll have to debase the silver somewhat with copper. It’s normal practice. We can treat the coins with acid to bring the shiny silver to the surface; even an expert will not know the difference. The die cutter can hammer the mould, producing one hundred coins an hour.”

      “I want at least 40,000 denarii, so decide how many die cutters to use. The emperor requires me to go to Londinium to have more coins minted. I shall return in six days and expect to find that many coins, so calculate well; otherwise, it will go badly for you, as our emperor has authorised me to slaughter anyone who does not cooperate in this important matter. Let me remind you that I have a century of bloodthirsty Dalmatian cavalry outside just waiting for an excuse to use their weapons.”

      “Go to Londinium in peace, Centurion. Upon your return, your coins will be bagged up and waiting for you.”

      “They had better be!” Valdor snarled and marched out of the room.
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      Valdor led his cavalry through the monumental archway of the west gate and remembered the camp prefect’s words. This was the Porta Clausa, built to commemorate the crushing victory of Emperor Claudius in 61 AD when he terrorised the local tribesmen by using war elephants. The name of the city in Latin was Colonia Claudia Victricensis, so named after Claudius’ victory, whereas Camulodunum was a Romanised version of the Brythonic name, just as the Balkerne Gate was the Porta Clausa to the locals. The past glory of the Empire in Britannia could still be read in such Camulodunum structures as its vast circus, but Valdor had plans of his own to re-establish Roman supremacy in Britannia under Carausius. If that meant riding to Londinium, which by all accounts was as large and important as Camulodunum, so be it!

      The Antonine Itinerary indicated a road running westwards called Stane Street, which led to a three-way interchange, one of which led directly to Londinium and was known as the Great Road. An engraved milestone indicated 70 Roman miles—70,000 paces of a Roman soldier. He sighed at the thought of the 139-mile return journey awaiting them, stretching back from Londinium to Branodunum Fort. But that was in the future, for his mission was less than half completed at this stage. But would he achieve success in time for his emperor?

      The journey was swift and uneventful, owing to the remarkable work of the Roman engineers who had made a road surface ideal for rapid military transfers. The journey remained uneventful until the Great Road brought them to the Thames crossing, where an entire Roman cohort emerged onto the north bank. Valdor blinked; there was something different about this force. In an instant, he understood—the skin colours! These legionaries were, for the most part, black, others brown. The centurion who rode towards him and hailed him was not black but distinctly swarthy.

      “Hail friend, we are the Auxilia Palatina, fresh from victory on the Danube. I am Centurion Ibrahim Ibn Attab—that’s my true name in my own language. Emperor Diocletian, in his infinite wisdom, has rewarded us by sending us without pay to the confines of Britannia.” His voice dripped with sarcasm, and his dark eyes were hard. “This valiant cohort is to garrison the Aballava Fort at the western end of the wall, built when Emperor Hadrian reigned.” His sincere disapproval became obvious when he said bitterly, “What sense is there in all this? It’s freezing cold here, so why send men from Mauretania to the frozen north of this accursed land to act as limitanei? But enough of my moaning. What of you?”

      “I am Centurion Valdor, a Batavian, but my men are the Equites Dalmatae, Dalmatian cavalry. We are on an important mission for Imperator Caesar Marcus Aurelius, Emperor of Britannia and Northern Gaul.”

      “Hold!” the Mauritanian interrupted, his expression revealing his perplexity but also hope, “Are you saying there is a new emperor? Where is he based, in Londinium?”

      “Nay, we are with the Classis Britannia, the fleet based on the coast 140 miles hence.”

      The Moor’s eyes glinted with slyness. Half-turning in his saddle, ensuring that his men had joined him, he said, “Well, this changes everything. But tell me, maybe our new emperor will spare my men from chill exposure in the northern fastnesses. Why are you heading for Londinium?”

      Valdor looked at the centurion from head to toe. I cannot trust him. I will not tell him!

      “Centurion Ibrahim,” Valdor smiled, “as I said, we are on an important mission for our emperor that will detain us several days in the city.”

      “It must be important to send so many men to accomplish it. What is the nature of your assignment?”

      I’m damned if I’ll tell you.

      “I am not at liberty to reveal it.”

      The unmistakable irritation was plain in the swarthy countenance. Although his eyes did not, Ibn Attab’s mouth smiled, “I’ll tell you what we will do. We shall make an encampment hereabouts and await your return after these several days, then, we’ll accompany you north to the emperor, for I wish for an audience with him.”

      Valdor hid his feelings and gave the Moor a friendly smile, all the while eyeing the newcomer’s cavalry and massed infantry. “Very well, Centurion, I cannot be certain how many days it will take, but we’ll meet here when my mission is fulfilled,” he lied.

      I must devise a plan. I cannot risk the coins with a whole cohort of Africans in the offing.

      The officers clasped wrists, and Valdor then led his cavalry to the great river Thames, across it and south to the Aldgate, one of seven gates in the Roman-built walls girdling the city.

      His encounter in the mint was even more hostile than that received in Camulodunum. This time there was bloodshed, not only inside the building but outside, too, the Dalmatians had to fend off a part of the garrison summoned urgently by the mint officials. Their resistance disappeared like slush in the rain when Valdor, without hesitation, struck down the obstructing prefect in charge of the mint. Suddenly the obstruction ran away like melting snow and changed with the sun into cooperation. Valdor displayed the sketches of the emperor’s profile and demanded haughtily of an official, “How soon before you provide me with the 40,000 denarii?”

      “If we work also at night with all our available men, I can have them done within forty-eight hours, Centurion.”

      “Mmm. See that you do; otherwise…” he jerked a thumb at the blood-soaked corpse and left the rest unspoken.

      “Have no doubts, Centurion. I’ll oversee the production myself.”

      “Good man! Two days is enough for us to obtain a solid cart and two strong carthorses. Hark, I need to know, apart from the Great Road, is there another that leads to Camulodunum?”

      “Ay, there is. You can take the Ermine Street, which leaves through the Bishop’s Gate.”

      “Perfect!”

      Centurion Ibrahim Ibn Attab, you’ll not get your thieving hands on our silver coin!

      Two days later, Valdor selected thirty Dalmatians, took them to a tavern, and bought them each a couple of beakers of the best red wine to ensure their goodwill, returned to the mint, and oversaw them load the new cart with bulging bags of silver coins. Prior to the loading, he had them accompany him upstairs to the production centre, where he ordered the weighing of a randomly chosen denarius. It was exactly 4.5 grams, which satisfied him. The brutish features of Carausius on the coin seemed to smile up at him in approval.

      Unfortunately, on exiting the main door, Valdor and his decurions did not spot the black-faced figure lurking in a shady portal of a nearby building, so they set off for Bishopsgate without undue preoccupation. The Ermine Street crossed the river just below Cricklade and would have taken them to Glevum, but they found the intersection with its milestone indicating Colonia Claudia Vitricensis.

      They had been on this road at the steady pace dictated by the sturdy carthorses for a while when in the distance, the drumming of galloping horses assailed their ears, and, swivelling in his saddle, Valdor saw a cloud of dust raised by the selfsame hoofs. He rapidly issued orders: “Halt! Defensive formation around the cart, weapons drawn!”

      Centurion Ibn Attab’s eyes were anything but friendly, “Centurion Valdor, you broke our agreement! Did you think you could elude my spies? I now know your mission was to obtain coinage for our emperor. But hark, instruct your men to sheath their weapons because we come in peace and wish to buy from you and not steal your coins. We wish to buy the emperor’s goodwill by pacifically accompanying you to your base wherever that is.”

      Can I trust this man?

      “Where are your infantry, Centurion Ibn Attab?” Valdor asked, scanning the road behind him.

      The Moor laughed, “They are fast, but cannot keep pace with my cavalry. I will leave a horseman to order them to march to… where, Centurion?”

      “To Camulodunum, but beware, Ibn Attab, do not incur the wrath of Caesar Marcus Aurelius. His coins must arrive undiminished at our base.”

      I’ll not inform you where that is until I’m good and ready!

      “And so, it shall be! I do not blame you for your mistrust, brother. I would have done the same.” The deep brown eyes were sincere and met Valdor’s grey-blue eyes without faltering.

      As one, the Dalmatians sheathed their swords at Valdor’s gesture—in itself, an impressive display of leadership—and the Moors, obeying Valdor’s command, delivered in Latin, much to his satisfaction, formed up behind his Dalmatians, and the steady advance continued. For a while, he chatted with the Mauritanian centurion, without revealing their ultimate destination because he had a plan that depended upon his calculations: Ibn Attab commands these eighty cavalrymen, but he has a cohort, so there will be 400 infantrymen. They must not know that our destination is Branodunum until I gather reinforcements at Combretovium.

      First, however, they had to add to their load by calling at Camulodunum. A surprise awaited them there. The western gate, the one with the monumental archway, by which they had left the town and now approached, had been bricked up during their week’s absence. Valdor could see no structural purpose in this as the monumental archway revealed no lesions or other reasons. Since the walls contained three other gates, Valdor led his men around them as far as the southern entrance. He halted them there, distant from the mint, and took his most loyal Dalmatians, the ones from the tavern, with him in case of trouble, and the carthorses and cart. The bricking of the archway, he discovered, was simply a precaution to strengthen the walls, for it was regarded as a weak point. After checking and withdrawing the coins, he had them loaded with those from Londinium and returned to the bulk of his force, where a shock awaited him.

      He had left just over a hundred men but now found five hundred! The Mauritanian infantry had arrived, and he was in time to hear Centurion Ibn Attab address them in Arabic—loyally, although he could not know it—: “Men, we are no longer going to Hadrian’s Wall…” he had to raise a hand for silence such was the positive murmuring caused by his words. “…and we are no longer serving Emperor Diocletian, but the new Emperor Marcus Aurelius, who will recompense you for your toils.” This remark was greeted by unrestrained cheering until Ibn Attab raised his hand again, now, for the benefit of Valdor, he spoke in Latin, “as from this moment, you will obey the orders of Centurion Valdor, your new commander.” He pointed him out, lest anyone was in doubt. Again, these words were greeted by murmurs, this time a neutral sound. “I have promised them a reward from the Emperor of the North,” Ibn Attab explained to the new commander.

      “I shall see that they will have it if they obey me,” Valdor replied.

      It was just after noon, so Valdor went to the camp prefect and asked about the possibility of spontaneously feeding nearly 600 men. He expected a rebuff but was surprised to receive a positive reply and, to ensure the Moors’ loyalty, Valdor was able to accommodate them in the refectory in turns of 50 men. Fresh bread and seasoned cheese accompanied by red wine was simple fare, but manna to the famished infantrymen. They gobbled the food, so the turnaround was fast. Within an hour, Valdor was ready to lead the 25-mile march to Combretovium. The infantrymen could march at almost three miles an hour; the well-disciplined Auxilia Palatina neither flagged nor complained, so thankful for the long hours of daylight, Valdor brought his men across the river Gipping and across the triple ditches of the Roman fort of Combretovium as twilight cloaked the land.

      When the approaching force sounded a triple blast of the cornum, the gates swung open and the camp prefect rode out on a fine white charger.

      “I am pleased you honoured our agreement, Centurion Valdor, although I expected no less from you. But I see you are now leading African legionaries.”

      The interrogative tone of this statement made Valdor answer in Latin for the benefit of the Moors within earshot, “Aye, we met at the Thames, where Centurion Ibn Attab and his valiant men decided to follow your example by swearing allegiance to the Emperor of the North. But, heed me, Prefect, the men are weary after tramping this morning from Londinium.”

      “By the gods! That’s some feat! They can sleep in the fort as we have many unoccupied beds in the barracks. Pray give orders,” he wheeled his horse, waved a signal to the gatekeeper, and the second door swung back.

      To obtain the loyalty of men, sometimes it is more important to be lucky rather than a capable commander. Valdor was endowed with both virtues. His arrival with extra men coincided with the Roman desertion of Combretovium, so there was no problem about eating and drinking what provisions remained, for the Provisioner was not concerned about the morrow. After the previous lean days of near-famine, the Mauritanians felt that the gods had supplied them with the best officer in the world. Even if Valdor could not speak their language, the flashing white teeth of ready smiles soon convinced him of his popularity among his new troops.

      The following day, at the halt station of Venta Icenorum, he endeared himself further. In possession of 80,000 denarii, he felt it incumbent upon himself to issue one silver piece to all of his new additions, which cost him less than 1,000 denarii. He allowed his troops an hour’s break to do as they wished with their pay. Most drank it away, others paid for sex, but he saw some at market stalls purchasing trinkets. Wherever he went, he was greeted with joyous smiles and friendly nods.

      They arrived at Branodunum Fort in ordered ranks, the cavalry flanking the infantry at both sides. Never had Valdor dreamt that he would lead men and never had a sound rung so sweetly in his ears as the triple blast of the cornum outside the northern gate. Proudly he led his troops into the fortress to be greeted by his beaming emperor, who asked: “What do you do on a mission, Centurion, breed soldiers?”

      “They need pay, Sire.”

      “We all do, Centurion, and so it shall be!”

      Valdor was glad to be home but he was not alone as Sparax whinnied a happy neigh as the three Batavians hurried to embrace their returning friend. They managed this without taking their eyes off the bulging money bags. In this, they were not alone, as soldiers and sailors alike waited for the emperor to fulfil his promise.
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