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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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      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.
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