

[image: Image Missing]




[image: Image Missing]


[image: Image Missing]




Copyright © 2015 Simon Scarrow


The right of Simon Scarrow to be identified as the Author of the Work has been asserted by him in accordance with the Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.


Apart from any use permitted under UK copyright law, this publication may only be reproduced, stored, or transmitted, in any form, or by any means, with prior permission in writing of the publishers or, in the case of reprographic production, in accordance with the terms of licences issued by the Copyright Licensing Agency.


First published as an Ebook by Headline Publishing Group in 2015


All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.


Cataloguing in Publication Data is available from the British Library


Author Photograph © Crest Photography


Cover credit © Nik Keevil


eISBN: 978 1 4722 1360 0


HEADLINE PUBLISHING GROUP


An Hachette UK Company


Carmelite House


50 Victoria Embankment


London EC4Y 0DZ


www.headline.co.uk


www.hachette.co.uk




About the Book


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


In the winter of AD 44, Rome’s plan to install a friendly king in the most hostile area of Britannia is facing a new threat. There are rumours of a traitor close to the king, and a new enemy is gathering strength beyond the marshes. As the king continues with his plans to Romanise his subjects, Horatius Figulus, a junior officer in the Second Legion, is charged with training up the royal bodyguard. But when a trap is sprung on the Roman army, a secretive Druid sect seizes power and takes the king hostage.


Now Figulus must infiltrate the enemy ranks, release the king and track down the elusive leader of the Druids, before the whole of Britannia descends into bloody chaos …
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Praise for Simon Scarrow


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


‘Rollicking good fun’ Mail on Sunday


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


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


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


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




List of Players


Romans


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


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


Gaius Arrius Helva: a new recruit from Campania.


Numerius Scylla: an imperial envoy from Rome tasked with overseeing Trenagasus’s reign. 


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


Vespillo: a centurion in the Batavian ranks.


Aulus Vitellius: tribune and acting commander of the Second Legion forces at Calleva.


Britons


Trenagasus: an exiled king, recently returned to the Durotrigan throne with Rome’s backing.


Ancasta: the king’s daughter.


Bellicanus: a Durotrigan noble close to Trenagasus, and captain of the king’s new royal bodyguard.


Andocommius: a native warrior recruited to the royal bodyguard. 


Calumus: the High Priest of the Dark Moon Druids, a fanatical sect bitterly opposed to Rome and sworn to repel the legions from their land.




The Organisation of the Roman Army in Britannia, AD 44


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


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




The Roman Garrison at Lindinis in AD 44
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CHAPTER ONE


Lindinis, late AD 44. Fort of the Second Legion.


The bleak winter sun was struggling above the fort’s palisade as Optio Horatius Figulus and his companion, legionary Titus Terentius Rullus, marched towards the parade ground. Ahead of them stood a silent throng of Durotrigan tribesmen, shivering in the icy breeze as some stamped their feet in an attempt to stave off the numbing cold. The recruits for the king’s new royal bodyguard were watched over by a handful of Batavian auxiliaries from the garrison, their armour and helmets gleaming dully in the thin morning light. Winter had arrived in Britannia, and the main thoroughfare was covered in an early fall of snow.


‘Look at these sorry barbarian bastards,’ Rullus muttered. The veteran legionary snorted loudly and shook his head. ‘Hardly a decent specimen amongst ’em. Still can’t believe we’ve got the job to train them, sir. Why us? Why not leave it to the Batavians?’


Figulus glanced at the legionary and grinned. Rullus was the oldest soldier in the small detachment under the optio’s command, half a dozen fighting men drawn from the ranks of the Second Legion. Figulus and his men had arrived in Lindinis several days ago, detached from the legion in order to serve the imperial envoy, Numerius Scylla. They had been tasked with helping restore an exiled king to the throne of the Durotriges, one of the most war-like tribes in Britannia. After surviving an attempt on his life, Trenagasus had barely begun to consolidate his power over his restless subjects. With the tense situation in Lindinis showing little sign of easing, the optio had been ordered to train a new royal bodyguard to protect the king.


Figulus shrugged his broad shoulders. ‘It’s not so bad a job. Beats sitting around on our arses all day playing dice.’


‘Speak for yourself, sir,’ Rullus responded gruffly. ‘Me, I’d rather be nursing a nice cheap jar of mulsum instead of teaching these idiots how to hold a bloody sword. Speaking of which, I hear there’s a new wine merchant setting up business in the town. We should give it a try later.’ He nodded his head in the direction of Lindinis, a sprawl of round huts surrounding the larger structures of the royal compound, less than a mile to the south of the fort. ‘About bloody time there was a decent watering hole in this stinking pit.’


One of the Durotrigan king’s first acts on his return to the throne had been to open the doors of the capital to all the Roman traders, pimps and slave dealers who followed the legions wherever they went, eager to exploit the unsuspecting natives. Recently a handful of wine traders had arrived in Lindinis, looking to profit from the garrison’s bored off-duty soldiers, as well as the locals. More merchants would soon follow once the surly Durotriges had been transformed into peaceful allies of Rome.


‘Maybe another time,’ Figulus replied distractedly, carefully scanning the ground either side of the thoroughfare. Rullus shook his head.


‘Don’t tell me you’re still looking for that lucky charm of yours, sir.’


Figulus nodded and sighed. His medallion depicting Fortuna had gone missing a few days earlier. He’d searched every inch of his quarters but so far he’d had no luck in finding it.


‘It was a gift from my father. He earned it during his service as a cavalryman in the auxiliaries. He gave it to me the day I left for the legionary camp at Gesoriacum. I’ve never fought a battle without it. Last time I had it was on the parade ground.’


Rullus clicked his tongue. ‘I wouldn’t get your hopes up of ever seeing it again. Especially if one of those grubby natives has got their hands on it. Anyway, luck doesn’t keep you alive in the legions. It’s skill and discipline that count. I didn’t make it through twenty-two years of service relying on luck, sir.’


Figulus looked up and smiled warmly at his comrade. In a few short months Rullus would finish his term of service with the Second and retire. ‘You decided where you’re going to settle down yet?’


‘Syria, Judaea, Egypt …’ Rullus shrugged. ‘Somewhere warmer than Britannia, at any rate. The food’s shit, it always bloody rains, and as for the women …’ He shuddered. ‘Even the old tarts back in the Subura are Greek goddesses compared to the locals.’


The two men shared an easy laugh as they approached the waiting tribesmen. The Durotrigans cast wary glances at the Roman soldiers, and Figulus thought it strange that the men he would be training had been sworn enemies of Rome only a few months earlier. The previous summer the Second Legion had invaded the Durotrigan kingdom, determined to put an end to the resistance of their ferocious warriors and their Druid leaders once and for all. The enemy, bottled up in their vast hill forts, had been ruthlessly crushed by the Roman forces; their defences had been smashed, their troops routed in pitched battle and the Druids forced into hiding. But if the generals had hoped that defeat would pacify the Durotriges, they had been proved wrong. In the months that followed, the natives had continued to stubbornly defy Rome. Patrols were ambushed, supply convoys attacked, military signal stations and outposts razed to the ground. Now the hopes of peace in the kingdom rested on Trenagasus, and whether he could bring his people into line.


The garrison commander turned away from his auxiliaries and strode purposefully over to Figulus, an irritable expression on his face. Figulus immediately stiffened to attention in the presence of a superior officer. Prefect Titus Cosconianus nodded curtly.


‘At ease, Optio,’ he said in a cultured accent. Like many other men of his rank in the auxiliary cohorts, Cosconianus was a Roman citizen of the equestrian class in his early thirties. He had the weary expression and aloof demeanour of a man who knew that his stay in Britannia was only a brief, mud-splattered interlude in an otherwise glorious career in Roman politics.


‘Your recruits,’ Cosconianus continued as he swept an arm towards the undisciplined natives. ‘The imperial envoy sends his compliments, but says he’s busy poring over plans for the king’s new palace. Seems it’s not enough that we put the king back on his throne, now we have to build him a lavish home to go with it.’ He fixed a smile at Figulus then went on. ‘These men have all been vetted by the king personally, I’m told. We’re not taking any risks, especially after what happened at the banquet.’


Figulus swallowed. A few days earlier he’d stopped an assassin from taking the king’s life in front of hundreds of his guests, at a feast to celebrate his return to Lindinis. The assassin had revealed that there was a traitor close to the king, but had died before he could identify them.


Cosconianus continued. ‘From what I hear, Trenagasus has become rather paranoid after the attempt on his life. He’s keeping all but his most trusted advisers at arm’s length.’


‘Can’t blame him,’ Rullus muttered in a low voice. ‘Not with half the locals baying for his blood.’


The prefect glanced at the legionary then looked back to Figulus. ‘You’re free to use this parade ground for training purposes, but I’ll expect you to make sure your recruits don’t get in the way of my men as they go about their duties. Am I clear?’


Figulus nodded keenly. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘Good.’ Cosconianus frowned at the parade ground. ‘You’ll need training equipment. There’s plenty in the fort’s stores. It goes without saying that you’re responsible for anything this lot break. The last thing I need right now is some nit-picking clerk on the imperial staff billing me for equipment that’s been damaged by these halfwits.’


‘What about accommodation for the men, sir?’


‘We’ll billet them in one of the empty barracks. It’s not as if we are pressed for space.’


Figulus nodded. The fort at Lindinis had originally housed a much larger garrison to police the surrounding area. But with the legions’ resources badly stretched, most of the troops had been posted elsewhere in the province. Now only a single severely depleted auxiliary cohort remained. A little over three hundred Batavians. The rows of empty barracks at the fort were a grim reminder of Rome’s fragile position in this rainswept land.


Cosconianus cleared his throat and gestured for one of the recruits to step forwards. A tall, broad-shouldered man approached. He was dressed in a dark woollen cloak fastened with an ornate gold brooch, his hair cut short and his face cleanly shaven in the Roman style, unlike the unkempt beards of his wild-haired companions. He smiled at Figulus, revealing a set of small, stained teeth.


‘This is Bellicanus,’ Cosconianus explained. ‘One of the king’s inner circle. Trenagasus has appointed him as captain of the bodyguard. He’ll assist you in training the men.’


Bellicanus bowed slightly at Figulus. ‘It’s an honour to meet you, Optio,’ he said in good Latin. ‘I’ve been wanting to meet the man who saved my king’s life.’


Figulus shifted awkwardly. ‘I don’t recall seeing you in the king’s entourage.’


Bellicanus smiled. ‘That is because I only returned to Lindinis a few days ago, Roman. For the past few years I have been living in Durnovaria. But I was born here. My father served on the king’s wise council. Indeed, he was the king’s most trusted adviser.’


‘Was?’


The Durotrigan noble nodded. ‘When the Dark Moon Druids swept into power and forced my king into exile, all the men on his council were rounded up and put to death. I managed to escape before the Druids could kill me too. Once I heard that Trenagasus had returned to claim his throne, I came back as quickly as I could.’ His voice carried a clear note of pride as he added, ‘Now I am here to serve my king, as my father did before me.’


Cosconianus straightened his back and nodded briskly. ‘If that’s everything, I’ll be off. If you have any problems, speak to my clerks.’ With that he turned on his heel and marched back down the main thoroughfare, accompanied by his auxiliaries.


Figulus watched the prefect depart for a few moments before he turned to Bellicanus. Then he jerked a thumb in the direction of the recruits, some thirty men in all.


‘How many of this lot have any fighting experience?’


Bellicanus frowned. ‘Six of us. Those who are from the warrior caste. They’re reasonably fit and have been using weapons since childhood. Myself included.’


Figulus nodded. ‘And the rest?’


‘Farmers, mostly. A handful of hunters. The best of our tribesmen were killed last year in the fight against Rome,’ he said solemnly. ‘These men may not be a match for Roman soldiers, but they’re as brave as any man.’


‘Bravery didn’t save ’em when we kicked their arses last summer, did it?’ said Rullus.


The Durotrigan warrior glared at the veteran legionary and took half a step forwards before Figulus intervened.


‘Right, then. Let’s see what this lot’s made of.’


Figulus called the men to attention in the native tongue. He had a firm grasp of the local dialect, which was quite similar to the Celtic he’d spoken as a child in Lutetia, and he’d picked up enough words in Britannia to make himself readily understood. At his command the recruits slowly formed into a loose line two ranks deep. A jolt of awareness hit Figulus as he realised that many of the Durotrigans were badly out of shape; thin and gaunt. Others were old. Many of them wore sullen looks and glared at Figulus with obvious hostility – partly because they had been compelled to join the bodyguard, but mostly because he was a Roman. Earning the respect of these men was not going to be easy, he realised. He took a deep breath as he prepared to address the Durotrigans.


‘My name is Horatius Figulus!’ he called out clearly. ‘Optio of the Second Legion, the toughest legion in the empire. Roman legionaries are the best trained soldiers in the known world, and you lot are going to train the same way. That means you’ll address me as “sir” or “optio” from now on. Got it?’
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