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About the Book

It is late summer 44 AD and the battle-weary Roman legions are in their second year of campaigning against the British tribes. The troops’ commander, General Plautius, is under considerable pressure from the emperor to crush the natives once and for all. Centurions Macro and Cato are with the crack Second Legion under the precarious leadership of Centurion Maximius and it’s their task to hold a ford across the river Tamesis when the natives are forced into a trap. But Maximius’s nerve breaks at the critical point, allowing the enemy leader, Caratacus, and his men to escape. Outraged by this failure, General Plautius orders the decimation of the unit. Their choice: die, or escape to become fugitives pursued by soldiers of their own ruthless army. Hiding from their former comrades, as well as the Britons, Cato’s small band of fugitives has only one chance to redeem themselves before they are hunted down like animals . . .
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The Organisation of a Roman Legion

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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

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




CHAPTER ONE

‘How much further to the camp?’ asked the Greek, looking back over his shoulder yet again. ‘Will we reach it before dark?’

The decurion in charge of the small mounted escort spat out an apple seed and swallowed the sharp-tasting pulp before replying.

‘We’ll make it. Don’t you worry, sir. Five or six miles, I reckon. That’s all.’

‘Can’t we go faster?’

The man was still looking over his shoulder and the decurion could no longer resist the temptation to glance back along the track. But there was nothing to see. The route was clear all the way to the saddle nestling between two densely wooded hills that shimmered in the heat. They were the only people on the road, and had been since leaving the fortified outpost at noon. Since then the decurion, the ten mounted men of the escort he commanded, and the Greek with his two bodyguards, had been following the road towards the massive forward camp of General Plautius. There, three legions and a dozen auxiliary units were concentrated in order to strike a final decisive blow against Caratacus and his army of Britons, drawn from the handful of tribes still openly at war with Rome.

Quite what business this Greek had with the general was a source of great curiosity for the decurion. At first light he had been ordered by the prefect of the Tungrian cavalry cohort to turn out the best men from his squadron and escort this Greek into the presence of the general. He did as he was told and asked no questions. But now, as he looked sidelong at the Greek, he was curious.

The man reeked of money and refinement, even though he wore a plain light cloak and a simple red tunic. His fingernails were carefully manicured, the decurion noted with distaste, and from the thinning dark hair and beard wafted the scent of an expensive citron pomade. There was no jewellery on his hands, but pale white bands showed that the Greek was accustomed to wearing a range of ostentatious rings. With a slight curl of his lip the decurion put the man down as one of those Greek freedmen who had wormed their way into the heart of the imperial bureaucracy. The fact that the man was now in Britain, and so obviously not trying to draw attention to himself, meant that he was on some detached duty of such sensitivity that the imperial courier system could not be trusted with the delivery of the message to the general.

The decurion subtly shifted his gaze to the two bodyguards riding immediately behind the Greek. They were equally plainly dressed and under their cloaks they carried short swords hanging from army-pattern baldrics. These were not the ex-gladiators that the most wealthy men of Rome preferred to employ as bodyguards. The swords and their bearing were a dead giveaway and the decurion recognised them for what they were: Praetorian Guardsmen, attempting – and failing – to go undercover. And they were the final proof that the Greek was here on imperial business.

The palace official looked back once again.

‘Missing somebody?’ asked the decurion.

The Greek glanced round, then suppressed his anxious expression and forced a small smile on to his lips. ‘Yes. At least I hope so.’

‘Anybody I should be warned about?’

The Greek stared at him for a moment and then smiled again. ‘No.’

The decurion waited for the man to elaborate but the Greek cut him dead and faced forward. Taking another bite of his apple the decurion shrugged and let his gaze wander across the surrounding countryside. To the south the upper reaches of the river Tamesis looped through the undulating landscape. Ancient woodlands hugged the tops of hills, while around them were dotted the small settlements and farms of the Dobunnian tribe – one of the first to pay homage to Rome when the legions had landed over a year earlier.

This would be a nice place to settle down, the decurion mused. Once he had served his twenty-five years and was awarded citizenship and a small gratuity, he would buy a farm on the edge of a veterans’ colony and end his days in peace. He might even wed that native woman he had picked up in Camulodunum. Raise a few kids and drink himself silly.

The warm comfort of this reverie was interrupted as the Greek suddenly reined in and stared back down the track, brown eyes narrowed beneath his plucked brows. With a mouthed curse the decurion raised his arm to halt his men and then turned to his nervous charge.

‘What now?’

‘There!’ The Greek pointed. ‘Look there!’

The decurion wearily twisted on his saddle, the leather creaking under his riding breeches. For a moment he saw nothing; then as his gaze lifted to where the track disappeared over the hill he saw the dark silhouettes of horsemen flying from the shadows of the trees. Then they emerged into the sunlight, galloping straight towards the Greek and his escort.

‘Who the hell are they?’ the decurion muttered.

‘I’ve no idea,’ replied the Greek, ‘but I think I know who sent them.’

The decurion glanced at him irritably. ‘They’re hostile?’

‘Very.’

The decurion ran an experienced eye over their pursuers, now little more than a mile away: eight of them, their dark brown and black cloaks fluttering behind as they bent low over their mounts and urged them on. Eight against thirteen – not counting the Greek. Favourable odds, the decurion reflected.

‘We’ve seen enough.’ The Greek turned away from the distant horsemen and kicked his heels in. ‘Let’s go!’

‘Forwards!’ commanded the decurion, and the escort galloped after the Greek and his bodyguards.

The decurion was angry. There was no need to run like this. They had the advantage and could rest their mounts and wait for the pursuers to catch up, on blown horses. It would be over quickly enough. Then again, there was a vague chance that someone might get lucky and have a go at the Greek. The prefect’s orders had been quite explicit: no harm must come to the Greek. His life must be protected at any cost. In that light, distasteful as it may be, the best thing to do was to stay out of harm’s way, the decurion admitted. They had a mile’s head start and would surely reach the general’s camp long before the horsemen came within striking distance.

When he next looked over his shoulder the decurion was shocked to see how much closer the pursuers had come. They must be superbly mounted, he realised. His own horse, and those of his men, were as good as any in the cohort, but now they were wholly outclassed. And even then the pursuers would have to be fine riders to wring such performance out of them.

For the first time, the decurion was pricked by doubt. These were no mere brigands. Nor were they natives of this island, judging from their dark hair, swarthy complexions and flowing cloaks and tunics. Besides, Celtic tribesmen attacked Romans only when they heavily outnumbered them. Then again, the Greek seemed to know them. Even allowing for the timorousness of his race, the man’s terror was palpable. Ahead of the decurion the Greek bounced up and down precariously on the back of his mount, while to each side his bodyguards rode their beasts with rather more style and confidence. The decurion’s lips lifted in a wry grin around his gritted teeth. While the Greek might have acquitted himself well in the palace, he rode deplorably.

It wasn’t long before the inevitable happened. With a sharp cry the Greek bounced too far to one side and despite a last desperate jerk of the reins his momentum hurled him from his saddle. Swearing, the decurion just managed to steer his beast to one side to avoid trampling the fallen man.

‘Halt!’

With a chorus of curses and alarmed whinnying from the ponies, the escort drew up around the Greek, sprawled on his back.

‘Bastard better not be dead,’ the decurion grumbled as he swung himself down from the saddle. At once the two bodyguards were at his side, looming over the man whose life had been entrusted to them.

‘Alive?’ one muttered.

‘Yes. He’s breathing.’

The Greek’s eyes flickered open, then he blinked them shut against the glare of the sun. ‘What . . . what happened?’ Then he slumped back, unconscious.

‘Get him up!’ the decurion snapped. ‘Put him on his horse.’

The Praetorians heaved the Greek on his feet and slung him back into the saddle before remounting. One took the Greek’s reins while the other steadied the man with a firm grasp on his shoulder.

The decurion pointed up the track. ‘Get him out of here!’

As the three men spurred towards the safety of the general’s camp, the decurion swung himself back on to his mount and turned towards their pursuers.

They were much closer now, no more than three hundred paces away, and fanning out into a loose chevron as they charged towards the halted escort. Light javelins were snatched from their holsters and raised overhead, ready to throw.

‘Form skirmish line!’ the decurion bellowed.

His men eased their snorting ponies apart and extended across the track to face their pursuers, each man drawing his shield up to cover his body while his spare hand lowered the tip of his lance towards the rapidly approaching horsemen. The decurion wished he had thought to order his men to bring javelins with them, but he had expected an uneventful day’s ride to the general’s camp. Now they would have to weather the volleys of light javelins before they could close to tackle this enemy hand to hand.

‘Ready!’ the decurion called out to his men, giving them warning of his intention to attack. ‘On my order . . . charge!’

With savage cries and frantic urging of their mounts the auxiliaries rippled forward, quickly picking up speed as the two small lines rushed towards each other.

The enemy horsemen showed no signs of slowing as they pounded up towards the auxiliaries. For an instant the decurion was certain that they would simply smash into his men at full tilt, and he braced himself for the impact. The impulse to recoil shivered along the ranks of his men and the line slowed down.

The decurion quickly recovered his wits and bellowed to each side, ‘Keep going! Keep going!’

Ahead, the individual expressions of their pursuers could be made out: intent, silent and utterly remorseless. The flowing folds of their tunics and cloaks gave no hint of any armour beneath and the decurion almost pitied them, given the one-sided nature of the imminent clash. Man to man they could not hope to prevail against the better-protected auxiliary cavalrymen, regardless of the quality of their mounts.

At the last moment, without the need for any order, the enemy suddenly jerked their horses round and rode across the face of the Roman charge. Their javelin arms swept back.

‘Look out!’ cried one of the decurion’s men as the several javelins swept in a low trajectory towards the escort party. This was no frantic flurry of missiles – each man had carefully picked his target – and the iron javelin heads thudded home into the chests and flanks of the cavalry mounts. Only one had struck a cavalryman, taking him low in the stomach just above the saddle horn. The targeting of their horses was quite deliberate, the decurion realised at once. Some reared up, thrashing their hoofs at the wounds, while others shied to one side with shrill whinnies of terror. Riders were forced to abandon the charge as they struggled to regain control of their beasts, and two men were thrown, crashing headlong on to the dried earth of the track.

More javelins darted through the air. The decurion’s mount convulsed as a dark shaft slammed into its right shoulder. Instinctively clamping his thighs tightly to the leather saddle the decurion swore at his horse as it stopped and swung its head from side to side, sparkling flecks of saliva flying into the sunlight. Around him the rest of the escort milled about in a chaos of wounded animals and unhorsed men scrabbling to get clear of the panicked beasts.

A short distance off, the enemy had exhausted their javelins and now each man drew his sword, the long-bladed spatha that was the standard issue for the cavalry of Rome. The odds had reversed and now the escort faced extinction.

‘They’re going to charge!’ a terrified voice cried out close by the decurion. ‘Run!’

‘No! Stand together!’ the decurion yelled, slipping off the back of his wounded mount. ‘Run, and you’re fucked! Close up! Close up on me.’

It was a futile order. With half his men on foot, some still dazed from their falls, and the rest struggling to control their mounts, a co-ordinated defence was impossible. It would be every man for himself. The decurion side-stepped into an open space to give himself room to wield his spear, and stared at the enemy trotting forward, swords levelled with deadly intent.

Then an order was shouted, in Latin. ‘Leave them!’

The eight horsemen sheathed their blades and, with sharp tugs of the reins, they trotted round the wary circle of cavalrymen, then picked up speed and galloped down the track in the direction of the distant camp of the legions.

‘Shit!’ someone muttered with an explosive exhalation of relief. ‘That was close. Thought they’d carve us up good and proper.’

The decurion instinctively shared the man’s sentiment for a moment, before his guts turned to ice.

‘The Greek . . . they’re after the Greek.’

They’d catch him too. Despite the head start, his groggy condition would slow the Praetorians down, and long before they reached the safety of General Plautius and his army they would be overtaken and cut down.

The decurion cursed the Greek, and cursed his own bad fortune for having been charged with the man’s protection. He snatched the reins of the horse belonging to the wounded soldier still struggling to draw the javelin out of his stomach.

‘Get off!’

The man’s face was clenched in agony and he seemed not to have heard the order, so the decurion thrust him from the saddle and swung himself up. There was a scream of agony as the wounded man thudded heavily to the ground, the shaft of the javelin snapping.

‘Anyone with a horse, follow me!’ the decurion shouted, wheeling his mount and spurring it after their attackers. ‘Follow me!’

He leaned low, the mane of the pony flicking back against his cheek as the animal snorted and strained every sinew to obey the savage commands of its rider. The decurion glanced round and saw that four men had broken free of the others and were galloping behind him. Five against eight. Not good. But at least there would be no more javelins, and his shield and spear would give him the edge over any man armed only with a sword. So the decurion gave chase, his heart filled with a cold desire to have his revenge on these strangers, even as his mind was filled with the need to save the Greek who had brought all this upon them.

The track dropped down a gentle slope and three hundred paces ahead galloped the enemy. A third of a mile beyond them rode the Greek and his Praetorian bodyguards who were still struggling to hold the Greek up on his horse.

‘Come on!’ the decurion yelled over his shoulder. ‘Keep up!’

The three groups of horsemen crossed the bottom of the vale and started up the opposite slope. The earlier exertion of the pursuers’ mounts began to make itself apparent as the gap between them and the decurion closed. With a growing thrill of triumph he dug his heels in and shouted encouragement into the horse’s ear. ‘Come on! Come on, girl! One last effort!’

The gap had halved by the time the enemy had crested the hill and momentarily disappeared from view. The decurion knew for certain that he and his men would catch them up before they could fall on the Greek and his Praetorians. He glanced back and his heart lifted to see his men close behind; he would not be riding into the enemy on his own.

As the track began to slope down, ahead, just over three miles away, the giant, sprawling square of the general’s camp was visible. Intricate grids of minute tents filled the vast space bounded by the turf wall and ramparts. Three legions and several auxiliary cohorts, some twenty-five thousand men, were massing to advance, find and destroy the army of Caratacus and his British warriors. The spectacle had only a moment to impress itself upon the decurion before his view was filled with horsemen charging back along the track towards him. There was no time to rein in and let his men catch him up, and the decurion quickly raised his oval shield and lowered the tip of his spear, sighting it towards the centre of the nearest man’s chest.

Then he was in amongst them, the shock of impact throwing his arm back, twisting his shoulder painfully. The shaft of the spear was ripped from his fingers and he heard the deep grunt of the man he had struck as the enemy passed by in a whirl of flowing capes and horse manes and tails. A sword blade thudded against his shield, clattering off the brass boss before it laid open his calf. Then the decurion was through them. He yanked the reins to one side and drew his sword. A sharp clatter of weapons and cries announced the arrival of the rest of his men.

Sword held high, the decurion charged into the mêlée. His men were fighting desperately, outnumbered two to one. As they fended off one attack they made themselves vulnerable to the next, and by the time their commander rejoined them, two were already down, bleeding on the ground beside the writhing form of the man the decurion had speared.

He sensed a movement to his left and ducked his helmet just as the edge of a sword cut through the metal rim of his shield. The decurion jerked his shield to the side, trying to tear the sword out of his opponent’s hand, at the same time swinging his sword in a wide are as he twisted to face the man. The blade flashed, the man’s eyes widened as he apprehended the danger and he threw his body back. The point ripped through his tunic, grazing his chest.

‘Shit!’ the decurion spat, nudging the flanks of his mount to edge closer to his foe for the backswing cut. The intent to finish the man blinded him to danger from another direction, and so he never saw the dismounted figure rush up to his side and thrust a sword towards his groin. He just sensed the blow, like a punch, and by the time he had turned back the man had leaped away, his sword stained crimson. The decurion realised at once that that was his blood, but there was no time to check the wound. A glimpse revealed that he was the only one of his men left. The others were already dead or dying, at a cost of only two of these strange, silent men who fought as if they were born to it.

Hands grabbed his shield arm, and the decurion was hauled savagely from his saddle and crashed down on to the hard earth of the track, the air driven from his lungs. As he lay on his back, winded and looking up into blue heavens, a dark silhouette came between him and the sun. The decurion knew this was the end, but refused to close his eyes.

His lips curled into a sneer. ‘Go on then, you bastard!’

But there was no sword thrust. The man just whirled away and was gone. Then scuffling sounds, horses snorting, the pounding of hoofs, which quickly receded, and the strangely serene sounds of a summer afternoon. The shimmering drone of insects was punctuated only by the agonised groans of a man in the grass nearby. The decurion was shocked that he was still alive, that the enemy had spared him even as he lay defenceless on the ground. He struggled to draw breath, easing himself up into a sitting position.

The six surviving horsemen had renewed their pursuit of the Greek and a bitter rage welled up in the decurion. He had failed. Despite the sacrifice of the escort these strangers would still catch up with the Greek, and he could already imagine the harsh dressing-down he would receive when he, and what was left of the escort, limped back into the cohort’s fort.

The decurion suddenly felt dizzy and nauseous, and he had to put a hand on the ground to steady himself. The earth felt warm and sticky and wet beneath his fingers. He looked down and saw that he was sitting in a puddle of blood. His blood, he dimly realised. Then he was aware of the wound in his groin again. A major artery had been severed and dark blood pulsed out in jets on to the grass between his splayed legs. At once he clamped a hand over the injury but the warm flow pressed urgently against the palm and squirted through the gaps between his fingers. He felt cold now, and with a sad smile he knew that there was no longer any danger of being bawled out by the prefect of the cohort. Not in this life, at least. The decurion looked up, and focused on the tiny figures of the Greek and his bodyguards fleeing for their lives.

The seriousness of their plight no longer affected him. They were mere shadows, dimly flickering across the edge of his dwindling senses. He slumped back on the grass and stared into the clear blue sky. All the sounds of the recent skirmish had faded; all that remained was the drowsy hubbub of insects. The decurion closed his eyes and let the warmth of the summer afternoon wash over him as his consciousness gradually ebbed away.




CHAPTER TWO

‘Wake up!’ The Praetorian shook the Greek’s shoulder. ‘Narcissus! Come on, man!’

‘You’re wasting your time,’ his companion said, on the other side of the Greek. ‘He’s out for the count.’

They both looked back up the track towards the skirmish on the brow of the hill.

‘Bastard has to come round. We’re all dead if he doesn’t. I doubt our lads up there are going to last long.’

‘They’re not.’ His companion squinted. ‘It’s over. Let’s go.’

The Greek groaned and raised his head with a pained expression. ‘What’s . . . happening?’

‘We’re in trouble, sir. We have to move quickly.’

Narcissus shook his head to clear the dull fug clouding his mind. ‘Where are the others?’

‘Dead. Sir, we have to go.’

Narcissus nodded, took hold of his reins and urged his mount along the track. His horse suddenly lurched forward as the Praetorian behind him goaded the animal with a swift prod from his sword.

‘Easy there!’ Narcissus snapped.

‘Sorry, sir. But there’s no time to lose.’

‘Now look here!’ Narcissus turned round angrily to remind the Praetorian who he was speaking to. Then his eyes flickered back up the track just as their pursuers finished off the last of the escort and renewed the chase.

‘Point taken,’ he muttered. ‘Let’s be off.’

As the three of them spurred their horses on, Narcissus looked towards the distant camp and prayed that some of the more alert amongst the sentries would catch sight of the parties of horsemen and raise the alarm. Unless there was some help sent from the general’s camp he might not reach it alive. The myriad reflections on the polished surfaces of arms and armour might as well have been the twinkle of distant stars, so cold and far off and unreachable did they seem.

Behind them, now no more than a quarter of a mile away, thundered the hoofs of their pursuers. Narcissus knew he could expect no mercy from those men. They were not interested in prisoners. They were simply assassins, tasked with murdering the Imperial Secretary before he could reach General Aulus Plautius. The question of who had hired them plagued Narcissus. If the tables were turned and one of them should fall into his hands, he knew there were torturers on the general’s staff who were adept at breaking the will of the strongest of men. But even then, the information, he suspected, would be of little use. The enemies of Narcissus and his master, Emperor Claudius, were shrewd enough to ensure that any killers were hired via anonymous and expendable middle men.

This was supposed to be a secret mission. As far as he knew, only the Emperor himself and a handful of Claudius’ most trusted officials were privy to the knowledge that the Emperor’s right-hand man had been sent to Britain to meet with General Plautius. The last time he had met the general, a year ago, Narcissus had been part of the imperial retinue when Claudius had joined the army just long enough to witness the defeat of the native army outside Camulodunum, and then claim the victory as his own. The imperial retinue had numbered thousands and no luxury or security had been spared for the Emperor and Narcissus. This time discretion was paramount and Narcissus, travelling in secret without any of his cherished adornments, had asked the prefect of the Praetorian Guard to lend him the two best men of this élite unit. So he had set out from a quiet backstreet exit of the palace in the company of Marcellus and Rufus.

But somehow the news had leaked out. Almost as soon as he was out of sight of Rome Narcissus suspected that they were being watched and followed. The road behind them had never been quite deserted – always some solitary figure dimly visible far down the road behind them. Of course, such figures might have been quite innocent, and his suspicions groundless, but Narcissus was haunted by fear of his enemies. Haunted enough to take every precaution he could, and he had lasted longer than most men in the perilous world of the imperial household. A man who played for high stakes, as Narcissus did, had to have eyes in the back of his head and see everything that happened around him: every action, every deed, every quiet tilt of the head amongst aristocrats as they exchanged whispers at palace banquets.

It often reminded him of the god Janus, the two-faced guardian of Rome, who watched for danger in both directions. Being part of the imperial household required wearing two faces: the first an eager servant willing to please his political master and social superiors; the second a fixer of utter ruthlessness and determination. The expression of his true thoughts was only permitted when confronting men he had had condemned to execution, when there was great satisfaction to be had in releasing his scorn and contempt for them.

Now, it seemed, it might well be his turn for extermination. Much as he was terrified of death, Narcissus was consumed with the need to know who, amongst the legions of his bitter enemies, had planned this. There had already been two attempts, the first at an inn in Noricum, where a fight had started over a few spilled drinks and quickly escalated into a general brawl. Narcissus and his bodyguards had been watching from a cubicle when a knife had flown across the room straight at him. Marcellus saw it coming and shoved the Imperial Secretary’s head down into his bowl of stew, the blade thudding into the timber post behind Narcissus an instant later.

On the second occasion a party of horsemen had appeared on the road behind them as they headed towards the port of Gesoriacum. They had taken no chances and galloped ahead of the horsemen, arriving in the port on blown horses that had been pushed to the limits of their endurance. The quay was packed with shipping; supplies destined for Plautius’ legions were being loaded on vessels bound for Britain, while ships returning from the island were busy unloading prisoners of war destined for slave markets across the Empire. Narcissus took berths on the first ship to leave for Britain. As the freighter pulled away from the chaotically busy quay Marcellus had gently touched his arm and nodded to a group of eight men silently watching the ship depart. The same men, no doubt, who were pursuing them now.

Narcissus glanced back and was shocked to see how much they had closed the gap. By contrast the camp seemed as far away as ever.

‘They’re catching us up,’ he cried out to his bodyguards. ‘Do something!’

Marcellus spared his Praetorian companion a quick glance and both men raised their eyes.

‘What do you reckon?’ Rufus called out. ‘Save ourselves?’

‘Why not? Damned if I’m going to die for some Greek.’

They hunkered down beside their horses’ necks and spurred them on with wild shouts.

As they pulled ahead Narcissus cried out in panic, ‘Don’t leave me! Don’t leave me!’

The Imperial Secretary kicked his heels in and his mount gradually caught the others up. As the acrid odour of horseflesh filled his nostrils and every jolt of the horse threatened to hurl him down on to the ground rushing past in a blur, Narcissus gritted his teeth in terror. He had never been so afraid in all his life, and vowed not to ride one of these animals ever again. From now he would travel in nothing faster, or less comfortable, than a litter. As he drew level with his bodyguards Marcellus tipped him a wink.

‘That’s more like it, sir . . . Not so far now!’

The three of them pounded on, wind roaring in their ears, but every time that Narcissus or one of the bodyguards glanced back the horsemen were nearer. As the track drew closer to the camp the horses of prey and pursuer alike began to flag and the riders felt their mounts’ chests expand and contract like huge bellows as the animals struggled for breath. The breakneck gallop subsided into an exhausted canter as the men became more savage in their attempts to wring every last effort out of their horses.

When the track reached the next bit of high ground Narcissus saw that they were no more than two miles from the safety of the camp and numerous parties of men were training or foraging in the open ground before the ramparts. Surely the approaching riders must have been seen by now? The alarm must have been raised and a force sent out to investigate. But the three men gazed down on a serene and undisturbed scene as they spurred their tired mounts on. And all the time the gap between them and their pursuers closed.

‘They must be fucking blind!’ Rufus called out bitterly, wildly waving an arm. ‘Over here, you dozy bastards! Look over here!’

The track dipped down again, towards a brook that meandered along the edge of a small wood of ancient oak trees. The placid surface of the water exploded as Narcissus and his bodyguards splashed through the ford and emerged glistening on the far side. The horsemen were no more than two hundred paces behind as their prey galloped along the track winding through the oak trees. The path was well worn and deep wagon ruts forced them to the side to spare their mounts the risk of broken legs. There was gorse in the undergrowth and Narcissus felt it tear at his breeches as they raced on, heads lowered to avoid being knocked by projecting branches. The distant thrashing of water revealed that their pursuers had reached the ford.

‘Nearly there!’ Marcellus shouted. ‘Keep going!’

The route wound through the trees, sunlight dappling the ground where it broke through the green canopy above the riders. Then the way opened out ahead of them and in the distance lay the fortified gate of the camp. Narcissus felt a surge of joy at the sight and the realisation that they might be spared after all.

The horses, dripping with water and perspiration, galloped out into the sunshine.

‘You there!’ a voice barked out. ‘Halt! Halt!’

Narcissus saw a party of men resting in the shade of the trees at the fringe of the wood. Around them lay piles of freshly cut wood, and pack mules grazed contentedly. Javelins were stacked within easy reach and the men’s shields were standing on their curved bases, ready to be snatched up at a moment’s notice.

Marcellus jerked his reins in savagely and his horse slewed towards the firewood detachment. He drew a deep breath and shouted, ‘To arms! To arms!’

The men reacted at once and jumped up and ran for their weapons as the three horsemen galloped towards them. The optio in charge of the detachment strode forwards, his sword raised warily.

‘And who the hell do you think you are, sunshine?’

The three riders only slowed their mounts to a stop once they were in amongst the legionaries. Marcellus slipped from the back of his horse and thrust his arm back towards the track.

‘Behind us! You must stop them!’

‘Who’s behind you?’ the optio growled irritably. ‘What are you talking about?’

‘We’re being pursued. They’re trying to kill us.’

‘You’re not making sense! Calm down, man. Explain yourself. Who are you?’

Marcellus jerked his thumb at Narcissus, bent over his saddle as he struggled for breath. ‘Special envoy from the Emperor. We’ve been attacked. The escort’s been wiped out. They’re just behind us.’

‘Who is?’ the optio demanded again.

‘I don’t know,’ admitted Marcellus. ‘But they’ll be on us any moment. Form your men up!’

The optio glanced at him suspiciously and then shouted the order for his men to assemble. Most had already armed themselves and quickly fell into line, javelin in one hand and shield in the other. Their eyes fixed on the opening in the trees where the track emerged from the shadows and headed across the grassy plain towards the camp. A stillness fell over them as they waited for the horsemen to appear. But there was nothing. No sound of hoof-beats, no war cries, nothing. The oak trees stood still and silent and not a breath of life issued from the track that led into the wood. As the legionaries and the three others stood in tense expectation a pigeon made its throaty warble from the branch of a nearby tree.

The optio waited a moment before turning to the three strangers who had ruined his peaceful break from the rigours of woodcutting.

‘Well?’

Narcissus tore his gaze away from the track, and shrugged. ‘They must have withdrawn the moment they knew we were safe.’

‘Assuming they were ever there in the first place.’ The optio raised an eyebrow. ‘Now then, would you please tell me what the hell is going on here?’




CHAPTER THREE

‘I don’t think the beard suits you.’

Narcissus shrugged. ‘It serves its purpose.’

‘How was the journey?’ General Plautius enquired politely.

‘What? Aside from having to spend every night of the last month holed up in some flea-bitten inn. Aside from having to eat the indescribably awful slop that seems to be accepted as “food” amongst the poorer travelling classes. Aside from being hunted down by a gang of hired killers on your very doorstep . . .’

‘Yes. Aside from all that,’ the general smiled. ‘How was the journey?’

‘Quick.’ Narcissus shrugged and took another sip of citron-scented water. The Imperial Secretary and the general were sitting under an awning that had been erected on top of a small knoll to one side of the sprawl of tents that made up army headquarters. A small marble-topped table squatted between their two chairs, and an ornate jug of the water and two glasses had been quietly set out by a slave by way of refreshment. Narcissus had shed his sweat-drenched riding clothes and sat in a light linen tunic. Perspiration pricked out of the skin of both men and the breathless air hung heavy as the late afternoon sun burned brilliantly in the clear sky.

Around them the camp stretched out on all sides. Narcissus, used to the smaller scale displays put on by the Praetorian Guard cohorts back in Rome, was impressed by the spectacle. Not that it was the first time he had seen the army of Britain massed for campaigning. He had been present when the four legions and the host of auxiliary units had crushed Caratacus a year earlier. There was something very comforting about the ordered lines of tents. Each one marked the presence of eight men, some of whom were drilling inside the camp. Others were busy grinding sharp edges on to the army’s blades, or returning from foraging expeditions laden with baskets of grain, or driving farm animals they had seized from the lands nearby. It all smacked of order and the irresistible might of Rome. With such a huge, well-trained force taking the field it was hard to believe that anything might frustrate the Emperor’s aim of adding this land and its tribes to the inventory of empire.

That thought was very much to the fore in Narcissus’ mind, and was the reason why he had been sent in secret from the palace to this far-flung camp on the north bank of the river Tamesis.

‘How long will you be staying with us?’ asked the general.

‘How long?’ Narcissus looked amused. ‘You haven’t yet asked why I’m here.’

‘I imagine it has something to do with enquiring about the progress of the campaign.’

‘Partly that,’ Narcissus admitted. ‘So how are things going, General?’

‘You should know well enough – you must read the dispatches I send back to the palace.’

‘Ah, yes. Very informative and very detailed. You have a fine style, if I may say so. Somewhat reminiscent of Caesar’s commentaries. Must be heady stuff, commanding so large an army . . .’

Plautius had known Narcissus long enough to become immune to the ingratiating flattery that was the Greek’s stock in trade. He was also sufficiently familiar with the nuances of palace officials to recognise the threat implied in the Imperial Secretary’s last remark.

‘I am, of course, flattered by the comparison with the divine Julius. But I harbour none of his thirst for power.’

Narcissus smiled. ‘Come now, General, surely a man in your position with such a large army at his disposal must have developed some small taste for ambition. Such a taste would not be unexpected or, indeed, unwelcome. Rome values ambition in its generals.’

‘Rome might. I doubt the Emperor does.’

‘Rome and the Emperor are as one,’ Narcissus said mildly. ‘Some people might regard it as faintly seditious to suggest anything else.’

‘Seditious?’ Plautius raised an eyebrow. ‘You’re not serious. Have things got that bad in Rome?’

Narcissus took another, long, sip. He watched the general closely over the rim of the glass before he set it down. ‘The situation is worse than you can imagine, Plautius. How long is it since you were last in Rome?’

‘Four years. And I haven’t missed it a bit. Mind you, that was when Gaius Caligula was in the saddle. I’ve heard that Claudius is a much better proposition. I’m told things have got a lot better.’

Narcissus nodded. ‘Better for most, I’ll agree. Trouble is, the Emperor is tending to become over-reliant on the wrong sort of people.’

‘Present company excepted, I assume.’

‘Of course.’ Narcissus frowned. ‘And that’s not even remotely funny, by the way. I have served the Emperor as loyally as any man. You might say I have dedicated myself to ensuring his success.’

‘I understand, from my friends in Rome, that your finances have prospered quite remarkably in recent years . . .’

‘So? Is it wrong for a man to be rewarded for his loyal service? But I’m not here to discuss my private finances.’

‘Evidently not.’

‘And I’ll thank your friends to think long and hard before they make such remarks again. That kind of talk has a way of rebounding on loose tongues, if you take my meaning . . . my warning.’

‘I’ll let them know.’

‘Good. Now then, as I was saying, the Emperor’s judgement has become misplaced in recent months. Especially since he slapped eyes, amongst other organs, on that little tart Messalina.’

‘I’ve heard of her.’

‘You should see her,’ smiled Narcissus. ‘Really you should. I’ve never known anyone quite like her. The moment she enters the room and makes those bloody eyes at men, they flop at her feet like puppies. Makes me sick. And Claudius is not so old that his head can’t be turned by youth and beauty. Oh, and she’s a smart one too. Jupiter knows how many lovers she is bedding, right there in the imperial palace, but as far as Claudius is concerned she is besotted with him and can do no wrong.’

‘And is she doing wrong?’

‘I’m not sure. Not intentionally, perhaps. Of course, the scandalous way Messalina is carrying on is damaging the Emperor’s reputation and making him look like a fool. As to whether she has any more sinister designs . . . I have no proof as yet. Just suspicions. Then there’s those bastards, the Liberators.’

‘I thought you’d settled their account last year.’

‘We bagged most of them following that mutiny in Gesoriacum. But there were still enough of them around to organise some arms shipments to the Britons last summer. My agents have picked up hints that they’re planning something big. But they’re powerless as long as the Praetorian Guard and the legions stay on side.’

‘So you needed to assess my loyalty?’ Plautius watched Narcissus closely.

‘Why else do you think I’m here? Why else would I come so discreetly?’

‘Won’t you be missed?’

‘Clearly someone’s got wind of my mission. Just hope that the news doesn’t get any wider circulation. The palace have put out word that I’m down in Capri, recovering from an illness. I hope to be back in Rome before any word of my presence here leaks out from any of the other side’s spies on your staff.’

‘Enemy spies on my staff?’ Plautius affected a look of indignation. ‘Whatever next? Imperial spies?’

‘Your irony is duly noted, Plautius. But you should not resent my men. Their presence here is as much to do with your protection as it is to do with gathering intelligence on those who might pose a threat to the Emperor.’

‘Who do I need to be protected against?’

Narcissus smiled. ‘Why, yourself, my dear Plautius. Their presence will act as a reminder that those in the palace get to see and hear everything. Tends to curb the tongues and ambitions of some of our less politically acute commanders.’

‘And you think I need discouraging?’

‘I’m not sure.’ Narcissus stroked his beard. ‘Do you?’

The two men stared at each other in silence for a moment, before General Plautius let his gaze fall back to the glass he was turning round and round in his fingers. Narcissus laughed lightly.

‘I thought not. Which leads me on to my next query. If you are not disloyal to the Emperor then why are you doing so much to undermine his cause?’

The general put his empty glass back on the table with a sharp rap and folded his arms. ‘I don’t know what you mean.’

‘Let me put it another way, then; a less culpable form of words. Why are you doing so little to further his cause? As far as I can see, your army has done hardly more than consolidate the gains of last year. The only advances have been made in the south-west by Legate Vespasian and his Second Legion. You still haven’t brought Caratacus to battle, despite having superior forces, and despite having half the tribes of this benighted land come over to us as allies. I can hardly think of any more propitious circumstances for pushing forward, defeating the enemy and ending this costly campaign.’

‘So it’s the cost you take exception to, then?’ General Plautius sneered. ‘There are some things in this world that don’t have a price.’

‘Wrong!’ Narcissus snapped back before the patrician could launch into any high-flown rhetoric about Rome’s manifest destiny and the need for each generation to extend the limits of the Empire’s glory. ‘There is nothing in this world that doesn’t have a price. Nothing! Sometimes the price is paid in gold. Sometimes in blood, but it is always paid. The Emperor needs victory in Britain to make his position safe. That will cost Rome the lives of many thousands of its finest troops. That’s regrettable. But we can rectify that. There will always be more men. What we can’t afford to do is lose one more emperor. The murder of Caligula nearly brought the Empire to its knees. If Claudius’ claim to the title hadn’t been seized on by the Praetorian Guard we’d have had another civil war – power-mad generals tearing the legions to pieces in their pursuit of glory. In a short time the Empire would have become nothing more than a closed chapter in the histories of fallen powers. What sane man would wish that on the world?’

‘Very nice. Very elegantly put,’ said Plautius. ‘But what’s this got to do with me?’

Narcissus sighed patiently. ‘Your slow progress is costing us dearly. It’s costing the Emperor a loss of reputation. It’s nearly a year now since he had a triumph to celebrate victory in Britain. And still I receive requests for more troops. More weapons. More supplies.’

‘We’re just mopping up.’

‘No. Mopping up is what you do after you’ve beaten the enemy. What you’re doing is soaking up resources. This island is like a sponge. It’s continually sucking in men, money and political capital. How much longer is this going to go on, my dear General?’

‘As I said in my reports, we’re making progress. Slowly but steadily. We’re forcing Caratacus back mile by mile. Very soon he will have to turn and fight us.’

‘How soon, General? Another month? Another year? Longer than that?’

‘A matter of days, as it happens.’

‘Days?’ Narcissus looked doubtful. ‘Please explain.’

‘Gladly. Caratacus and his army are camped less than ten miles away.’ Plautius gestured to the west. ‘He knows we’re here, and knows that we’re expecting him to fall back when we advance, as he has done every time. However, when we next push forward it’s his plan to cross the Tamesis at a series of fords not far from here, march round behind us and lay waste to all those tribes we’ve subdued south of the Tamesis. He might even try to steal a large enough advance on us to storm the supply base at Londinium. It’s a sound enough plan.’

‘Indeed. And how did you come to know of it?’

‘One of his senior chiefs is an agent of mine.’

‘Really? First I’ve heard of it.’

‘Some information is too sensitive to commit to written reports,’ Plautius said smugly. ‘You never know into whose hands it might fall. May I continue?’

‘Please.’

‘What Caratacus doesn’t know is that the Second Legion has been moved up from Calleva to cover the crossing. Caratacus will be caught between my army and the river. There will be nowhere to run this time. He’ll have to turn and fight, and when he does he’ll be crushed. Then, Narcissus, you and the Emperor will have your victory in Britain. All that will remain are a few malcontents in the mountainous country to the west and those savages up in Caledonia. It may not be worth bringing them under our control, in which case some kind of barrier defence will be needed to keep them out of the province.’

‘Barrier? What kind of barrier?’

‘A ditch, a wall, maybe a canal.’

‘Sounds horribly expensive.’

‘Rebellion is more expensive. Anyway, that’s work for the future. For now, we must concentrate our efforts on defeating Caratacus and breaking the tribes’ will to resist. I trust you will want to be there to witness the battle?’

‘Very much so. I’ll look forward to it. Almost as much as I look forward to relating the event to the Emperor himself. You’ll do well out of this, Plautius. We all will.’

‘Then may I propose a toast?’ Plautius refilled both their glasses and raised his own. ‘To the frustration of the Emperor’s enemies, and a . . . crushing victory over the barbarians!’

‘To victory!’ Narcissus smiled, and emptied his glass.




CHAPTER FOUR

The centurions of the Second Legion were seated on several rows of stools in the headquarters tent waiting for their legate to give his briefing. They had spent a long day preparing the legion for the rapid advance scheduled for the following morning. Quite where the unit was headed no one knew, except Vespasian, the legate, and he had not divulged any information to his headquarters staff. The sun had only just set and the air was alive with midges. They swarmed around the flickering yellow flares of the oil lamps and every so often there was a pop and crackle as an insect foolishly ventured into a flame. At the head of the tent a large hide map, depicting a section of the Tamesis, was suspended on a wooden frame.

Three rows from the front sat the six centurions of the Third Cohort. Tucked on to the end of the row sat a tall youth, who looked conspicuously out of place amongst the lined and weathered faces of the other centurions seated near him. Indeed, he looked barely old enough to qualify for service with the legions. Beneath a curly mop of dark hair, brown eyes gazed out of a lean-looking face. His thin frame was readily apparent beneath the tunic, chain-mail corselet and harness, and his bare arms and legs were not bulky with muscle, but slender and sinewy. In spite of the uniform and the two sets of untarnished medals fixed to his harness, he still looked like a boy, and the sidelong glances he darted about the tent revealed the self-consciousness he felt about his situation.

‘Cato! For fuck’s sake, stop fidgeting!’ grumbled the centurion sitting next to him. ‘You’re like a flea on a hot plate.’

‘Sorry, it’s this heat. It’s making me feel funny.’

‘Well, you’ll be the only one laughing. I don’t know what’s wrong with this bloody island. When it isn’t wet and rainy it throws a blinder of a day at you. Wish it would make its mind up. I’m telling you, we should never have come to this dump. Why the hell are we here, anyway?’

‘We’re here because we’re here, Macro.’ His companion made a smile. ‘I seem to remember you telling me that’s always the answer.’

Macro spat on the ground between his boots. ‘Try to help you out and all I ever get is backchat. Why do I bother?’

Cato smiled again, spontaneously this time. Only a few months earlier he had served as Macro’s optio, second in command of the century Macro commanded. Much of what he had come to know of army ways over the last two years had been taught to him by Macro. Since Cato had been given his first legionary command ten days earlier he had felt terribly exposed to the onerous responsibilities of his new rank and had affected a hard and humourless countenance in front of the eighty men of his own century, and prayed that they did not see through the mask to the anxious and tormented soul beneath. Once that happened his authority to command would be lost, and Cato lived in dread of that moment. He had a very limited time to win their loyalty. No easy feat when he had barely come to know the names of the men under his command, still less the peculiarities of their character. He had drilled them hard, harder than most centurions did, but knew that until they had seen him perform in battle they would not fully accept him as their commander.

It was different for Macro, he reflected with a trace of bitterness. Macro had had more than ten years of service before being promoted, and he wore his rank like a second skin. Macro had nothing to prove and the scars that covered his body were testament to his courage in battle. Moreover, the older man was short and solidly built – the physical antithesis of his friend. A legionary only had to take one look at Macro to realise this centurion was not the sort of man you pissed off if you valued your teeth.

‘When is this bloody briefing going to start?’ Macro muttered, slapping at a mosquito that had landed on his knee.

‘On your feet!’ The camp prefect bawled out from the front of the tent. ‘Legate present!’

The centurions instantly rose up and stood to attention as a side flap was held open by a sentry and the commander of the Second Legion entered the tent. Vespasian was powerfully built, with a broad, heavily lined face. While not handsome, there was, nevertheless, something about his appearance that put men at their ease. No haughty expression of social aloofness that was common amongst the senatorial class. But then his family had only recently been admitted from the equestrian tier of society, and his grandfather had been a centurion in the service of Pompey the Great. Vespasian was not so far removed from the background of the men he commanded. It was a feature that made his men warm to him to the extent that the Second Legion had fought well under his command and had won more than its share of the battle honours in this campaign.

‘At ease, gentlemen. Please be seated.’

Vespasian waited until the tent was silent again. When all were still and the only sounds came from the camp beyond the leather walls of the tent, he positioned himself to one side of the map and cleared his throat.

‘Gentlemen, we are within a day of concluding this campaign. The army of Caratacus is marching into a trap that will lead to its utter annihilation. With his army destroyed and Caratacus in the bag, the fight will be completely knocked out of those tribes still resisting us.’

‘That’ll be the day,’ Macro whispered. ‘How many times have I heard that one?’

‘Shhh.’ Cato nudged him.

The legate had seized the attention of his audience and raised a cane towards the suspended map. ‘This is where we are camped, a short distance from the Tamesis. Our Atrebatan scouts tell us the area is called the three fords – for obvious reasons.’ The legate raised his cane and indicated the land north of the fords. ‘Caratacus is retreating in front of General Plautius’ army and should have arrived at this point here, just above the fords. So far he has simply given ground every time the general and the other three legions advance on him. As far as Caratacus knows, we expect him to carry out the same manoeuvre again. Which is why he’s planning to do something completely different this time. Instead of retreating, Caratacus will take his forces across these three fords and swing round behind us. That way he’ll threaten our supply lines, and cut the legions off from the depot at Londinium. Even if he’s successful it won’t bring him victory, but it will cost us a few months to retrieve the situation.

‘However, as the more observant of you will already have realised from the map, he’s taking a big risk. The three fords are set in a wide loop of the Tamesis. If the fords are denied him and the general’s force covers the open face of the loop he will be trapped with his back to the river. There will be no way out for him. He’ll have to surrender or fight.

‘At dawn tomorrow the Second Legion will advance to cover these three fords. We’ll sow the riverbed with caltrops and wooden stakes and set up defence lines on our side of the fords. The main line of his advance will be towards these two crossings, here and here. They’re quite broad and will need to be defended in strength. Accordingly, the First, Second, Fourth and Fifth Cohorts will be under my command at the downriver ford. The Sixth, Seventh, Eighth, Ninth and Tenth Cohorts, under the command of Camp Prefect Sextus, will defend the next ford upriver.’

Vespasian shifted along in front of the map and tapped it with his cane. ‘The last ford is not likely to be used by Caratacus. It’s too narrow and the current is quite swift at that point. Even so, he may try to push some of his lighter units across the river and we must prevent that. That’s the job of the Third Cohort. Think your lads can handle it, Maximius?’

Heads turned towards the other end of the row Cato was sitting on, and the thin-faced centurion with a long nose, commanding Cato and Macro’s cohort, pursed his lips and nodded.

‘You can rely on the Third, sir. We won’t let you down.’

‘I’m counting on that,’ Vespasian smiled. ‘That’s why you were picked for the job. It’s nothing a former officer of the Praetorian Guard can’t handle. Remember, not one of them must be permitted to cross the river. We must annihilate them utterly if we are to bring this campaign to a swift end . . . Now then, are there any questions?’

Cato looked round in the hope that someone else had raised an arm. When he saw that the rest of the centurions were sitting impassively, he swallowed nervously and raised his hand.

‘Sir?’

‘Yes, Centurion Cato.’

‘What if the enemy force their way across one of the fords, sir? How will the other detachments know?’

‘I’ve assigned two of our mounted squadrons to my command, and one each to Sextus and Maximius. If anything goes wrong we can alert the others and, if need be, the legion can fall back towards this position under cover of darkness. Let’s just make sure it doesn’t come to that. See to your defences and make sure your men give of their best. The advantage will be ours. We’ll have the element of surprise and for the first time their confounded speed over the ground will work in our favour as they hurry towards these fords. If we do our job well the new province is as good as won, and all that remains is to clear up a few last nests of resistance. Then we can concentrate on dividing up the spoils.’

There was a murmur of approval at this last comment, and Cato saw the eyes of the men seated alongside him light up at the prospect of receiving their share of the booty. As centurions, they stood to make a tidy sum out of the money raised from the sale into slavery of the men they had taken prisoner over the last year. All the land seized fell into the hands of the imperial secretariat, whose agents stood to make vast fortunes from sales commissions. The system for the division of booty was a source of bitter contention amongst the men of the legions when they were drinking, and the unequal shares of legionaries and centurions ensured that the far greater inequality of fortunes between centurions and imperial land agents was generally overlooked.

‘Any further questions?’ asked Vespasian. There was a moment’s stillness before the legate turned to his camp prefect. ‘Very well. Sextus, you may dismiss them.’

The officers rose from their stools and snapped to attention. Once the legate had left the tent Sextus stood them down. The camp prefect reminded them to collect their written orders from the general’s secretaries as they left headquarters. As the centurions of the Third Cohort stood up, Maximius raised a hand.

‘Not so fast, lads. I want a word with you in my tent, soon as you’ve set the evening watch.’

Macro and Cato exchanged looks, which was instantly detected by Maximius. ‘I’m sure my new centurions will be relieved to know that I won’t be keeping them too long, and wasting their precious time.’

Cato coloured.

Maximius regarded the youth coldly for a moment before his face creased into a smile. ‘Just make sure you’re both in my tent before the first change of watch is sounded.’

‘Yes, sir,’ replied Cato and Macro.

Maximius gave a sharp nod, turned on his heel and strode stiffly from the briefing tent.

Macro’s eyes followed their commander. ‘Now what was all that about?’

The nearest of the centurions drew back, glancing warily at Maximius until the cohort commander had disappeared through the tent flaps. Then he spoke quietly to Macro and Cato.

‘I’d play it carefully, if I were you two.’

‘Carefully?’ Macro frowned. ‘What are you talking about, Tullius?’

Caius Tullius was the most senior of the Third Cohort’s centurions after Maximius; a veteran of over twenty years and several campaigns. Although he was reserved in manner, he had been the first to greet Macro and Cato when they had been appointed to the Third Cohort. The other two centurions, Caius Pollius Felix and Tiberius Antonius, had said no more than necessary to Cato as yet, and he sensed hostility in their attitude. Macro was more fortunate. They already knew him from the time before his promotion, and treated him in a cordial manner, as they must, given that Macro’s appointment to the centurionate predated their own.

‘Tullius?’ Macro prompted.

For a moment Tullius hesitated, mouth open as he seemed to be on the verge of saying something. Then he just shook his head. ‘It’s nothing. Just try not to get on the wrong side of Maximius. Especially you, young ’un.’

Cato’s lips compressed into a tight line, and Macro couldn’t help laughing.

‘Don’t be so touchy, Cato. Centurion you may be, but you’ll have to forgive people if they mistake you for a boy sometimes.’

‘Boys don’t get to wear these,’ Cato snapped back, and tapped his medallions, instantly regretting the immature need to prove himself.

Macro raised both his hands with a placating smirk. ‘All right! I’m sorry. But look around, Cato. See anyone else here that’s within five years of your age? I think you’ll find that you’re a bit of an exception.’

‘Exception he may be,’ Tullius added quietly, ‘but he’d do well not to stand out, if he knows what’s good for him.’

The veteran turned away and followed Felix and Antonius towards the entrance to the tent. Macro watched him go and scratched his chin.

‘Wonder what he meant?’

‘Can’t you guess?’ Cato muttered bitterly. ‘Seems our cohort commander thinks I’m not up to the job.’

‘Rubbish!’ Macro punched him lightly on the shoulder. ‘Everyone in the legion knows about you. You’ve got nothing to prove to anyone.’

‘Tell Maximius that.’

‘I might. One day. If he doesn’t recognise it himself first.’

Cato shook his head. ‘Maximius only joined the legion a few months back, in that batch of replacements that arrived while we were in hospital in Calleva. Chances are he knows next to nothing about me.’

Macro prodded one of Cato’s medallions. ‘These should tell him all he needs to know. Now come on, we’ve got to post our watches. Wouldn’t want to be late for Maximius’ briefing, would we?’




CHAPTER FIVE

Once Cato was satisfied that his optio had the watch organised, he marched through two rows of tents to Macro’s century and stuck his head through the flap of the largest tent at the end of the line. Macro was sitting at a small trestle table, examining some tablets by the wan glow of an oil lamp.

‘Ready?’

Macro looked up, and then pushed the wax tablets to one side. He rose from his chair and strode over to Cato. ‘Yes. I’ve had enough of this. Bloody pay records. Sometimes I wish you were still my optio. Made the record-keeping side of things a lot easier. I could get on with the real job then.’

Cato nodded in sympathy. Life had indeed been easier before, for both of them. With Macro as his centurion Cato’s introduction to army life had been unclouded by the need to take much responsibility on his own shoulders. There had been times when circumstances had forced command on him, and he had coped with such duties, but had always been relieved to hand the burden back to Macro afterwards. That was all gone, now that he was a centurion. Not only did Cato feel constantly judged by others, he sat in judgement of himself. Cato was not impressed by the image of the thin and boyish figure in a centurion’s uniform he knew he presented.

‘How’s Figulus coping?’ Macro asked as they made for the large square tent that marked the headquarters of the Third Cohort. ‘Can’t see why you chose him to be your optio. Outside of a straight fight the lad’s a bloody nuisance.’

‘He’s coping well enough.’

‘Oh, really?’ Macro said with a trace of amusement. ‘Handling the pay records on his own then? That, and all the other clerical crap?’

‘I’m . . . instructing him at the moment.’

‘Instructing him? As in showing him how to read and write, perhaps?’

Cato lowered his head to hide the dark expression on his face. Macro was right in his implication. Figulus was a poor choice for the job, in many respects – barely able to write his own name and completely out of his depth when required to calculate any sums larger than the small amount of savings he had scraped together in his first year of service with the legion. Yet Cato had offered the position to him immediately. Figulus was almost the same age and Cato desperately needed a familiar face amongst the men under his command. Most of the men he had known when he had first joined Macro’s old century were dead, or discharged as invalids. The survivors had been distributed to the other centuries in the understrength cohort. So Figulus it had been.

He was not without redeeming features, Cato reflected in a self-justifying moment. Figulus was from Gallic stock; tall and broad, he was a match for any man in the legion, and any enemy outside it. Moreover, he was good with the men, with his easy-going and guileless nature. That made him a useful bridge between Cato and his century. And Figulus, like Cato, was anxious to prove himself worthy of his new rank. However, Cato’s attempt to teach him the basics of record-keeping had quickly exhausted the centurion’s patience. If things didn’t improve soon it looked as if Cato would have to take on most of the optio’s job as well.

‘You could always replace him,’ Macro suggested.

‘No,’ Cato replied obstinately. ‘He’ll do.’

‘If you say so. It’s your decision, lad.’

‘Yes. It’s my decision. And you’re not my father, Macro. So please stop acting like it.’

‘All right! All right!’ Macro raised his hands in surrender. ‘Won’t mention it again.’

‘Good . . .’

‘So, er, what do you make of our man, Maximius?’

‘Don’t know him well enough to make a judgement yet. Seems competent enough. Bit harsh on the bullshit front.’

Macro nodded. ‘He’s from the old school: every buckle done up tightly, every blade polished until it dazzles and not a speck of mud allowed on parade. His kind are the backbone of the army.’

‘What’s his history?’ Cato glanced at his companion. ‘You speak to anyone about him yet?’

‘Had a word with Antonius in the mess the other day. He came in with the same replacement column and got to know Maximius back in the depot at Gesoriacum.’

‘And?’

‘Not much to tell. He’s been a centurion for the best part of ten years, and served right across the Empire. Before that he was in the Praetorian Guard. Served a few years and then transferred to the legions.’ Macro shook his head. ‘Beats me why he took a transfer. I’d have killed to serve in the Guard; better pay, better accommodation and the best fleshpots and cheapest dives that only Rome can provide.’

‘Too much of a good thing, perhaps?’

‘What?’ Macro was astonished. ‘What kind of bollocks is that? One of your stupid fucking philosophies, I bet. Look, lad, there’s no such thing as enough of a good thing. Believe me.’

‘Very epicurean of you, Macro.’

‘Oh, piss off . . .’

They had reached Maximius’ tent. A dull glow framed the flaps at the entrance, and as the sentries spied the two centurions approaching from the darkness, one stepped to one side and held a flap open. Macro led the way. They entered the thick, hot atmosphere inside the tent and saw Maximius seated beside his campaign table. In front of him were arranged five stools, three of which were already occupied by the other centurions of the Third Cohort.

‘Thank you for joining us,’ Maximius said curtly.

The signal for the change of watch was still not due for nearly half an hour, by Cato’s calculation, but before he could even consider protesting Macro stepped in front of him.

‘Sorry, sir.’

‘Take your seats, gentlemen. Then we can get started.’

As they sat down Macro raised an eyebrow to Cato in warning. It dawned on Cato that this was how Maximius liked to run his cohort. He expected – no, demanded – that his subordinates exceed the requirements of his orders. It might lead to a certain amount of second-guessing, but it kept them on their toes. Cato had been aware of this style of command in other cohorts and disliked it intensely. A commander who adopted such an approach could never be certain that his orders would be carried out as he intended.

Once the last arrivals were seated Maximius cleared his throat and stiffened his spine before he began to address his officers. ‘Now that we’re all here . . . You saw the legate’s map and understand our task. We hold the fords against Caratacus and he is beaten. We’ll be the first cohort to march from camp tomorrow, before sunrise, as we’ve got the furthest to go. We’ll be following a supply track that leads to the ford. There’s an auxiliary post we should reach by noon. We’ll rest there and draw from their rations. The ford’s a mile or so further to the north and we can reach it and fortify it soon afterwards. We should arrive in plenty of time. Your men are to leave their packs here tomorrow. They’re to be ready to fight and carry nothing else, apart from their canteens. We’re marching to battle. There are to be no shirkers, no stragglers . . . and no surrender when we meet the enemy. Of course,’ he grinned, ‘if the enemy wants to surrender, then we must make every effort to accommodate his wishes. With a bit of luck we might just win the day, and a small fortune besides. You understand me?’

All but one of the centurions nodded solemnly. Maximius turned towards Macro.

‘What’s the matter?’

‘Can we really afford to take prisoners, sir?’

‘Can we afford not to?’ Maximius laughed. ‘You got something against being rich, Macro? Or do you want to be just a wretch when you retire?’

Macro smiled politely. ‘I like money as much as the next man, sir. But we’re one cohort, way out on the flank of the legion. If we have to start detaching men to guard prisoners it’ll be a drain on our strength. And I’m not happy at the idea of having any sizeable body of Britons behind us as well as in front of us, whether they’re armed or not. It’s asking for trouble, sir.’

‘Come now, Macro. I think you exaggerate the danger. What about you, young Cato? Wouldn’t you agree?’

For a moment Cato was gripped by an instinctive panic as he struggled for a response to the direct question.

‘I don’t know, sir. Depends how many of them there are. If we can handle them then of course we should take prisoners. But, like Macro says, if they come at us in any kind of strength we’ll need to face them with every man we have. In that event, any prisoners will pose a danger to us . . . sir.’

‘I see.’ Maximius nodded thoughtfully. ‘You think we should err on the side of caution? You think that’s what made us Romans the masters of the world?’
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