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About the Books


THIS COLLECTION brings together the first three of Simon Scarrow’s bestselling EAGLES OF THE EMPIRE novels. Join Centurion Cato and his second-in-command Macro as they journey across Roman Europe to reach the wilderness of Britannia, in three riveting stories of battle and intrigue.


Under The Eagle: AD 42, Germany. Tough, brutal and unforgiving. That’s how new recruit Cato is finding life in the Roman Second Legion. He may have contacts in high places, but he could really use a friend amongst his fellow soldiers right now.


Cato has been promoted above his comrades at the order of the Emperor and is deeply resented by the other men.  But he quickly earns the respect of his Centurion, Macro, a battle-hardened veteran as rough and ready as Cato is quick-witted and well-educated. They are poles apart, but soon realise they have a lot to learn from one another.


On a campaign to Britannia – a land of utter barbarity – an enduring friendship begins. But as they undertake a special mission to thwart a conspiracy against the Emperor they rapidly find themselves in a desperate fight to survive...


The Eagle’s Conquest: Britannia, AD 43. Bleak, rainy and full of vicious savages, Britannia is a land that Cato, solider of the Second Legion, wishes Rome didn’t want to conquer.


And as right-hand man to Centurion Macro, Cato sees the very worst of his native Britons, battling alongside his commander in bloodier combat than he could ever have imagined.


But the Britons are fighting back with Roman weapons - which means someone in their own ranks is supplying arms to the enemy. Cato and Macro are about to discover even deadlier adversaries than the British barbarians . . .


When the Eagle Hunts: Britannia, AD 44. Cato, a thoughtful junior officer in the Roman army, and his commanding centurion, Macro, are simply pawns in Rome’s lust to conquer Britain. During the freezing winter, the two men and their legion fight the native savages in hand-to-hand battles that haunt Cato for days after.


But in a place full of enemies, the most vicious are the Druids of the Dark Moon; brutal, merciless men who have captured the wife and children of General Plautius himself.


So Macro and Cato are given a mission: to travel deep into enemy territory and recover the hostages. If they fail, the fate of the Roman army may just hang in the balance . . .
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The Organisation of a Roman Legion


The Second Legion, like all legions, comprised some five and a half thousand men. The basic unit was the century of eighty men commanded 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 cavalry unit of one hundred and twenty men, divided into four squadrons, who served as scouts and messengers. In descending order the main ranks were:


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 name 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 was armed with vast experience and integrity, and to him would fall the command of the legion should the legate be absent or hors de combat.


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 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 most senior centurion commanded the first century of the first cohort and was a highly decorated and respected individual.


The four decurians 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.


Below the optios were the legionaries, men who had signed on for twenty-five years. In theory, a man had to be a Roman citizen to quality for enlistment, but recruits were increasingly drawn from local populations and given Roman citizenship on joining the legions.


Lower in status than the legionaries were the men of the auxiliary cohorts. These were recruited from the provinces and provided the Roman empire with its cavalry, light infantry and other specialist skills. Roman citizenship was awarded on completion of twenty-five years’ service.







 


Prologue


‘It’s no good, sir, the bastard’s well and truly stuck.’


The centurion leaned back against the wagon and paused for breath. Around him a score of bone-weary legionaries stood up to their waists in the foul-smelling ooze of the marsh. From the edge of the track, the general followed their efforts in growing frustration. He had been embarking on to one of the evacuation ships when news arrived that the wagon had run off the narrow path. He had immediately taken one of the few remaining horses and galloped it back through the marsh to investigate the situation at first hand. Weighed down by the heavy chest resting on its bed, the wagon resisted every effort to wrestle it free. There was no further help available now since the rearguard had finished loading and put to sea. Only the general, these men and a thin screen of the last remaining cavalry scouts stood between the wagon and the army of Caswollan snapping at the heels of the erstwhile Roman invaders.


The general let slip an oath and his horse raised its head in alarm from the nearby copse where it had been tethered. The wagon was lost then, that much was evident, and the chest itself was too heavy to carry back  to the last ship waiting at anchor. For security’s sake the key to the chest had remained with the quartermaster, now well out to sea, and the chest was so constructed as to make it impossible to open without the right tools.


‘What now, sir?’ the centurion asked.


The general looked long and hard at the chest, in silence. There was nothing he could do – nothing at all. Wagon, chest and contents were not going to move. For a moment he dared not contemplate that, since the loss of the chest would set his political plans back by a year at least. In that agonising moment of indecision a war horn blew close at hand. With terrified expressions, the legionaries started to wade back towards their weapons lying on the track.


‘Stay where you bloody are!’ the general roared. ‘I haven’t ordered you to move!’


The legionaries paused, even with the enemy close at hand, such was the depth of their awe and respect for their commander. With a last look at the chest, the general nodded as he made his decision.


‘Centurion, get rid of the wagon.’


‘Sir?’


‘It’ll have to stay here until we return next summer. Drag it a little further in so it sinks, mark the spot and then get back to the beach as fast as you can. I’ll have them hold a tender ready for you.’


‘Yes, sir.’


The general slapped his thigh angrily, then turned to mount his horse and set off back through the marsh towards the beach. Behind him came another burst from the war horn and the sound of swords clashing as the  cavalry scouts fought it out with the vanguard of Caswollan’s army. From the moment the Romans had landed, to their present flight back to Gaul, Caswollan’s men had dogged them every step of the way, harrying stragglers and foragers day and night, and showing no mercy to the invaders.


‘Right, lads!’ the centurion bellowed. ‘One last heave . . . Get your shoulders to the wagon. Ready now . . . Heave!’


Slowly the wagon sank further into the mire; dark brown marsh water flowing up through the seams in the bed of the wagon and rising up the sides of the chest.


‘Come on! Heave!’


With a last combined thrust the men eased the wagon further into the marsh and, with a soft gurgling plop, the wagon disappeared beneath the dark water leaving a faint swirl rippling across the oily surface, broken only by the long wagon shaft.


‘That’s it, lads. Back to the ship. Smartly does it.’


The legionaries waded ashore and snatched up their shields and spears while the centurion hurriedly sketched a map of the location on the wax tablet hanging from his shoulder. When he was done, he snapped the tablet shut and joined his men. But before the column could move off a sudden pounding of hoofbeats on the track caused his men to turn, wide-eyed and afraid. Moments later a handful of cavalry scouts burst out of the mist and galloped by the infantry. One scout leaned forward across his horse’s neck which ran with blood from a gaping wound in the man’s side. Then they were gone.


Almost at once came the sound of more horses, this  time accompanied by the harsh cries of the natives the legionaries had grown to dread. There was a new triumphant edge to their war cries and a cold finger of dread traced its way down the spines of the Romans.


‘Ready javelins!’ The centurion called out and his men hefted their throwing spears back, waiting for the order. In the mist, the sounds of their pursuers swept towards them, unseen and terrifying. Then indistinct grey shapes appeared a short way off. ‘Release!’


The javelins arced up and out of sight and crashed down on the reckless Britons with a chorus of screams from both man and beast.


‘Form up!’ the centurion cried out. ‘At the command . . . quick march!’


The small column stepped out down the track towards the distant safety of the last evacuation ship, the centurion marching at their side, keeping an anxious watch on the mist that swallowed up the track behind them. The volley of javelins did not delay the Britons for long and soon the sound of hooves closed in on them again, slower and more cautious this time.


The centurion heard a thud and one of his men gasped in pain. He turned to see an arrow shaft protruding from the back of the rearmost legionary. Fighting for breath as his lungs filled with blood, the man fell to his knees and toppled forward.


‘At the trot!’


The belts and harnesses of the legionaries jingled as they quickened the pace and tried to increase the distance between themselves and their invisible pursuers. More arrows whirred out of the mist, fired blindly at the  Romans. Still, some found their mark and one by one the column shrank in size as men fell on the track and lay, swords drawn, grimly waiting for the end. By the time the centurion reached the final rise, where the marsh gave way to sand and pebble, only four men remained with him. The faint sound of the seashore was the music of hope to their ears and a slight September breeze worked to thin the mist ahead of them.


All at once the path ahead was clear. Two hundred paces away across the shingle, a small boat waited in the surf. A little way out to sea a trireme lay at anchor in a gentle swell and, far out towards the horizon, the dark specks of the invasion fleet were fading into the gloom of dusk.


‘Run for it!’ shouted the centurion, throwing down his shield and sword. ‘Run!’


The shingle scattered beneath their feet as they sprinted down towards the boat. Immediately the war horn sounded behind them as the Britons also caught sight of the sea, spurring their horses on to run down the surviving men before they could reach safety. Teeth gritted, the centurion hurled himself down the gentle slope, grimly aware of the sounds of their pursuers closing rapidly, but he dared not look back for fear that it might cause him to slow his pace. He could see a tall figure standing in the rear of the boat desperately urging him on, as the general’s red cloak rippled out behind him in the gentle breeze. Fifty feet to go, and a sharp cry came from just behind him as one of the Britons thrust his spear through the rearmost legionary.


With every fibre of his body screaming out for life,  the centurion pounded across the wet sand at the sea’s edge, splashed through the surf and hurled himself over the bows of the boat. Eager hands grabbed him under the shoulders and bodily pulled him down. An instant later, a legionary crashed down on top of him, snatching his breaths from the sea air. A pair of the general’s burly bodyguards jabbed their spears at the pursuers who had reined in at the water’s edge now the odds had been evened. But they were already too late and the boat quickly moved into deeper water as the oarsmen bent themselves to their work, rowing the boat back to the safety of the trireme.


‘Did you manage to sink the wagon?’ the general asked anxiously.


‘Y-yes, sir . . .’ panted the centurion, and he patted the wax tablet hanging at his side. ‘There’s a map, sir. Good as I could make in the time we had.’


‘Well done, centurion. Well done. I’ll have that now.’


As the centurion handed over the tablet he glanced round and saw that only one man had escaped with him. Only one. On the shrinking shoreline he could see a score of horsemen clustered round another of his men, foolish enough to be taken alive, and the centurion shuddered at the thought of what terrors lay in wait for the helpless legionary.


Every man in the boat watched in silence, until finally the general spoke.


‘We’ll come back, men. We’ll come back, and when we do I promise you that we’ll make those bastards regret the day they ever took up arms against Rome. I, Caius Julius Caesar, swear this on my father’s grave . . .’







The Rhine Frontier


Ninety-six years later, in the second 
year of the reign of Emperor Claudius 
Late 42 AD







Chapter One


An icy blast of wind swept into the latrine with the sentry.


‘Wagon’s approaching, sir!’


‘Shut the bloody door! Anything else?’


‘Small column of men.’


‘Soldiers?’


‘Hardly.’ The sentry grimaced. ‘Unless there’s been some change in marching drill.’


The duty centurion glanced up sharply. ‘I don’t recall asking for an opinion on policy, soldier.’


‘No, sir!’ The sentry snapped to attention under the glare of his superior. Only a few months earlier Lucius Cornelius Macro had been an optio and was still finding promotion to the centurionate hard to handle. His former comrades in the ranks were still inclined to treat him as an equal. It was hard to register a respectful attitude to one who so recently had been seen emptying his guts of a skinful of cheap wine. But, for some months before the promotion, Macro had been aware that senior officers were considering him for the first available vacancy in the centurionate and had done his best to keep indiscretions to a minimum. For, when all his qualities were placed in the balance, Macro was a good soldier – when good soldiering was required – conscientious in his duties, reliably obedient to orders and he could be counted on to hold firm in a fight and inspire others to do the same.


Macro suddenly realised that he had been gazing at the sentry for a while and that the legionary was shifting uncomfortably under his scrutiny, as one tends to in front of a silently staring superior. And officers could be such unpredictable bastards, the sentry thought nervously, first whiff of power and they either don’t know what to do with it, or they insist on giving bloody-minded and stupid orders.


‘What are your orders, sir?’


‘Orders?’ Macro frowned for a moment. ‘All right then. I’ll come. You get back to the gate.’


‘Yes, sir.’ The sentry turned and hurriedly made his way out of the junior officers’ latrine block, pulling the door to as the half-dozen centurions glared after him. It was an unwritten rule that no-one, but no-one, permitted their men to interrupt proceedings in the latrine. Macro applied the sponge stick, pulled up his breeches and apologised to the other centurions before hurrying outside.


It was a filthy night and a cold northerly wind was blowing the rain down from the German forests. It swept across the Rhine, over the fortress walls and was funnelled into icy blasts between the barrack blocks. Macro suspected that he was keenly disapproved of by his new-found peers and was determined to prove them wrong. Not that this resolution was working out terribly successfully. The administrative duties relating to the  command of eighty men were proving to be a nightmare – ration-collection details, latrine rotas, sentry rotas, weapons inspections, barrack inspections, punishment ledgers, equipment procurement chits, arranging fodder for the section mules, taking charge of pay, savings and the funeral club.


The only help available for carrying out these duties came in the form of the century’s clerk, a wizened old cove named Piso, who Macro suspected of being dishonest or simply incompetent. Macro had no way of finding out for himself, because he was all but illiterate. Brought up with only the most rudimentary knowledge of letters and numbers he could recognise most individually, but more than that was impossible. And now he was a centurion, a rank for whom literacy was a prerequisite. Doubtless the legate had naturally assumed Macro could read and write when he approved the appointment. If it came to light that he was no more literate than a Campanian farm boy, Macro knew he would be demoted at once. So far he had managed to get round the problem by delegating the paperwork to Piso and claiming that his other duties were keeping him too busy, but he was sure that the clerk had begun to suspect the truth. He shook his head as he trudged over to the fortress gate, pulling his red cloak tightly about him.


It was a dark night, made darker by the low clouds that completely obscured the sky; a sure sign that snow was on the way. From the gloom about him, Macro could hear a variety of sounds typical of the fortress existence that had been part of his life for over fourteen years now.  Mules brayed from stables at the far end of each barrack block and the voices of soldiers, talking and shouting, drifted out through the wavering light of candlelit windows. A bellow of laughter peeled out of a barrack block he was passing, followed by a lighter female laugh. Macro halted mid-stride and listened. Someone had managed to sneak a woman into the base. The woman laughed again and then began speaking in thickly accented Latin and was quickly hushed by her companion. This was a flagrant breach of regulations and Macro abruptly turned towards the block and laid his hand on the latch. Then paused, thinking. By rights he should burst in, loudly bellowing in parade-ground fashion, send the soldier to the guard-house, and have the woman thrown out of the base. But that meant completing an entry in the punishment book – more bloody writing.


Gritting his teeth, Macro released his grip and quietly stepped back into the street, just as the woman let out a shriek of laughter to prick his conscience. A quick glance about to make sure that no-one else was there to witness his failure to act and Macro hurried on towards the south gate. Bloody soldier deserved a good kicking, and if he had been in Macro’s century that’s how he’d have been dealt with; no paperwork needed, just a swift kick in the balls to ensure the punishment fitted the crime. Still, from her voice she could only have been one of those nasty German tarts from the native settlement that sprawled just outside the base. Macro consoled himself with the thought of the legionary concerned coming down with a bad dose of the clap.


Although the streets were dark, Macro moved instinctively in the right direction since no legionary base deviated from the standard design used in all camps and fortresses. In a matter of minutes, he had emerged on to the wider thoroughfare of the Via Praetoria and marched towards the gate where the street passed through the walls to the south of the base. The sentry who had interrupted Macro at the latrine was waiting at the foot of the stairs. He led the way into the gatehouse and up the narrow wooden staircase to the battlement level, where a lit brazier cast a warm red glow around the sentry room. Four legionaries were squatting close to the fire playing dice. As soon as they saw the centurion’s head appear above the stairs they stood to attention.


‘Easy lads,’ Macro said. ‘Carry on.’


The wooden door to the battlements sprang inwards with the wind as Macro lifted the latch and the brazier blazed momentarily as he stepped outside and slammed the door to. Up on the sentry walk the wind was biting and whipped Macro’s cloak behind him, tugging at the clasp on his left shoulder. He shuddered and snatched it back, holding it tightly about his body.


‘Where?’


The sentry peered out through the crenellations into the darkness and pointed his javelin at a tiny flickering light swinging from the back of a wagon approaching from the south. Straining his eyes as he stared into the wind, Macro could make out the outline of the wagon and, behind it, a body of men plodding along the track. At the rear of the column came the more orderly progress of the escort whose job was to stop the stragglers slowing  the pace. Maybe two hundred men in all.


‘Shall I call out the guard, sir?’


Macro turned towards the sentry. ‘What did you say?’


‘Shall I call out the guard, sir?’


Macro eyed the man wearily. Syrus was one of the youngest men in the century and, although Macro had learned the names of most of his command, he knew little of their characters or histories as yet. ‘Been in the army long?’


‘No, sir. Only a year in December.’


Not long out of training then, Macro thought. A stickler for regulations, which he no doubt applied in every circumstance. He’d learn in time; how to compromise between following strict procedure and doing what was needed to get by.


‘So then, why do we need to call out the guard?’


‘Regulations, sir. If an unidentified body of men is approaching the camp in force the guard century should be called out to man the gate and adjacent walls.’


Macro raised his eyebrows in surprise. The quotation was word perfect. Syrus clearly took his training seriously. ‘And what then?’


‘Sir?’


‘What happens next?’


‘The duty centurion, after assessing the situation determines whether or not to call a general alarm,’ Syrus continued tonelessly, then hurriedly added, ‘Sir.’


‘Good man.’ Macro smiled and the sentry smiled back in relief, before Macro turned back towards the approaching column. ‘Now then, exactly how threatening do you think that lot is? Do they scare you, soldier? Do  you think all two hundred of them are going to charge over here, climb the walls and slaughter every mother’s son of the Second Legion . . . Well, do you?’


The sentry looked at Macro, looked carefully at the flickering lights for a new moments and then turned back sheepishly. ‘I don’t think so.’


‘I don’t think so, sir,’ said Macro gruffly as he punched the lad on the shoulder.


‘Sorry, sir.’


‘Tell me, Syrus. Did you attend the sentry briefing before the watch?’


‘Of course, sir.’


‘Did you pay attention to every detail?’


‘I think so, sir.’


‘Then you would recall me saying that a replacement convoy was due to arrive at the base, wouldn’t you? And then you wouldn’t have had to haul me out of the latrine and spoil a particularly good shit.’


The sentry was crestfallen and he could not bear the long-suffering expression on his centurion’s face. ‘I’m sorry, sir. Won’t happen again.’


‘You see that it doesn’t. Or I’ll have you on double duties for the rest of the year. Now get the rest of the lads ready at the gate. I’ll deal with the recognition call.’


Shamefaced, the sentry saluted and went back into the gatehouse. Soon Macro could hear the sounds of the guard rousing themselves and descending the wooden stairs to the main gate. Macro smiled. The lad was keen and felt guilty about his mistake. Guilty enough to make sure that it never happened again. That was good. That’s how dependable soldiers were made – there was no such  thing as a born soldier, Macro reflected.


A sudden blast of wind buffeted Macro and he retreated into the shelter of the gatehouse. Inside he positioned himself close to the glowing brazier and let out a sigh of relief as the warmth soaked into his body. After a few moments, Macro opened the small viewing shutter and looked out into the night. The convoy was nearer now and he could make out the wagon in detail as well as the individual men in the following column. A miserable bunch of recruits, he thought, not an ounce of spirit in them. You could tell that by the apathetic way they trudged along, even though they were in sight of shelter.


Then it began to rain, quite suddenly, large drops flung diagonally by the wind that stung the skin. Even that failed to increase the pace of the convoy and, with a despairing shake of the head, Macro began the formalities. He opened the main shutter, leaned his head out of the window and filled his lungs.


‘Halt there!’ he shouted. ‘Identify yourselves!’


The wagon reined in a hundred feet from the wall and a figure beside the driver rose to reply. ‘Reinforcement convoy from Aventicum and escort, Lucius Batiacus Bestia commanding.’


‘Password?’ Macro demanded even though he knew Bestia well enough, the senior centurion of the Second Legion and therefore very much his superior.


‘Hedgehog. Permission to approach?’


‘Approach, friend.’


With a crack of the whip the wagoneer urged the bullocks up the rise that led to the gateway and Macro  crossed over to the shutter that opened on to the inside of the fort. Down below, the sentries were clustered by the sidegate trying to keep out of the rain.


‘Open the gate,’ Macro called down. One of the soldiers quickly drew out the locking pin and the others slid the beam back into the recess. With a heavy wooden groan, the gates were pulled open just as the wagon reached the top of the rise, its momentum carrying it through the gate into the base. Looking down from the guardhouse, Macro watched the wagon draw up to one side. Bestia jumped down from the driver’s bench and waved his vine cane at the sodden procession of new recruits passing by.


‘Come on, you bastards! Move! Quickly now! The sooner you’re in, the sooner you can get warm and dry.’


The recruits, who had followed the wagon for over two hundred miles, automatically began to mill round it once inside the gate. Most wore travelling cloaks and carried their few belongings in blankets tied across the shoulder. The poorest recruits had nothing, some didn’t even have cloaks, and they shivered miserably as the wind drove the freezing rain at them. At the rear stood a small chain-gang of criminals who had opted for the army rather than remain in prison.


Bestia immediately waded into the growing crowd with his cane, beating a clear space for himself.


‘Don’t just stand there like a herd of sheep! Make way for some real soldiers. Get over to the far side of the street and line up facing this way. NOW!’


The last of the recruits stumbled in through the gate and followed the rest to take up an uneven line opposite  the wagon. Finally the escort marched in, twenty men in step, who halted simultaneously at one word of command from Bestia. He paused for effect to let the implicit comparison sink in as Macro ordered the sentries to shut the gate and return to their duties. Bestia turned back to the recruits, legs astride and hands on hips.


‘Those men,’ Bestia nodded over his shoulder, ‘belong to the Second Legion – the Augusta – the toughest in the entire Roman army, and you’d better not forget it. There is no barbarian tribe, however remote, who hasn’t heard of us and who doesn’t live in mortal fear of us. The Second has killed more of these scum, and conquered more of their land, than any other unit. We have been able to do this because we train men to be the meanest, dirtiest, hardest fighters in the civilised world . . . You, on the other hand, are soft, worthless piles of shit. You are not even men. You are the lowest fucking form of life that ever claimed to be Roman. I despise each and every last fucking one of you, and I will weed out every worthless piece of scum so that only the best join my beloved Second Legion and serve under our eagle. I’ve watched you all the way from Aventicum – and, ladies, I’m not impressed. You signed up and now you are all mine. I will train you, I will hurt you, I will make men of you. Then – if and when I decide you are ready – then I will let you become a legionary. If any one of you doesn’t give me every last shred of energy and commitment then I will break him – with this.’ He held the gnarled vine cane aloft for all to see. ‘Do you shits understand?’


There was a murmured assent from the recruits, some  of whom were so tired they just nodded.


‘What was that supposed to be?’ Bestia shouted angrily. ‘I can hardly fucking hear you!’


He moved into the crowd and grabbed a recruit roughly by the collar of his travelling cloak. Macro noticed for the first time that this recruit was dressed differently from the others. The cut of his cloak was unmistakably expensive – no matter how much mud was caked on to it. The recruit was taller than the rest, but thin and delicate-looking – just the kind of victim to make an example of.


‘What the hell is this? What the fuck is a recruit doing with a better cloak than I can afford? You steal it, boy?’


‘No,’ the recruit replied calmly. ‘A friend gave it to me.’


Bestia slammed his vine cane into the boy’s stomach and the recruit doubled over and slumped to the ground, hands splashing into a puddle. Bestia stood over him, cane raised for another blow.


‘Whenever you open your mouth you call me sir! Understand?’


Macro watched the young man gasp for air as he tried to reply, then Bestia swung the cane down on his back and the boy yelped.


‘I said, do you understand?’


‘Yes, s-sir!’ the recruit cried out.


‘Louder!’


‘YES, SIR!’


‘That’s better. Now, let’s see what else you’ve got.’


The centurion grabbed the blanket carrier and wrenched it free. The contents spilled out on to the  muddy ground; some spare clothes, a small flask, some bread, two scrolls and a leather-bound writing set.


‘What the . . . ?’ The centurion stared down at the last of the contents. Then he slowly looked up at the new recruit. ‘What’s this?’


‘My writing materials, sir!’


‘Writing materials? What does a legionary want with writing materials?’


‘I promised my friends in Rome I’d write, sir.’


‘Your friends?’ Bestia grinned. ‘No mother to write to? No father, eh?’


‘Dead, sir.’


‘Know his name?’


‘Of course, sir. He was . . .’


‘Quiet!’ Bestia interrupted. ‘I don’t give a toss who he was. Here, you’re all bastards as far as I’m concerned. So then, what’s your name, bastard?’


‘Quintus Licinius Cato . . . sir.’


‘Well then, Cato, I know only two types of legionary who can write – spies and those who think they’re so bloody wonderful they’re going to be officers. Which are you?’


The recruit eyed him warily. ‘Neither, sir.’


‘Then you won’t need this stuff, will you?’ Bestia kicked the writing kit and the scrolls towards the drainage gully in the middle of the street.


‘Careful, sir!’


‘What did you say?’ The centurion spun round, cane at the ready. ‘What did you say to me?’


‘I said careful, sir. One of those scrolls is a personal message for the legate.’


‘A personal message for the legate! Well, I . . .’


With a grin, Macro saw that the grizzled centurion was momentarily floored; he’d heard it all before, every excuse, every explanation – but not this one. What on earth could a recruit be doing with a letter for the legate? A first-class mystery, and one that had knocked Bestia off his perch. Not for long though – the centurion stabbed his cane towards the scrolls.


‘Bloody well pick that stuff up and bring it here. Just arrived here and you’re already messing the base up! Fucking recruits,’ he grumbled. ‘You make me puke. Well, you heard me. Pick it up!’


As the tall recruit leant down to retrieve his belongings Bestia barked out a series of orders, assigning batches of recruits to members of the escort to be guided to their units.


‘Now, get moving! NOT YOU!’ Bestia shouted at the lone recruit, who had managed to stuff his belongings back into his pack and had turned towards the safety of the others standing in the pouring rain. ‘Over here! What are the rest of you staring at?’


The escort legionaries started to tell off their charges. While the recruits were cajoled and herded into groups, Bestia snatched the scroll Cato held out to him. Taking care to keep it out of the rain as much as possible, he read the address waxed on to it. He checked the seal as well, rechecked the address and paused a moment to consider his next step. He happened to glance up at the gate and saw Macro grinning. That settled it.


‘Macro! Get your arse down here.’


Moments later, Macro was standing to attention in  front of Bestia, blinking as the rain dripped down from the brim of his helmet into his eyes.


‘This seems genuine.’ Bestia wagged the scroll under the junior officer’s nose. ‘I want you to take this and escort our friend here to headquarters.’


‘I’m on sentry duty.’


‘Well then, I’ll relieve you till you get back. Get going.’


Bastard! Macro swore silently. Bestia had no idea of the letter’s significance, or whether it was even genuine. But he dare not take the risk. Communications to legates took strange routes these days, even from the highest sources. Better to let someone else take the blame if the letter proved to be worthless.


‘Yes, sir,’ Macro replied bitterly as he accepted the scroll.


‘Don’t be too long, Macro. I’ve got a warm bed waiting for me.’


Bestia strode off to the gatehouse and climbed the stairs to the shelter of the sentry room. Macro glared after him. Then turned to have a good look at the new recruit who was causing him to make a long trek to the headquarters building through the driving rain. He had to look up to examine the lad who was nearly a foot taller than himself. Under the brim of the travelling cloak, a mop of black hair had been flattened into straggling trails by the rain. Below a flat brow, a pair of piercing brown eyes in deep sockets glinted either side of a long thin nose. The boy’s mouth was clamped shut, but the bottom lip trembled slightly. Although the clothes were soaked and splattered with mud from the long journey from the depot at Aventicum, they were of a surprisingly  good quality. As for the writing set, the books and this letter for the legate . . . Well, this recruit was something else. Clearly no stranger to money but, if so, then why the hell join the army?


‘Cato, wasn’t it?’


‘Yes.’


‘I’m also called sir.’ Macro smiled.


Cato stiffened into an approximation of the attention position and Macro laughed. ‘At ease, boy. At ease. You’re not on parade until tomorrow morning. Now let’s get this letter delivered.’


Macro gave the boy a gentle push away from the gate in the direction of the centre of the base, where the headquarters block loomed in the distance. As they walked, he looked at the letter in detail for the first time and let out a low whistle.


‘Know what this seal is?’


‘Yes – sir. The imperial seal.’


‘And why would the imperial service use a recruit as a courier?’


‘I’ve no idea, sir,’ Cato replied.


‘Who is it from?’


‘The Emperor.’


Macro choked back an exclamation. The boy really had his attention now. What the hell was the Emperor doing sending an imperial despatch via a bloody legionary recruit? Unless there was more to this boy than met the eye. Macro decided an uncommonly tactful approach was required if he was to discover more.


‘Forgive my asking, but what are you doing here?’


‘Doing here, sir? Joining the army, sir.’


‘But why?’ Macro persisted.


‘It’s to do with my father, sir. He was in the imperial service before his death.’


‘What did he do?’


When the boy didn’t answer, Macro turned and saw that his head was bowed low and his expression troubled. ‘Well?’


‘He was a slave, sir.’ The embarrassment of the admission was clear, even to a bluff fellow like Macro. ‘Before Tiberius manumitted him. I was born shortly before.’


‘That’s tough.’ Macro sympathised; freed status did not apply to existing heirs. ‘I take it you were manumitted soon after. Did your father buy you?’


‘He wasn’t allowed to, sir. For some reason Tiberius wouldn’t let him. My father died a few months ago. In his will, he begged that I be set free on condition that I continue to serve the Empire. Emperor Claudius agreed, provided that I join the army, and here I am.’


‘Hmmmm. Not much of a deal.’


‘I don’t agree, sir. I’m free now. Better than being a slave.’


‘You really think so?’ Macro smiled. It seemed like a poor exchange in status: the comforts of the palace with the hardship of life in the army – and the occasional opportunity to risk life and limb in battle. Macro had heard that some of the wealthiest and most powerful men in Rome were to be found amongst the slaves and freedmen employed in the imperial service.


‘Anyway, sir,’ Cato concluded, with a touch of bitterness. ‘I didn’t have any choice in the matter.’







Chapter Two


The guards on the gate at the headquarters building crossed spears as the two figures squelched out of the darkness, one with the crested helmet of a centurion and the other a bedraggled youth. They stepped into the flickering light of the torches clamped into the portico.


‘Password?’ a guard asked as he stepped forward.


‘Hedgehog.’


‘Your business, sir?’


‘This boy has a despatch for the legate.’


‘Just a moment, sir.’ The guard disappeared into the inner courtyard leaving them under the watchful eyes of the other three guards, all large men – hand-picked for the legate’s company of bodyguards. Macro undid his chin strap and removed his helmet before tucking it under his arm in preparation for meeting any senior officers. Cato pushed back his hood and brushed his straggling hair to the side. While they waited, Macro was aware of the youth glancing keenly about himself even as he shivered. A spark of sympathy pricked Macro as he recalled his own feelings on admission to the army; the excitement tinged with fear as he entered a completely unknown world with its strict rules, its  dangers and its harsh life away from the comforts of his childhood home.


Cato busied himself with wringing water out of his cloak and a puddle soon formed about the boy’s feet.


‘Stop that!’ Macro snapped. ‘You’re making a mess. You can dry out later.’


Cato looked up, hands wrapped around a tightly squeezed section of the hem. He was about to protest when he was aware that all the soldiers were looking at him with grave disapproval.


‘I’m terribly sorry,’ he muttered, and let go of the hem.


‘Look here, lad,’ Macro said as kindly as possible. ‘No-one minds a soldier being in a mess when he can’t help it. But what they do mind is a soldier who fidgets. It drives the army mad. Isn’t that right, boys?’ He turned to the guards and they nodded vigorously. ‘So from now on, no fidgeting. Get used to standing still and waiting. You’ll find that’s what we spend most of our time doing.’


The guards sighed in sympathy.


Footsteps approached from the inner courtyard as the guard returned to the portico.


‘Sir, please follow me. The boy too.’


‘The legate’s going to see us?’


‘Don’t know, sir. I’ve been ordered to escort you to the senior tribune first. This way please.’


He led them through a broad arch into a courtyard surrounded by a covered walkway. The rain gushed down off the roof tiles into guttering that channelled it out of the building into the street. The guard led them round each side of the courtyard until they reached a further  doorway opposite the portico. Through the door, the building opened out into a large hall with offices along each side, except for the far wall where a purple curtain hid the Legion’s shrine from view. Two standard bearers with drawn swords stood to attention in front of the curtain. The guard turned left, paused outside a door and tapped twice.


‘Come,’ a voice called and the guard quickly opened the door. Macro led the way inside, beckoning Cato to follow him. The room was narrow, but it stretched back a fair distance to accommodate a desk along one wall and a rack of scrolls at the end. A brazier glowed just inside the door, filling the room with a warm fug. Seated at the desk was a tribune. Macro knew him by sight, Aulus Vitellius, a former playboy in Rome but now on the path of a political career which began on the staff of a legion. Vitellius was an overweight man with a dark olive complexion that betrayed a southern Italian background. As his visitors entered, he pushed his chair back and faced them.


‘Where’s this letter?’ The voice was deep and tinged with impatience.


Macro handed it over and then took a step back. Cato stood mutely at his side, next to the brazier. A faint smile of contentment played on his lips as the warmth entered his body and the shivering stopped.


Vitellius cast a quick glance at the letter and then ran his fingers over the imperial seal, consumed by curiosity. ‘Do you know what this is?’


‘Boy says it’s . . .’


‘I’m not asking you, Centurion . . . Well?’


‘I believe it to be a personal letter from the Emperor Claudius, sir,’ Cato responded.


Cato’s stressing of ‘personal’ was not lost on the tribune and the latter fixed the boy with an icy stare. ‘And what do you think could be so personal that the Emperor would trust its delivery to you?’


‘I don’t know, sir.’


‘Exactly. So I think you can safely leave this with me. I’ll see that the legate receives it in due course. Dismissed.’


Macro instantly moved towards the door, but the young recruit hesitated. ‘Excuse me, sir. The scroll?’


Vitellius stared back, dumbfounded, as Macro quickly grabbed the youth’s arm.


‘Let’s be off, lad. The tribune’s a busy man.’


‘I was told to deliver the scroll in person, sir.’


‘How dare you,’ Vitellius said quietly, eyebrows closing together as reflections from the brazier flickered across his dark eyes.


For a moment Macro watched the exchange of expressions; the tribune struggling to contain his anger and the boy, afraid but defiant. Then the tribune’s eyes flashed towards the centurion and he forced a smile on to his lips.


‘Right then, in person it is.’ Vitellius stood up, scroll in hand. ‘Come with me.’


Vitellius led them down a short passage into an antechamber where the legate’s private secretary worked at a desk to one side of a large studded door. He looked up as they approached and, seeing Vitellius, wearily rose to his feet.


‘Can I see the legate?’ Vitellius asked briskly.


‘Is it urgent, sir?’


‘Imperial despatch.’ Vitellius held out the letter so that the seal could be seen. The secretary instantly knocked on the door of the legate’s office and entered without waiting for a reply, closing the door behind him. There was silence for a moment and then the door opened again. The secretary ushered Vitellius inside and held up a hand to the other two. From inside, Macro could clearly hear a raised voice, punctuated by an occasional monosyllable from Vitellius. The dressing down was mercifully brief but the tribune managed to fire a cold, hostile glare at the centurion as he passed out of the office back towards the admin hall.


‘He’ll see you now.’ The secretary waved a finger at them.


Macro silently seethed with anger at Bestia. That bloody letter would do for him. Having been ordered to act as the boy’s guide to the headquarters, Macro was about to face the wrath of the legate for imposing on his precious time. If Vitellius, a tribune, could be shouted down only the gods knew what the legate would say to a humble centurion. And it was all the bloody boy’s fault. Macro instinctively passed on the look he had received from Vitellius, then gulped nervously as he marched smartly through the door, past the smug expression of the secretary. At that moment he would rather have faced ten howling mad Gaulish warriors single-handed.


The legate’s office was unsurprisingly spacious. The far side was dominated by a black marble-topped table behind which sat Titus Flavius Sabinus Vespasian –  scowling as he looked up from the open letter in front of him.


‘Right then, Centurion. What are you doing here?’


‘Sir?’


‘You’re supposed to be on duty.’


‘Orders, sir. I was told to show this new recruit to headquarters and see you got that letter.’


‘Who ordered you?’


‘Lucius Batiacus Bestia. He’s covering the watch until I return, sir.’


‘Oh, is he?’ A frown creased the broad brow of Vespasian. Then his gaze switched to the young recruit standing one step behind and to one side of Macro, desperately hoping that immobility was the surest route to invisibility. The legate’s eyes quickly looked over the boy, assessing his potential. ‘You are Quintus Licinius Cato?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘From the palace?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Bit unusual to say the least,’ Vespasian mused. ‘The palace doesn’t generate too many recruits for the legions, my wife excepted – even she’s finding it hard to adapt to the squalor of a legate’s private accommodation. I doubt you will find our ways much to your taste but you’re a soldier now and that’s that.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘This,’ Vespasian waved the letter, ‘is a letter of introduction. Normally my secretary deals with such trivial matters because I have better things to do – like, for example, commanding a legion. So you can imagine  how annoyed I might have been to have the tribune waste his time and, more importantly, mine, with such a matter.’


Vespasian paused and the two visitors withered under his glare. Then, he continued, in a more moderate tone. ‘However, since this letter is from Claudius, as you no doubt know, I must defer to his power to bother one of his legates with petty details. He tells me that, in gratitude for your late father’s service to Rome, he has made you a freedman and wishes me to appoint you centurion in my legion.’


‘Oh,’ Cato replied. ‘Is that good, sir?’


Macro spluttered with rage momentarily, before regaining control and bunching his fists hard against his thighs.


‘Problem, Centurion?’ Vespasian asked.


‘No, sir,’ Macro managed to respond through clenched teeth.


‘Now then, Cato,’ the legate continued mildly. ‘There is absolutely no possibility of me appointing you centurion, whatever the Emperor wishes. How old are you?’


‘Sixteen, sir. Seventeen next month.’


‘Sixteen . . . Hardly old enough to be a man. Certainly too young to lead men.’


‘Begging your pardon, sir, but Alexander was only sixteen when he commanded his first army in battle.’


Vespasian’s eyebrows shot up in amazement. ‘You consider yourself to be an Alexander? What do you know about military affairs?’


‘I have studied them, sir. I am familiar with the works  of Xenophon, Herodotus, Livy and, of course, Caesar.’


‘And that makes you an expert on the modern Roman army does it?’ Vespasian was enjoying the youngster’s hubris. ‘Well, I must say, I only wish all our recruits were so versed in the arts of war. It would be novel to have an army march on its brains rather than its stomach. Would be quite something, wouldn’t it, Centurion?’


‘Yes, sir,’ Macro replied. ‘We’d all be headaching instead of bellyaching, sir.’


Vespasian looked at Macro in surprise. ‘Was that meant to be a joke, centurion? I don’t hold with junior officers being funny. This is the army, not some Plautus comedy.’


‘Yes, sir. Who, sir?’


‘A playwright,’ Cato patiently explained to Macro. ‘Plautus adapted material from Greek theatre—’


‘That’s enough, son,’ Vespasian cut in. ‘Save it for the literary salons, should you ever return to Rome. Now then, I’ve decided. You will not be a centurion.’


‘But, sir . . .’


Vespasian held up a hand to silence him and then pointed at Macro. ‘You see this man? Now, he’s a centurion. The man who escorted you here from Aventicum is also a Centurion. How do you think they came to be centurions?’


Cato shrugged. ‘I’ve absolutely no idea, sir.’


‘No idea? Well, just you listen. This man, Macro, has been a legionary for many years – how many, centurion?’


‘Fourteen years, sir.’


‘Fourteen years. And in that time he has marched halfway across the known world and back. This man has  fought in Jupiter knows how many battles and minor engagements. He has been trained to use every weapon in the army. He can march up to twenty miles a day in full armour carrying his kit. He has been trained to swim, build roads, bridges and forts. He has many other qualities besides. This man led his patrol to safety when the Germans cut them off on the far side of the Rhine. Then, and only then, was he even considered for promotion to the centurionate. Now which of these things can you do? Right now?’


Cato thought back a moment. ‘I can swim, sir – a bit.’


‘Have you considered a career in the navy?’ Vespasian asked hopefully.


‘No. I get seasick.’


‘Oh dear. Well, I’m afraid that swimming doesn’t quite qualify you for command, but since we’re going to need every man we can train for next year I will allow you to join the Second Legion. Dismissed . . . that’s the army way of saying, please be a good fellow and wait outside.’


‘Yes, sir.’


Once the door had closed behind the young man, Vespasian shook his head. ‘What’s the world coming to? Think we can make a soldier out of him, Centurion?’


‘No, sir,’ Macro replied immediately. ‘The army’s too dangerous a place for theatre critics.’


‘So is Rome,’ Vespasian sighed, recalling those who had rashly ventured an opinion on the literary output of the late Caligula. Not that matters were much better under his successor, Claudius. The new Emperor’s chief secretary, the freedman Narcissus, had spies everywhere,  busy compiling reports on the loyalties of every Roman who might pose the least possible threat to the new regime. The atmosphere in the capital was poisonous following the failure of Scribonianus’ coup attempt and Vespasian had recently been informed that several of his wife’s friends were among those already arrested. Flavia herself had only recently joined him at the base, anxious and fearful, and not for the first time Vespasian wished that Flavia would be more circumspect in her choice of social companions. But that’s what came your way, Vespasian considered, when you married a woman who had been brought up in the highly political atmosphere of the imperial household. Like the young man waiting outside. Vespasian looked up from his desk.


‘Well, Centurion, we’ll see what we can do for young Cato. Is your century up to strength? Didn’t you lose your second-in-command recently?’


‘Yes sir. The optio died this morning.’


‘Good, that simplifies things. Sign the boy up in your century and make him an optio.’


‘But, sir!’


‘But nothing. That’s my order. We can’t make him a centurion and I can’t bend an imperial dictate too far. So we’re stuck with him. Dismissed.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Macro saluted, turned smartly and marched out of the office, cursing under his breath. The position of optio was traditionally within the patronage of a centurion and was worth a good deal of money. He would just have to make sure the lad didn’t last too long, one way or another. After all, a soft city type who didn’t seem to want to be here could easily be induced to seek a  discharge given the right kind of prodding.


Cato was waiting for him outside. The lad half smiled and Macro nearly kicked him.


‘So what’s to happen to me, sir?’


‘Just shut up and come with me.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Lads, I’d like you to meet the new optio.’


In the darkened mess room the faces turned towards the centurion, lit in pale orange by the few lamps they could afford to burn. Once their gaze flickered from their centurion to the tall young boy at his side few could conceal their amazement.


‘Did you say . . . new optio, sir?’ someone asked.


‘That’s right, Pyrax.’


‘Isn’t he a little, well, young?’


‘Apparently not,’ Macro replied bitterly. ‘The Emperor’s decreed a new selection procedure for junior officers. You have to be tall and skinny and familiar with selected Greek and Latin histories. And those who have bothered to read the odd work of literature are given preferential treatment.’


The men looked at him blankly but Macro was too cross to offer any form of explanation. ‘Anyway, here he is. Pyrax, I want you to take him to my clerk. Get him written in and issue him with a seal. He’s going to join your section.’


‘Sir, I thought recruits could only be written in by officers.’


‘Look, I’m too busy right now,’ Macro blustered. ‘Anyway, that’s an order. I’m making him your  responsibility. So get on with it.’


Macro rushed from the mess and hurried back down the passage to his quarters. Piso was waiting outside his small office with some papers.


‘Sir, if you could just sign . . .’


‘Later.’ Macro waved a hand at him and snatched up a dry cloak as he made for the outside door. ‘Have to get back on duty.’


As the door slammed after him, Piso shrugged and returned to his desk.


Some time later, Cato was sitting bolt upright on the top bunk of a section room. Such was his height that on the top of his head he could feel the straw which lay under the roof tiles. He flinched, suddenly wondering if there were any rats in the rafters, and nervously twisted the small lead ingot that hung from a thong tied around his neck. It bore his name, his legion and the imperial seal. It would be with him until he left the army, or died in battle. Then it would be used to identify his body. Letting his chin rest on his knees, Cato wondered how he was going to get out of this appalling situation. The section room, with cramped bunks for eight men, was no better than one of the stables reserved for work horses at the palace.


And these men!


Well, they were animals. Pyrax had introduced him round the mess and Cato had been hard pressed not to reveal his disgust at the foul-smelling, boozy, farting, belching legionaries. They, for their part, had seemed unsure how to regard him. There was some resentment  to be sure. Apparently an optio was a rank many were struggling to achieve. Nominally he was their superior, but he was in no way given to understand that he would be treated as such.


Conversation was limited to a discussion of who had screwed the most women, killed the most barbarians, spat the furthest, farted the loudest – that kind of thing. Stimulating to the senses maybe, but it left the mind a little cold. After what seemed a decent length of time, Cato had asked if Pyrax might be so kind as to show him to his room. Every face in the room had turned towards him, some wide-eyed and open-mouthed. Cato sensed he had somehow put his foot in it and decided that an early night would clear the air.







Chapter Three


Late the following afternoon, as dusk gathered around the fortress and the sharp winter air began to bite, an exhausted Cato hauled his feet into the barracks. The section room was quiet but, as he shut the door, Cato saw that he was not alone. He felt a twinge of irritation at this intrusion into the moment of privacy he had been looking forward to. Pyrax was sitting on his bunk darning a spare tunic by the fading light of the open shutter. He looked up as Cato crossed to his bunk and climbed up on to it fully clothed.


‘Hard day, new boy?’


‘Yes,’ Cato grunted, not wanting to provoke any discussion.


‘It only gets worse.’


‘Oh.’


‘Think you can hack it?’


‘Yes,’ Cato said firmly. ‘I will.’


‘Nah!’ Pyrax shook his head. ‘You’re too soft. I give you a month.’


‘A month?’ Cato replied angrily.


‘Yeah. A month if you’re sensible . . . More if you’re a fool.’


‘What are you talking about?’


‘There’s no point in you being here. You ain’t cut out for it – just a wet kid.’


‘I’m nearly seventeen. I can be a soldier.’


‘Still young for a soldier. And you ain’t in shape. Bestia’s going to break you in no time.’


‘He won’t! I promise you that.’ Cato unwisely allowed himself a display of adolescent bravado. ‘I’d rather die.’


‘It may come to that.’ Pyrax shrugged. ‘Can’t say many’d be sorry.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘Nothing . . .’ He shrugged again and continued sewing as Cato glared at him, quite oblivious to the burning shame he had provoked in the youngster. Instead Pyrax concentrated on making sure that he kept the line of stitches quite straight as he worked along the seam. Cato watched without interest; he had seen the palace slaves at work repairing clothes all his life. All the same, spinning, weaving and sewing had always been the work of women and it was something of a novelty to see a man wielding a needle so adroitly.


Cato was sharply aware that his appointment as optio was causing him a lot of enmity. Already he seemed to have fallen foul of Bestia, the centurion in charge of training. Worse still, some of the recruits were openly hostile to him, particularly a group of men sent to the legion from a prison in Perusia, bound in chains for the entire journey. Their self-appointed leader was a thickset, ugly man who excelled in the latter description, so much so that it was inevitable that he be named Pulcher – the beautiful. One day on the march Cato had found  himself immediately behind Pulcher when the man had demanded a drink from Cato’s flask of wine. It was a small thing, but the tone with which the demand had been made was so loaded with menace that Cato had handed the flask over at once. Pulcher drank deeply, then, when Cato asked for the flask to be returned, had passed the wine to his friends.


‘You want it, boy?’ Pulcher had curled his lips into a sneer. ‘Then you take it.’


‘Give it back to me.’


‘Make me.’


Cato winced at the memory and his conscience once again demanded of him whether this was really the behaviour of a proper soldier. A proper soldier would have struck the man at once and taken the flask back. But, the rational side of his mind argued, a man would have to be built like a brick shithouse to take on Pulcher, with his solid limbs and hands like shovels. As if reading his expression, Pulcher had snarled and Cato instinctively stepped back, causing everyone to laugh. He had burned with shame, and still did, even though he told himself that retreat from superior forces was perfectly reasonable, intellectually virtuous in fact. A kindly soldier from the escort had retrieved the flask and tossed it back to Cato with a laugh. Pulcher spat in his direction before the soldier prodded him back into line with the butt of his spear.


‘I’ll see you in camp, boy,’ Pulcher snarled, raising his chains. ‘As soon as I get rid of these.’


Since their arrival at the fortress the army had kept the recruits busy and Cato hoped that Pulcher had forgotten about him. He had striven to keep as far from  the man as possible, not even meeting his gaze, in a bid to become invisible. Now, he had returned to the barracks rather than remain with the other recruits after they had been dismissed at the end of the day. It was essential, he reflected, to make some friends quickly. But how? And who? The others had bonded into little groups during the journey from Aventicum – while he had been reading bloody Virgil, he angrily reminded himself. What he would give to begin that journey afresh, knowing what he did now.


Alone, and a long way from his friends back in Rome. For a moment misery welled up inside him and Cato’s eyes stung with tears. He turned towards the wall and buried his face in the coarse material of the straw-stuffed bolster. He felt his chest shudder and suddenly felt angry, angry at himself, angry that he wasn’t man enough to cope without tears and angry that nothing in his life had prepared him for this. All his smug Greek tutors and their stupid admiration for only the finest rhetoric and poetry – what bloody good were they now? How could poetry protect him from that animal, Centurion Bestia? At this moment he would have exchanged all his learning for a single friend.


Pyrax paused and looked up, needle poised above the tunic. He had heard the new boy turn over and recognised the stifled sob for what it was. Pyrax shook his head sadly. Most recruits were old enough and hardy enough to cope. Then there were boys, like this one, who really shouldn’t be in the army. It might be the making of them, as some soldiers argued, but equally it might destroy them.


The boy sobbed again, muffled as much as possible by the bolster.


‘Hey!’ Pyrax said harshly. ‘Do you mind? I’m trying to concentrate here.’


Cato stirred. ‘Sorry. I think I’ve got a cold.’


‘Yeah,’ Pyrax nodded. ‘Sure. Bound to happen in this weather.’


Cato rubbed his face on the corner of the rough military blanket, drying his tears and trying to make it look as if he was blowing his nose. ‘There.’


‘Better?’


‘Yes, thank you,’ Cato replied, grateful that someone was taking interest in him. Then he was immediately worried that his chance to talk to Pyrax alone might be stalled if anyone interrupted. ‘Where are all the others?’


‘Dice game in the mess room. I’m going to join ’em once I’ve fixed this. Want to come with me and meet the lads?’


‘No thanks. I need some sleep.’


‘Suit yourself.’


‘Tell me,’ Cato suddenly turned and propped himself up, ‘is that Centurion Bestia as much of a bastard as he seems?’


‘How do you think he got the name Bestia? But don’t take it to heart, he treats all recruits the same way.’


‘Maybe,’ Cato said doubtfully, ‘but he seems to have it in for me in particular.’


‘What do you expect?’ Pyrax said through gritted teeth as he pulled the end of a knot tight and then cut off the spare thread. ‘You’re in the camp for one night and you’re promoted to a rank most of us have to wait years for.’


Cato watched the man closely before speaking. ‘You resent it?’


‘Of course. You’ve not proved yourself in any way. You’re just a boy.’ He shrugged. ‘It ain’t right.’


Cato flushed with guilt and embarrassment, glad that the dim light partially hid his expression. ‘I didn’t ask for it.’


‘It don’t make sense. Direct appointments are made for men with some kind of army experience but you? I’d dearly love to know the reason why.’


‘It was a reward for my father.’


‘Hah! That’s a good one!’


The light had finally died outside and Pyrax put his tunic and sewing kit to one side. ‘By the way,’ Pyrax paused at the door, ‘don’t fall asleep in your kit. It’ll need to be cleaned for the morning. Bestia hates untidy soldiers. If he has taken a dislike to you, don’t give him any opportunity to make the most if it, eh?’


‘Thanks.’


‘Sleep well, new boy.’


‘My name’s . . .’ Cato started to say, but the door had already closed behind Pyrax and the darkened room swallowed up the protest. He was still for a moment, and nearly fell asleep, but Pyrax’s warning jolted him back to consciousness. He sat up, groping with his tired fingers for the buckles at the side of the leather jerkin. The drill instructors had kept the new recruits on their feet since that day’s dawn had broken what seemed like an age before. He had been kicked out of bed while it was still dark and pushed outside into the street where the other recruits were being rounded up. Still half asleep, shivering  in the chill of the pale dawn light and shrinking from the fine drizzle in the air, their breaths had risen in grey wisps as they were led to the quartermaster’s stores where the external trappings of civilian life were peeled away and replaced with the uniform of a legionary.


‘Excuse me!’ Cato had called out. ‘Excuse me.’


The quartermaster’s assistant looked back over his shoulder. ‘What is it?’


‘Well, this tunic, it seems a bit big for me.’


The assistant laughed. ‘No, mate. It’s the right size. You’re the one that’s the wrong size. You’re in the army now. One size fits all.’


‘But look! This is ludicrous.’ Cato held the tunic up in front of his body, it was far too wide for his thin frame, and his height drew the hem well above his knees. ‘My legs will freeze. Is there nothing else?’


‘No. You’ll grow into it.’


‘What?’ Cato replied incredulously. ‘I’m the shape I am. I’m not suddenly going to shrink and grow outwards. Now find me something the right size.’


‘I told you. That’s all there is, and you’re stuck with it.’


The raised voices were audible right through the storeroom and all the other recruits and assistants paused to look in their direction. In the small office behind the counter, a chair screeched back on the flagstone floor and a burly man emerged angrily from the door.


‘What’s all the bloody shouting about?’


‘Are you in charge here?’ asked Cato, glad to see someone in authority he could make a complaint to. It  was as bad as some of the shops in Rome. Everyone was using cheap help these days, staff who neither cared nor knew about their goods. He had been forced to complain about such matters to managers many times before when purchasing for the palace and knew the best approach to adopt. ‘I was trying to explain to this man . . .’


‘Who the bloody hell are you?’ The quartermaster bellowed.


‘Quintus Licinius Cato, Optio of the Sixth Century, Fourth Cohort.’


The quartermaster frowned for a moment and then laughed. ‘Oh, I’ve heard all about you! Optio! Hah! Well then, optio,’ he smiled. ‘What seems to be the problem?’


‘Look here. I just want this man to provide me with a garment my size.’


‘May I?’ The quartermaster reached out for the tunic, and Cato gladly returned it to him. The quartermaster made an elaborate show of examining the tunic, running his hand over the crude stitching and finally holding it up to the light coming in from the open shutters.


‘Yes,’ he concluded. ‘This is a standard-issue tunic all right. Nothing wrong with it.’


‘But—’


‘Shut it!’ The quartermaster flung the tunic back across the counter. ‘Now take the bloody thing and don’t waste any more of my time.’


‘But—’


‘And call me “sir” – you snotty little upstart!’


Cato opened his mouth to utter a horrified protest, but managed to bite his tongue at the last moment. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘Good. Now get the rest of your kit.’ The quartermaster turned back to his office, then noticed that everyone had stopped to enjoy the performance. ‘What the hell are you lot gawping at?’


The stores building instantly turned back into heaving activity as the new recruits collected their kit allocations. With a shrug, Cato folded the tunic and stood at the counter as the assistant piled his clothing and equipment on to the battered wooden surface. In addition to the tunic was a pair of woollen breeches, a yellow leather jerkin, a thick red cloak waterproofed with animal fat, boots shod with iron nails and a mess tin. The assistant shoved a slate towards him. ‘Sign here, or make your mark.’


‘What’s this?’


‘Receipt for your civvy clothes.’


‘What?’


‘You’re not allowed to keep your clothes. You give ’em to me after you change into uniform. We sell them for you in the local market and give you the proceeds.’


‘Absolutely not!’ Cato said firmly.


The assistant turned back towards the office and opened his mouth to call out.


‘Wait!’ Cato stopped him. ‘I’ll sign. But do you have to sell them? I want to keep my boots and travel cloak.’


‘Recruits have to be in uniform. Can’t just wear any old thing. Anyway there’s no room to store clothes. But I promise we’ll get you a good price.’


For some reason Cato doubted he would see much of a return on his clothes. ‘How can I be sure you’ll give me the full sum?’


‘Are you accusing me of dishonesty?’ the assistant replied in mock horror.


Cato slowly stripped naked and pulled on the standard-issue tunic. It was as ill-fitting as he had feared, reminding him of the short tunics worn by the prostitutes back in Rome. The breeches were uncomfortable and had to be tied tightly above his skinny hips to stop them falling down. And they itched terribly. Almost as uncomfortable were the heavy military boots made of thick-cut leather and laced with tough thongs. The nail studs on the bottom made a clattering sound on the stone floor and some of the younger recruits were amusing themselves by kicking sparks off the paving, until the quartermaster tucked his head round the door and shouted at them to stop. When the boots were laced and tied Cato pulled the heavy leather jerkin over his head and fastened the buckles on each side. It was difficult, as the leather of the new jerkin was stiff. It was hard to bend forward and he could only just reach his laces with a great deal of straining. He noticed that, for some reason, his jerkin had a piece of white linen stitched over the right shoulder – a quick look round the room revealed that his was the only jerkin with a patch.


The main door to the stores building momentarily darkened and Cato looked up to see Centurion Bestia enter and stand just inside the room shaking his head pitifully as he surveyed the new recruits, tapping his silvered greaves with the tip of his cane.


‘Stand still!’ he shouted and the room instantly fell silent. As he slowly strolled down the length of the storeroom the recruits nervously fell back against the wall. 


Bestia snorted derisively. ‘Hah! I’ve never seen such a bunch of women! Right then, girls – outside now!’


The drizzle had cleared away with the dawn and the sun glowed through a slight haze. The air was just cold enough to be fresh to the skin and, all around, the fortress bustled with activity. Training raw recruits was something Bestia greatly enjoyed. Like every drill instructor, he had amassed a collection of useful invective for all occasions and comfortably slipped into the required role of rock-hard intolerance with subtle hints of a warm-hearted concern for his charges. In time they would come to regard him as a father figure – though perhaps not all of them.


As Bestia’s eyes swept down the ranks they fixed on Cato, looming nearly half a head above the rest – his height emphasised by the fact he stood immediately to the left of Pulcher.


‘You! Yes, you, Mister-I’ve-got-a-bloody-letter-from-my-friend-the-Emperor!’ Bestia bellowed as he strode towards Cato and sharply poked his vine cane into the white shoulder patch. ‘What the bloody hell is this?’


Cato winced. ‘I don’t know, sir.’


‘Don’t know! How long have you been in the army? Almost half a bloody day and you still can’t recognise badges of rank!’ Standing right in front of Cato, he glared up into the youngster’s face barely a span apart. ‘Just what kind of fucking soldier are you?’


‘I don’t know sir, I . . .’


‘Don’t look down at me!’ Bestia screamed, splattering saliva. ‘Keep your fucking eyes straight ahead! At all times. Do you understand me?’


Cato flicked his eyes up and stiffened. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘So what the hell are you doing with optio’s insignia?’


‘I am an optio, sir.’


‘Bollocks!’ Bestia shouted. ‘We do not promote ladies overnight.’


‘I was, in matter of fact, made an optio last night, sir,’ Cato explained.


‘So then, optio today, centurion tomorrow, tribune the day after . . . At this rate you’ll make fucking Emperor by the end of the week! You take me for a fool, boy?’


‘Er, excuse me, sir,’ one of the drill instructors said quietly from behind Bestia. ‘He is an optio, sir.’


‘What?’ Bestia jerked a thumb at Cato. ‘Him?’


‘Afraid so, sir. Direct commission from the legate. It’s been entered on the new recruit roster, sir.’ The drill instructor held out a wax board and pointed out Cato’s name.


‘Quintus Licinius Cato, optio.’ Bestia read out loud. Then he turned back to Cato with clear menace in his eyes. ‘So that’s what the letter was about! Friends in powerful places, eh? Well, it won’t help you. Optio you may be, but while you’re on basic training you get the same treatment as the rest. Understand?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘In fact,’ Bestia leaned close to him, whispering, ‘I’ll treat you worse. You got the promotion – now you’re fucking going to have to earn it.’


Then he spun round and strode away. He took up a position ten paces ahead of the front rank of recruits. ‘First lesson, ladies. The attention pose. Your drill instructors have placed you in four ranks, exactly one  pace apart from the man beside you, and two paces between ranks. Memorise your position. In future, when I tell you to form ranks you will go to the position you are now in, at once. The correct posture for unarmed attention position is this.’


Bestia dropped his cane and stiffened, his chest thrust out, shoulders back, head up, arms straight down with palms flattened against the sides of his thighs. He paused a moment. ‘You all see that? Right then, let’s see you do it.’


The recruits self-consciously did their best to adopt the pose while the drill instructors went down the ranks, making adjustments where necessary. Once they were content Bestia continued. ‘Next thing. When standing at attention you must at all times fix your eyes straight ahead – whatever happens. And I mean whatever happens, ladies. If bloody Venus herself rides past accompanied by a thousand naked virgins and I see any one of you so much as flicker his eyes to one side, I will beat the living shit out of him. Understand? I SAID, DO YOU UNDERSTAND?’


The recruits flinched before nervously replying in an overlapping wave of yesses.


‘Louder! I want to fucking hear you this time!’


‘YES, SIR!’ The recruits roared.


‘Better . . .’ Bestia smiled. ‘Think of yourselves as a part of one body. You will move, talk and think as one from now on . . . Right then, over to the armourer for your weapons. Now, when I say, “Prepare to march . . . march!” you will lead off on your left foot and follow me keeping in position. I will call out the step and I’ll keep  it slow. Right then, ladies. Prepare to march! March! Left. Right. Left. Right . . . Left . . . Left . . . Left.’


Led by the centurion and flanked by the drill instructors, the recruits ambled off in a long straggling column. Cato tried to keep in time but found that the recruit in front of him, Pulcher, had a short stride, and Cato had to concentrate hard on shortening his pace so as not to collide. It took a considerable act of faith to believe that any army could get two such differently proportioned men to march at the same pace. Almost as if the gods had decided to prove the point Cato scraped his boot down Pulcher’s ankle.


‘Shit! Watch it, you bastard!’ Pulcher turned angrily.


‘You! No speaking in ranks!’ A drill instructor shouted. ‘You’re on a charge! Get moving!’


The stocky recruit scowled once at Cato and quickly fell back into step. A moment later Pulcher hissed over his shoulder, ‘You’ll pay for that, mate.’


‘I’m sorry,’ Cato whispered back.


‘Sorry ain’t good enough.’


‘It was a mistake.’


‘Tough shit.’


‘But . . .’


‘Shut your fucking mouth, before you get me into any more trouble.’


Cato marched silently behind Pulcher, making sure that his feet kept a safe distance behind the man’s heels.


The recruits looked confused, Macro reflected with a smile as he watched them from the chief armourer’s desk. They had all received, and signed for, their issue of  helmet, mail shirt and dagger, and swaggered around the armoury the way he had seen thousands of new recruits do before. The thrill of wearing a soldier’s uniform for the first time was ageless and the recruits looked at each other admiringly. Then, the armourers had started issuing the weighted wooden swords, large rectangular wicker shields and training spears. The recruits were staring at their weapons dumbfounded, holding them at arms’ length in disgust.


‘Always the same, isn’t it?’ Macro grinned.


‘One-day wonders.’ Scaevola complained. ‘They never learn. What is wrong with young men today?’


‘Same problem as ever. Even you were like them once.’


‘Bollocks.’ Scaevola spat from his toothless mouth. ‘Now tell me, young Macro, what are you doing here? Don’t see you from one year to the next. Last time we had a quiet drink, you were a bloody legionary. Now look at you. Centurion Macro. Bloody legion’s gone to the dogs.’ He looked up and caught sight of the twinkle in the centurion’s eyes. ‘If you’ve just come by to wind me up . . . ?’


‘Not this time.’ Macro smiled and raised his cup. ‘Just to share some wine with a veteran, and exchange the odd scrap of news.’


‘The odd scrap of news!’ Scaevola said contemptuously. ‘I know why you’re here.’


‘Oh yes?’


‘It wouldn’t be anything to do with the bloody inventory the legate’s ordered, would it?’


‘Of course not.’ Macro reached over with the flask and topped Scaevola up. ‘Why would I be interested in that?’ 


‘You’d be the only one in the legion who wasn’t.’ Scaevola took a swig. ‘Anyway, I’m not saying nothing. Orders.’


‘Yes,’ Macro repeated thoughtfully. ‘Orders. I wonder where we’re being sent? Hope it’s somewhere warm for a change. I’m bloody sick of Germany. Freezing in winter, baking in summer and it’s impossible to get any decent wine – cheaply that is.’


The last remark was pointed. The wine they were drinking was from Macro’s last jar of Falernian, not the acidic Gaulish brew the local traders peddled. He hoped Scaevola appreciated the gesture, and also hoped that it might loosen the veteran’s tongue. It wasn’t just for curiosity – a centurion needed to plan ahead. It was useful to know where the Legion was being sent so that he could prepare for the transfer and buy in whatever he needed for the journey before the news broke officially and supplies were snapped up and the local traders charged premium prices. With a tip of his head Scaevola emptied his cup and Macro instantly refilled it. ‘Wherever we go, I hope there’s something decent to drink.’


‘Fat chance!’ Scaevola snorted. ‘You’d better enjoy this stuff. Won’t be much booze over there.’


‘None at all?’ Macro feigned horror.


‘None.’ Scaevola replied, then abruptly stood up and shouted over Macro’s shoulder. ‘There’s nothing bloody wrong with that sword! Hold it properly!’


Macro turned on his stool and searched out the target of Scaevola’s anger. Standing out, as usual, was that infernal new boy, examining his wooden short sword as he held it by the tip of the point.


‘But, sir. This isn’t a proper sword. It’s wood.’


‘Of course it’s bloody wood.’


As Centurion Bestia pushed his way through the crowd of recruits to see what the fuss was all about he bawled out. ‘What? You causing trouble again? What’s the matter now? Sword the wrong size?’


‘No, sir. It’s wooden. Not a proper sword, sir.’


‘Wooden? Of course, it’s bloody wooden. It’s not a proper sword because you’re not a proper soldier. If you become a real soldier, then you get to play with the real thing.’


Bestia filled his lungs to address all the recruits. ‘As some of you may have realised, like sonny boy here, the weapons you have been given are not real. Because you do not yet deserve the real thing. If we just handed out dangerous weapons to you ladies you’d be injuring each other in no time. The army does not wish to save our enemies the effort. Before you can hold a sword you must respect it. You must learn how to use it properly. Same goes for the spear. You may find your weapons heavy. That’s because they’re twice the weight of the standard issue. You are soft, idle scum and we need to build you up and make men of you. We can only do that by training and exercise, and there’ll be plenty of it, ladies. So get used to the weight. Now then, the sword belt is fastened with the sword hanging to the right, NOT to the left – like I’ve got it. That’s for officers only . . . Hold your spear in your right hand, shield in the left and get into four ranks outside . . . Now!’


The recruits placed their shields and spears down and struggled with the stiff buckles of their swordbelts before  grabbing their equipment and fleeing towards the door.


‘Excellent stuff this wine,’ Scaevola hinted. ‘Shall we have another?’


There was hardly any left in the flask and Macro made sure that Scaevola had the lion’s share, saving the dregs for himself.


‘What were we talking about?’ Scaevola asked.


‘Drink. You were saying there’s no good drink where the Legion’s going.’


‘Did I?’ Scaevola raised his eyebrows.


‘I suppose that means the far east,’ Macro carried on casually. ‘Nothing decent to drink, just that crap they make out of fermented goat’s milk, so I’ve heard. Or worse, it might even be Judea.’


He watched Scaevola’s face for any flicker of response, but the chief armourer merely took another draught of wine and nodded. ‘It might be Judea . . . It might not.’


Macro sighed with frustration – getting information out of the canny old veteran was harder than getting the clap off a vestal virgin. He decided to attempt a new line of enquiry.


‘Well, have you indented for any lightweight tunics?’


‘Now why would I do that?’ Scaevola frowned. ‘Why on earth would I indent for those?’


Macro took a deep breath, fighting back his growing irritation at Scaevola’s smug avoidance of the one answer he sought. ‘Look here, Scaevola. Just tell me what you know. Just one word. Just the name of the place we’re going. Just the name of the province will do. And I promise I won’t tell another soul. You have my word.’


‘Sure.’ Scaevola smiled. ‘Until someone comes up to  you with a flask of wine and tries to loosen your tongue. I have my orders. The legate wants to keep it quiet for as long as possible.’


‘But why?’


‘Let’s just say that the men won’t be best pleased when they find out where we’re being sent.’ Scaevola drained his cup. ‘Now I must get back to work. Vespasian wants the inventory completed as soon as possible.’


‘Well, thanks,’ Macro said bitterly as he rose from the table. ‘Thanks for nothing.’


‘Not at all!’ Scaevola beamed. ‘Drop by any time.’


Macro didn’t reply as he turned and made for the door.


‘Oh, Macro!’ Scaevola called after him.


‘Yes?’


‘If you do drop by, feel free to bring some more of that wine along.’


Macro ground his teeth and stamped out of the armoury.







Chapter Four


Vespasian was wearing the full dress uniform of a legion commander as he mounted the podium at the side of the parade ground. The silvered greaves, breastplate and helmet caught the light of the midday sun and shone brilliantly. The red crest and cloak lifted to a faint breeze. Behind him stood the standard bearers carrying aloft the golden eagle of the Second Legion and the image of the Emperor Claudius – a rather over-flattering likeness, thought Cato, who had last seen the Emperor spluttering food while attempting to conduct a conversation at an imperial dinner. Below the eagle hung a bottom-weighted square of red leather upon which the words ‘Augusta’ had been embroidered in gold letters.


The recruits faced the podium in four ranks with Bestia and his drill instructors five paces to front. All were standing silently, spears and shields grounded to the sides, as demonstrated to them shortly before. Chests were thrust out, chins raised and shoulders squared, even though Cato couldn’t help feeling slightly ridiculous with what seemed to be an over-large wicker basket to one side and a child’s wooden toy to the other. But still the sense of occasion filled his breast as he gazed solemnly  at the podium where Vespasian was making the ritual offering of two cockerels to the gods. He washed his hands in the ceremonial bowl, dried them on a silk cloth and turned to face the assembled recruits.


‘I, Titus Flavius Sabinus Vespasian, Legate of the Second Legion, Augusta, by gracious decree of the Emperor Claudius, pronounce favourable omens on those here assembled for the purpose of enrolment in the Second Legion, and do hereby request and require those here assembled to undertake the oath of allegiance to the Legion, to the legate, to the Senate and People of Rome as vested in the body and person of the Emperor Claudius. Legionaries, raise your spear and recite the oaths with me . . .’


Two hundred right arms swept straight up and sunlight glinted on the shimmering spear tips.


‘I swear by the gods of the Capitol, Jupiter, Juno and Minerva . . .’


‘That I will faithfully execute the orders of those placed over me . . .’


‘By the will of the senate and people of Rome . . .’


‘As embodied in the person of the Emperor Claudius . . .’


‘Furthermore, I swear by the same gods . . .’


‘That I will defend the standards of my legion and my century . . .’


‘Unto the last drop of my blood. This I swear!’


As the last echoes died away, all was still for a magical moment and Cato felt a lump rise in his throat. The oaths had made him a different man. He was now set aside from the rest of society, in a new  order of existence. He could be ordered to his death on the legate’s whim and he would be compelled to obey. He had pledged his life to protect an inanimate lump of gold atop a plain wooden staff. Cato doubted the sanity of the oath he had taken. It was wanton irresponsibility to pledge unquestioning obedience to any man that fate, nepotism or merit placed over him. Nevertheless . . . there was something else, an overwhelming gush of excitement and a feeling of belonging to a group imbued with the mystique of an exclusively male society.


At a gesture from Vespasian, Bestia ordered the recruits to ground spears.


‘New recruits to the Second Legion,’ said the legate. ‘You are joining a unit with a proud tradition and I demand that you honour that tradition every waking moment for the next twenty-six years. The months ahead of you will be hard, as I’m sure Centurion Bestia has already told you.’ He smiled. ‘But they are crucial in making you into soldiers I can be proud to command. A legionary is the highest trained, hardest fighting man in the known world – and that means we must mould you into a very special kind of person. Years of experience will see to the rest. As I look down at you, I see countrymen and men from the cities. Most of you are volunteers, some conscripted. Your past is your own affair, not the army’s. Whatever you were in civilian life you are soldiers now and that is how you will be judged. You are fortunate men. You have joined the Legion at a time when it is about to make history.’


That made Cato’s ears prick up.


‘In years to come you will be celebrated as conquerors, as men who dared to challenge one of the last great mysteries at the edge of the known world. Think on that, and let it be your inspiration while you train. You are in good hands. You could find no better person to train you than Centurion Bestia. I wish you luck and have every confidence that you will succeed.’


Back to the clichés, Cato groaned inwardly.


‘Carry on, Centurion.’ Vespasian nodded to Bestia and then left the platform followed by the standard bearers.


‘Yes, sir!’ Bestia turned to face the recruits. ‘Well, ladies, that completes the enrolment. You are all mine now. And training begins immediately after the midday meal. I want you back here then. Any later and I’ll stripe your back with my cane. Dismissed!’


The entire afternoon had been spent on basic drill without a moment to sit down and Cato’s legs and arms ached abominably from the strain of holding his heavy training equipment. He desperately wanted to sleep, to rest his body and drift away from the hard world he had been forced into. But sleep would not come. Strange surroundings, reflections on the day and anxieties about the future all combined in a whirling bout of mental activity that drove sleep away. He turned on to both sides to try and find the most comfortable arrangement afforded by the uncomfortable bunk, but either way the hard wooden slats could easily be felt through the worn woollen cover of the mattress. His sleeplessness was compounded by the frequent roars and cries from the  dice game that was going on in the next section room. Not even the thick bolster pulled over the head could do much to keep the noise out.


But finally sleep came, despite all, and Cato had slowly rolled on to his back, mouth opening in a snore – when a pair of hands roughly shook him back into consciousness. His eyes flickered open to see a thick mop of oily black hair, dark eyes and broken teeth in a mouth stretched into a cruel grin.


‘Pulcher . . .’


‘On your feet, you bastard!’


‘Do you know what time . . . ?’ Cato began lamely.


‘Fuck the time. We’ve got business to settle.’ Pulcher grabbed Cato’s tunic near the throat and hauled him down from the bunk on to the floor. ‘I would’ve got here sooner, but Bestia put me on latrine fatigues, thanks to you. You really did drop me in the shit, didn’t you?’


‘I-I’m sorry. It was an accident.’


‘Well then, let’s call what I’m about to do to you an accident. Then we’re quits.’


‘What do you mean?’ Cato asked nervously as he scrambled up off the floor.


‘Just this.’ Pulcher pulled a short-bladed knife from inside his cloak. ‘A little cut to remind you not to fuck with me again.’


‘No need!’ said Cato. ‘I promise I’ll keep out of your way!’


‘Promises get forgotten. But not scars . . .’ Pulcher tossed the knife up and caught it by the handle – the point aimed at Cato’s face. ‘On the cheek, that way you’ll remind others not to mess with me as well.’


Cato glanced around the room, but he was trapped in the corner with nowhere to run to that Pulcher couldn’t reach first. A sudden roar of laughter from the next room attracted his eyes to the wall.


‘You shout and I’ll gut you here and now!’ Pulcher hissed. Then he shifted his weight forward.


Cato could see the attack was imminent and, in desperation, lunged forward, grabbing at the wrist behind the blade with both of his hands. Pulcher had not been expecting the terrified boy to move first and tried to withdraw his hand – too late. The boy’s grip was surprisingly strong and no amount of shaking and jerking could free his knife arm.


‘Let go!’ Pulcher snapped. ‘Let go, you little piece of shit!’


Cato made no reply and, instead, suddenly sank his teeth into Pulcher’s forearm. Pulcher cried out and instinctively smashed his free hand into the side of Cato’s head, knocking him back against the bunk. There was an explosion of white inside Cato’s skull before the room swirled back into vision. Pulcher was looking down at a dark oval patch on his arm where Cato’s teeth had broken the skin.


‘You’re dead!’ Pulcher stooped into a crouch, knife at the ready. ‘You’re fucking dead!’


Suddenly a broad shaft of light from the corridor flowed into the room as the door was swung open.


‘What the hell is this?’ Macro growled. ‘Is this a fight?’


Pulcher drew himself up. ‘No, sir. Just showing the boy how to handle himself in a fight. We’re friends, sir.’


‘Friends?’ Macro repeated doubtfully. ‘Then what happened to your arm?’


‘Lad got carried away, sir. Didn’t mean no harm. Ain’t that right?’


Cato rose from the floor. His first instinct was to tell the truth. Then he realised that this wasn’t the soldier’s way. If he was to earn any respect from his new comrades he couldn’t afford to be seen as running to authority for protection. Besides, if he covered for Pulcher now then maybe the thug would have cause to be grateful to him. Any advantage was worth securing at this stage.


‘Yes, sir. That’s right. We’re friends.’


‘Hmm.’ Macro scratched his chin. ‘Well, if you really are friends then I’d hate to be one of your enemies. Right, optio – I want a word with you in my quarters right now, so I’m afraid your friend here will have to leave.’


‘Sir!’ Pulcher replied smartly. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow, Cato.’


‘Yes . . .’


‘We can continue our practice then.’


Cato smiled weakly then Pulcher turned and left the room, leaving an amused Macro in his wake.


‘So that’s your friend, is it?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘I’d be a little more careful in my selection of friends if I were you.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Now then, we need to talk. Come with me.’


Macro led the way down the corridor to the administration section of the barracks block where his quarters were situated. Cato was ushered, with a friendly  wave, into the centurion’s office where two desks were set against opposite walls. The larger desk was completely clear while the smaller was covered in neatly arranged piles of papyrus and waxed slates.


‘Over there.’ Macro pointed to a trestle chair by the larger desk and Cato sat down quietly while the centurion found another chair and placed it behind the desk.


‘Drink?’ Macro asked. ‘It’s good stuff.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


Macro poured them each a small cup from a large jar and then eased himself back into his chair. A good deal of wine had already passed his lips that day and he felt uncommonly good-natured. Experience should have told him that today’s good nature is tomorrow’s skull-crunching hangover – but the gods of wine and memory never were on speaking terms.


‘I need to talk about your duties, as far as being an optio is concerned. For the moment I just want you to help Piso with the paperwork. There’s no way I can let you give orders to the other men in the century – they’d die laughing. I know you outrank them, officially, but you just have to accept that you can’t act as an optio for the moment. Understand?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Given time, once you’ve trained . . . then we’ll see. But for now I need a clerk more than I need a second-in-command. Piso will show you what you need to know in the morning.’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Now I expect you could use some sleep, you’ll need it. You can go.’


‘Thank you, sir.’


‘I will arrange for Piso to show you the ropes after training ends tomorrow.’


‘Yes, sir. I’ll look forward to it.’







Chapter Five


The time passed quickly, to Cato’s consternation. There simply did not seem to be enough time in the day to do all that the army required of him. Apart from the relentless drilling at the hands of Bestia, Cato had administrative duties to carry out each evening, and then he had to ensure that his equipment was thoroughly cleaned for the next morning. Bestia had the eyes of a hawk and any speck of dirt, broken strap or missing buckle was instantly spotted and resulted in fatigues, or a thrashing with his cane. Wielding a vine cane was something of an art, Cato had discovered. The trick was to inflict as much pain with as little lasting damage as possible – soldiers were supposed to be disciplined, not hospitalised. Accordingly, Bestia restricted his blows to the fleshy parts of the legs, shoulders and buttocks. Cato had occasion to sample Bestia’s expertise one day when he had failed to fasten the chin strap of his helmet. Bestia had pounced on him, ripping the helmet off – almost taking one ear with it.


‘That’s what will bloody happen to you in battle, you stupid bastard!’ he shouted into Cato’s face. ‘Some bloody German will rip your fucking helmet off and  smash his sword through the top of your skull. Is that what you want?’


‘No, sir.’


‘Personally, I don’t give a toss about what happens to you. But I will not let the tax-payer’s investment in you go to waste just because you’re an idle bastard. You we can replace, but a dead soldier means lost equipment and I will not let you give the quartermaster any excuse to get on my back!’


Bestia swung his cane and, before Cato could respond, there was a sharp blow to his left shoulder and his arm went numb. The nerveless fingers loosened their grip on the wicker shield and it fell to the ground.


‘Next time you forget to fasten your helmet, it’ll be your fucking head.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Cato gasped.


At the start of every day the recruits had to assemble fully dressed and fully equipped as the dawn trumpet calls blared out across the fortress. Kit inspection was followed by a breakfast of porridge, bread and wine, dolloped into their mess tins by a resentful cook’s assistant appointed to rise with the recruits. Then came parade-ground drill. Marching in step, halting, turning, changing face at a word of command. Every mis-step, wrong turn or mistimed movement brought forth a stream of invective from Bestia and his drill instructors and the slash of a vine cane. Eventually the recruits could respond instantly to his commands and training proceeded to the next stage – formation changes. From close order to open order, line to column and back to line. Learning how to march in wedge formation and  tortoise formation – and all this while carrying the heavy training equipment.


After the midday meal it was even worse as the drill instructors moved their squads on to fitness training. For the first month, each afternoon was spent marching round the outside of the base, again and again and again until the burnished winter sun dipped into the wispy grey of dusk and, at last, Bestia led them back through the main gate at the same unrelenting pace. In the first weeks, numerous recruits fell out of line only to be promptly pounced on by a drill instructor and thrashed back on to the end of the column.


After the incident in the barracks, Cato made strenuous efforts to keep away from Pulcher and he was quite content to let the other man believe it was through fear. And fear it was, fear tempered by a logic which told him that there could only be one outcome from an open confrontation with Pulcher – being beaten to a pulp. To Cato’s mind it made little sense to satisfy one’s pride at the expense of one’s body. If Pulcher thought him less of a man because Cato denied him the opportunity of beating him up then that was the measure of Pulcher’s stupidity, and of any man who felt the same. And yet others did feel the same. Cato slowly became aware of the pitying glances directed at him by other recruits, and the way in which they drew back from him in the few spare moments between training sessions.


‘You’re going to have to fight him,’ said Pyrax one evening as they sat on a bench in the century’s mess room.


Cato took a swig of the rancid wine he had bought to  share with Pyrax. The foul liquid rasped down his throat and he coughed.


‘You all right?’


Cato nodded. ‘Just the wine.’


Pyrax looked down into his cup and took a thoughtful sip. ‘Nothing wrong with it.’


‘Perhaps if I fight him when I’m drunk I won’t notice the pain,’ Cato wondered. ‘He gets to win easily, I get a few knocks and then it’s all over.’


‘Maybe. But I wouldn’t count on him letting it go at that. I know the type, once they know they’ve got you beaten they can’t resist coming back and doing it again and again. But you keep avoiding Pulcher and people are going to start wondering. I say face him, take a beating – but don’t give in too early. Try and stick it to him. Land a few painful blows and he’ll leave you alone. Maybe.’


‘Maybe? Is that the best I can hope for? Accept a swift kicking on the off chance that Pulcher may decide to leave it at that? What if he doesn’t?’


Pyrax shrugged.


‘Oh thanks! That’s really helpful.’


‘Just telling you how it is, son.’


Cato shook his head. ‘There must be some other way. Some way of confronting him without a fight.’


‘Maybe,’ Pyrax shrugged. ‘But whatever you do just get it over with soon, before too many people think you’re a coward.’


Cato stared at him a moment. ‘Is that what they’re saying?’


‘What d’you expect? That’s what it looks like.’


‘I’m not a coward.’


‘If you say so. But you’d better prove it.’


The door opened with an icy blast and several legionaries entered the mess. In the wildly flickering glow of the mess brazier, Cato recognised them as men from another century. They looked round and then, very deliberately, sat on a bench on the far side of the room. Pyrax quickly downed the last of his wine and rose to his feet.


‘Must be off.’


‘Why so early?’ asked Cato. ‘There’s plenty left in the flask.’


‘True. But I’ve my reputation to think of,’ Pyrax added coldly. ‘Remember what I said – do whatever you’re going to do, but do it soon.’


Once Pyrax had left the mess Cato brooded over his wine for a while, and then, when he looked up, he momentarily caught the eyes of one of the new arrivals. The man instantly glanced away and carried on talking in low tones to his friends. It was hard not to think that they were talking about him, that they had come to this mess out of curiosity to see the coward who had been appointed an optio.


Cato stood up and, pulling his cloak on, hurried from the mess. The air was freezing and the night sky was threaded with fine clouds rimmed in pale silver from a half moon. Quite beautiful, he thought and paused for a moment to savour the stillness of the moment. But all too soon his mind turned back to the need to confront Pulcher and with a curse he stamped off towards his quarters.


Nor was Pulcher the only thing troubling his mind. Aside from the relentless drilling during the day Cato had to devote most evenings to learning his duties as an optio, the centurion’s secretary, Piso, had been ordered to train the new recruit in the art of military administration. And an art it was, as Cato quickly came to realise. Piso was responsible for the century’s records; a file on each legionary itemising every aspect of the soldier’s life as far as it affected the Legion. Medical records, leave granted, military awards granted, disciplinary breaches and the appropriate punishments, deductions from pay for food and repayments on equipment issued.


One evening, shortly after the conversation with Pyrax, found Piso and his protégé working in the warm fug of the century’s office. The brazier glowed and the wooden fuel crackled pleasantly as the two men examined Cato’s latest attempt at writing in the arid style beloved of the army. Piso grunted appreciative noises as he read over the brisk but irrefutably logical requisitions and nodded approvingly at some of the well-turned phrases calculated to provoke a sense of urgency, or implying that an authority well above that of a lowly century clerk was indirectly responsible for the request.


The doorlatch clattered and Macro came into the room rubbing his hands and making straight for the brazier. He stretched his arms out and smiled as the heat soaked into his palms. A vague smell of wine betrayed the fact he had just returned to barracks from the centurion’s mess.


‘Cold night, sir.’ Piso smiled.


‘Bloody cold!’ Macro nodded. ‘How’s our new boy working out?’


‘Fine, sir. Just fine.’ Piso exchanged a look with Cato. ‘In fact, he’s going to make an excellent clerk one day.’


‘So you think young Cato is ready to step into your shoes?’


‘I didn’t say that, sir. There’s still quite a bit to learn. But he’s got a talent for it and no mistake. We were just looking over some of his requisition statements. Would you care to have a look, sir?’


Macro shook his head. ‘Another time. When I’m not so busy. Anyway, I’m sure he’s doing as well as you say. And so you should, what with all that education you’ve picked up.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Cato replied, wondering slightly about the change of tone in Macro’s voice. ‘It’s proved to be very useful, sir.’


‘Yes.’ Macro stared at him silently for a moment, his expression unreadable. ‘Anyway, that’s not why I’m here. It’s about time you got some field experience. There’s a detachment being sent to a local settlement tomorrow morning. The local chief sent a Roman tax-collector packing after cutting out his tongue. Seems the chief’s related to some troublemaker trying to make a name for himself on the other side of the Rhine. Anyway, Vespasian’s sending the Third cohort to arrest the chief and confiscate all precious metals and stones to compensate the tax-collector. One of the centurions of the Third got kicked unconscious by a mule this afternoon and the optio’s already in the hospital. I’ve been ordered  to take temporary command of his century – you’re coming with me.’


‘Oh! Will there be a fight, sir?’


‘Doubt it. Why?’


‘It’s just that we haven’t trained with real weapons yet.’


‘Don’t worry about it. Borrow some kit from one of our lads. Shouldn’t need it though – as soon as those Germans see us coming they’ll do everything they can to get rid of us. We just go in, make the arrest, requisition whatever we can find and leave. Should be home by nightfall.’


‘Oh . . .’ Cato could not keep the disappointment from his voice. He had hoped that the excursion might keep him out of Pulcher’s reach for a few days at least.


‘Don’t worry, son,’ Macro said kindly, having misread Cato’s expression. ‘You’ll get to see some fighting one day, I promise. But it’s good that you’re keen to get stuck in. No good being a soldier unless you enjoy your work.’


Cato smiled weakly. ‘Yes, sir.’


‘Right then!’ Macro clapped him on the shoulder, shoving him backwards good-naturedly. ‘See you at dawn by the north gate. Full armour, cloak and provisions for the day.’


‘Yes, sir. If it’s all right with Piso, I’d like to get an early night, sir.’


Macro turned to his clerk, eyebrows raised.


‘Certainly!’ Piso smiled. ‘If the centurion pushes those men like he pushes us you’ll need all your energy for tomorrow.’


After the door had closed behind Cato and his  footsteps could be heard fading down the corridor, Macro turned back to his clerk.


‘What do you think of him?’


‘He’s got a knack for paperwork; neat hand and a good memory.’ Piso paused for a moment.


‘But . . . ?’ Macro filled in.


‘I’m not sure if he’s cut out for army life, sir. Seems a bit too soft.’


‘You ever met anyone from the palace who wasn’t? Too much good living – that’s their trouble. Most of ’em wouldn’t last five days in the army, but so far that lad’s kept up. What he lacks in fitness he makes up with determination. You know, I think we might be able to make something out of young Cato after all.’


‘If you say so, sir.’


‘I say so, but you don’t think so, eh Piso?’


‘To be honest, no, sir. Determination’s one thing but fighting requires quite different qualities. I don’t think he’s got what it takes.’ Piso paused. ‘There’s a rumour going round that he’s a coward.’


‘Yes, I’ve heard. But you know how it is with rumours – there’s nothing in most of ’em. We have to give the lad a chance.’


Piso was struck by a sudden insight. ‘Then you are expecting trouble, sir?’


‘It’s possible, you know what the Germans are like, any excuse for a fight. But I doubt it will amount to more than knocking a couple of heads together. Still, it’ll give me a chance to see how Cato reacts.’


‘If what I’ve heard’s true, he’ll run.’


‘Care to make a wager on that?’ Macro smiled. ‘Five  sestertii? I know you can afford it.’


‘Yes, sir. But can you?’


‘Five sestertii.’ Macro ignored the gibe and spat on his hand. ‘Five says that if there’s trouble Cato doesn’t run. Or are you too scared to take the bet?’


Piso delayed no more than a moment before slapping his centurion’s palm. ‘Five it is!’







Chapter Six


The night had been cold and, as the soft light of dawn struggled through the morning mist, the fortress of the Second Legion was revealed in a sparkling white frost. The men of the Third cohort were forming into their centuries in a businesslike manner as the air was wreathed in the steam of their breath. Five hundred men, in full armour and heavy cloaks, were gathered in faint filtered shafts of light, rubbing hands and stamping feet in an effort to generate a small bit of warmth against the biting winter air. Jeers and good-humoured insults were exchanged with passing legionaries from other cohorts fortunate enough to be remaining in the fortress for the day. The officers stood apart from the loose columns of men and Cato had no trouble locating Macro’s stocky form.


‘This your protégé, Macro?’ said the man next to him.


Macro nodded.


‘A little young for an optio, wouldn’t you say?’


‘We’ll see,’ Macro grunted, casting his eyes over the optio in his ill-fitting tunic and cloak. The centurion circled slowly, making a close examination of the young man’s equipment, testing the buckles with a sharp tug,  and tilting Cato’s head back to ensure the helmet strap was fastened. ‘You’ll do. Right, while we’re out of the base you stick by me and do whatever I say. No wandering off, no nothing without my say-so. Understand?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Now, join the front of the last century in line – that’s the Sixth. Wait for me there.’


‘Sir?’


‘What is it?’


‘How long are we going to stand here?’ asked Cato, already shivering.


‘You just can’t wait, can you?’ Macro shook his head. ‘Not long now, boy, we’re just waiting for the tribune.’


One of the other centurions spat on the frozen ground. ‘Bet the bastard’s still in bed.’


‘Doubt it,’ Macro replied. ‘The legate’s on his case. Seems he wants to test Vitellius. But this little trip’s nothing more than an exercise in command. Even Vitellius would struggle to screw it up.’


‘Macro, old son, never underestimate the incompetence of staff officers. They’re born and bred for disaster . . .’


The exchange fell out of earshot as Cato made his way towards the standard rising over the Sixth Century. A few of the men eyed him curiously as he approached.


‘You’re Macro’s optio?’ the standard bearer asked.


‘Yes.’


‘He mentioned he had a new boy, but I didn’t dream he was being so literal.’


Cato opened his mouth to reply before he got control of his feelings. Then he blushed and fumed silently.


‘Just stick close to the centurion and me, lad, and you’ll be all right.’


As Cato stood at the head of the century the other optios had been given the nod and were now moving down the ranks quietly ordering the men into column of fours, and dressing the lines so that in a short time the cohort was formed up, at ease, and ready to move off. Cato could not help but be aware of the growing sense of impatience as the men stood and waited. The sun had cleared the dawn mist lingering along the battlements and was washing the cohort in a weak orange glow.


And still they waited. For long enough that the cold began to take numbing advantage of their stillness.


At last the clatter of a walking horse sounded from the centre of the fortress and Cato turned to see a red-cloaked officer approaching, feathered plume bouncing from the crest of his helmet. At his approach, the group of centurions broke up and returned to their centuries. Vitellius trotted down the column and took up station at its head. A single word of command later and the lead century marched off, heading through the gate and on to the track beyond the walls. The succeeding centuries followed suit and, as the rear of the Fifth century moved forward, Macro counted off ten paces and then bellowed out the order to advance.


Cato’s response, thanks to Bestia’s harsh training regime, was automatic, and he instantly broke into the slow measured pace of the standard march two paces behind Macro and abreast the standard bearer. They  passed through the gate, iron-shod boots echoing back off the stonework, and out into the half-tamed wilderness of the frontier province. The rising sun cast long shadows across the hoar frost to their left and numerous puffs of steamy breath swirled into the cold air. Underfoot, the ground was frozen hard where, weeks before, muddy channels marked the wagon ruts leading away from the fortress to the many frontier villages in the area. Despite the cold, Cato felt glad to be getting away from the Legion – a whole day without Bestia and Pulcher to occupy his mind.


The head of a column breasted a small rise in the land and, as the Sixth century followed down the reverse slope, Cato took a last look over his shoulder at the fortress stretching out across the landscape – a long stone wall with the red tiles of the headquarters building beyond. A settlement of bars, brothels and squalid hovels sprawled unevenly beneath the walls on the far side of the fortress. Looking ahead, a line of trees marked the end of the land cleared by the Second Legion and the beginning of one of the ancient forests that sprawled across Germany. Beyond the fringe of saplings struggling to recover some of the ground ravaged by the Legion’s engineers, enormous pines and oaks reared up, dark and forbidding. Cato shivered, partly from the cold, and partly as he recalled the fate of the three legions General Varus had foolishly led into the depths of just such a forest nearly thirty years earlier. Over fifteen thousand men had been massacred in the gloomy twilight under the tangled boughs, their bodies left by the Germans to rot into the dirt.


As the column advanced down the track and the trees began to close in from the sides and overhead the men fell silent, some glancing anxiously into the depths beyond. Macro could well understand their feelings; there was something innately strange about this far-flung frontier of the Empire. The forests were unlike anything else in the known world, dark and impenetrable. Even the local tribes were afraid of them and told tales of how restless spirits of the dead were cursed to wander as pale wraiths through the shadows and green-filtered light. The track the cohort followed had been hacked through the forest by the Legion’s engineers; the locals had preferred to trek round the forest before the Romans arrived. Even now some still refused to enter the woods. The engineers, it seemed, had also been afraid of the place, as the track made no attempt at a straight line and instead curled its way round the thick tree trunks, such had been their determination to get the job done quickly. A short while after the column had entered the forest no more than a score of men could be seen before or behind and Cato felt a trickle of sweat trace its way down his spine beneath his tunic.


‘Sir?’


Macro turned his head as he crunched along the frozen track. ‘What is it, boy?’


‘How far exactly is this village, sir?’


‘You mean, how much further through this forest?’ Macro smiled.


‘Yes, sir.’


‘A few miles before the track clears the trees, then we should reach the village by noon. Don’t worry about  this place, it’s harmless enough.’


‘But if we should be attacked . . .’


‘Attacked?’ Macro scoffed. ‘Who by? Not the poor sods we’re visiting. Bunch of simple-minded farmers. And your nearest German war-band is well to the other side of the Rhine. So relax, boy, you’re making the women nervous.’ Macro jerked a thumb back at the legionaries of the Sixth century and those in earshot jeered loudly. Cato blushed and merely tried to pull his neck in as far as possible while keeping a close eye on the silvan shadows.


Once the initial oppressive spell of the forest had worn off, the soldiers stopped talking in hushed tones and the column wound its way through the trees accompanied by the usual loud banter of marching soldiers as they swapped jokes and exchanged insults. The deep boughs swallowed up much of the noise and what was left sounded flat and strange to their ears.


At last the column pulled free of the forest and marched out into a bright winter morning as an unobscured sun bathed the land in a warm glow. This side of the forest had been cleared and the cohort passed through primitive farmland dotted with the grim little peat huts of local German settlers, each one marked by a thin trail of smoke reaching up to clear sky. Most of the farmers had taken in their grazing animals and steam clung about the low outbuildings from which the lowing of cattle and the squealing of pigs could be heard as the soldiers passed. There were few signs of human life, the odd face at a door silently watching the column chinkling along the track, but nothing more.


‘Friendly lot, aren’t they?’ the standard bearer commented.


‘They don’t seem much bothered by us,’ Cato replied. ‘I’d have thought they’d be a bit more interested. It’s not what I imagined the Germans would be like.’


‘What did you think they’d be like?’


‘Big and aggressive – that’s what we heard in Rome.’


‘That’s exactly what they are like when you’re fighting them,’ the standard bearer said with feeling. ‘But these are just farmers. They’re like all civilians when an army passes by. Just keeping their noses clean and hoping we don’t have any cause to pay them any attention. Behind that door’ – the standard bearer nodded towards a hut they were passing – ‘and behind every door sits a family praying we don’t stop. Soldiers are bad news for their kind.’


From the head of the column came the shouted order for the cohort to halt and each centurion instantly relayed it to his command. The men stood, silently waiting for the next instruction.


‘All officers to the front!’


Macro, having the furthest to go, immediately broke into a trot and made his way along the side of the column towards Vitellius, rising above the First century on horseback. From the rear of the cohort Cato could see that the track passed over a low crest. The officers gathered around Vitellius, at the respectful distance infantry give to horses, as he issued his orders with occasional gestures for clarification. Once dismissed, the officers hurried back into position at the head of their centuries. Macro smiled as he saw the questioning  expressions on the faces of the standard bearer and his optio.


‘The village is just beyond that rise. The tribune wants to play it low key. He’s only taking in the First century. The rest of us are to form up along the crest in sight of the village in case we’re needed.’


‘Why aren’t we all going, sir?’ Cato asked. ‘Why split the command?’


‘Because that’s his order, lad,’ Macro snapped, but then instantly relented since the optio had made a reasonable point. ‘He doesn’t want us to make the locals too nervous. We just make the arrest, seize the valuables and leave peacefully. If we all just march in there he thinks we might spook them into doing something foolish.’


‘Something foolish?’


‘Fuck knows what.’ Macro shrugged his wide shoulders dismissively. ‘I don’t see a bunch of farmers deciding to take us on. Still, it’s orders. Ah! Here we go. Back to your position, optio.’


At the head of the First century Vitellius led his men over the crest and out of sight. The following centuries moved to the right and left of the road along the crest. The centurions of the Second and Third centuries paced out the line and marked the positions for each century as they marched at right angles to the road. The gap left for the Sixth century straddled the road and Cato, sticking close to the standard bearer and Macro as ordered, found himself in front of the line of men, formed up four deep, that stretched out over a hundred paces on each side. Ahead, the ground sloped gently down to  a village nestling inside a wide loop of river that emerged from the forest surrounding the cleared land.


Cato was surprised at the size of the settlement. He had been expecting a loose collection of mud huts inside a flimsy palisade. Instead there were hundreds of huts and larger buildings crammed within a high turf wall and water-filled ditch. The main gate was closed, flanked by two squat stone towers from which the narrow drawbridge was controlled. A little beyond the gate, the track opened out into a square in front of the largest building in the village.


It was a good half mile from the crest to the drawbridge and the First century had already covered most of the distance on the track while the rest of the cohort had formed up. There seemed to be little response in the village as the soldiers approached and the men waited peacefully as a few faces appeared at the wall to inspect their visitors. While the five centuries stood at ease word was passed that rations could be eaten and the men started feeding on the contents of their haversacks. Cato took out a strip of dried beef and gnawed at the tough but highly flavoured meat. The morning’s march had made him more hungry than he realised and he worked his jaws furiously while gazing out across the panorama below.


Cato’s eye was suddenly caught by a movement at the far side of the village. Three figures, carrying shields and spears, were running away towards the distant treeline. A greasy smudge of smoke eddied up from where Cato had first seen them as a small camp fire smouldered.


‘Sir!’ he called out to Macro. ‘Over there!’


‘What is it?’


‘There, sir.’ Cato pointed with his javelin. ‘Those men running. D’you see ’em?’


‘Yes, boy. I see them.’


‘What should we do, sir?’ Cato asked.


‘Do?’ Macro frowned. ‘Nothing. They’re too far away to do anything. Anyway, there’s only three of them.’


‘Should we tell the tribune?’ Cato persisted.


‘No point.’


They watched silently as the three armed men disappeared across the farmland towards the trees while Vitellius led his men across the open ground towards the gate and halted the century by the ditch in front of the towers. The tribune waved his arm determinedly and, after a short pause, the gate swung inwards to admit the soldiers. The century passed inside the village and, for a few anxious moments, disappeared from view amongst the huts before emerging into the village square. Vitellius halted the column and sent two men forward to the main door of the largest building facing on to the square. Before they could reach it, the door opened and a tall woman with long flaxen hair emerged. Although those remaining on the hill crest could hear nothing and see precious little from half a mile away, it was clear that some argument was taking place between Vitellius and the woman.


‘I thought we were sent to arrest the chief, sir?’ Cato commented.


‘So we were, boy,’ Macro said irritably. ‘He shouldn’t waste time. There isn’t much daylight to waste in winter.’ He stared up at the sky where the sun looked longingly  towards the horizon. ‘Don’t much fancy marching home in the darkness.’


Cato involuntarily looked back towards the forest in the distance. The place had been unnerving enough in daylight, Jupiter knows what it would be like in pitch darkness. ‘If it gets dark wouldn’t it be better to go round the forest, sir?’


Macro shook his head. ‘Too far. Besides we can make torches if we need to. You aren’t scared, are you, boy?’


‘No, sir.’


‘Good. Stay that way,’ Macro said with relief, hoping that his five sestertii were still safe.


Down in the village the argument was being forced to a conclusion as Vitellius waved his hand at the woman and two soldiers abruptly pinned her arms back. A squad forced their way into the large building, only to emerge a moment later with a large chest. Having deposited it by Vitellius they proceeded to the next building and forced an entry.


‘Seems like our man has got away,’ Macro remarked, and yawned elaborately. ‘The tribune shouldn’t have wasted time on the woman.’


‘Unless she’s the kind of woman the tribune takes a shine to,’ the standard bearer muttered. ‘You know what Vitellius is like with women, can’t resist the impulse to chat ’em up.’


‘He should do it on his own time then. Not the army’s. And certainly not mine. And not on a bloody cold day like this.’


‘Sir!’ Cato interrupted. ‘Look there! The gate!’


For some reason the gate was slowly being closed and, as Macro watched, the small drawbridge began to rise. A cold feeling of dread, far colder than the trickle of sweat on a winter day, etched its way down his spine. He shifted his gaze to the centre of the village, but Vitellius and his men seemed unconcerned and continued with the house raids. Beyond the far wall of the village a faint movement attracted his gaze. A shadow was emerging from the forest, as if the sun was setting sooner than it should. Then he realised it couldn’t be, the sun was behind the cohort.


‘Cato! Your eyes are younger than mine. What’s happening over there – at the edge of the forest there!’ He pointed urgently.


For a moment Cato wasn’t sure, a sight haze had risen over the low ground and partially obscured the view. But a moment later the blurry shadow distilled into distinct shapes. ‘I think . . . I’m sure, it’s a body of men. Coming out of the forest, this way.’


He looked at Macro wide-eyed. ‘Germans?’


‘What else?’ Macro replied dryly.


‘But what about the others in the village?’ Cato said in alarm. ‘They can’t see.’


‘I know, boy. I know.’


More of the men saw the approaching danger and pointed it out to their comrades. An anxious murmuring swept up and down the line.


‘Quiet, there!’ Macro bellowed. ‘Shut your mouths and stand still!’


The legionaries obeyed instantly the moment discipline was invoked. Puffing down the line came  Centurion Quadratus of the Second – the senior officer present.


‘Macro! You see ’em?’


‘Yes.’


‘We’d better get down there and join the others.’


‘We were ordered to remain here,’ Macro replied firmly. ‘Unless Vitellius signalled us to move.’


‘But he can’t see them.’ Quadratus jabbed a finger towards the approaching Germans, in their thousands now as they poured out of the forest towards the village.


‘If we go down there, then we’ll all be caught in the trap,’ said Macro. ‘I suggest we try and attract their attention instead.’


Quadratus stared at Macro a moment and then nodded. He turned to face down the line and cupped his hands to his mouth. ‘Standards! Signal recall!’


The remaining five standard bearers raised their standards high and began slowly circling the hanging pendants. Macro looked down at the village where the soldiers of the First century carried on seizing portable items of value, oblivious to the approaching catastrophe.


‘Come on, come on!’ Quadratus muttered. ‘Someone look up . . . this way.’


Finally they saw a soldier gesture towards them with his javelin and Vitellius turned in his saddle. For a moment he sat motionless on his horse, then turned and frantically waved an arm. The soldier who had seen them rushed from the clearing and shortly after reappeared at the top of one of the gate towers. Even as he did so, figures emerged in the spaces between the village buildings surrounding Vitellius and his men. The century  quickly formed up in close order and backed out of the clearing towards the gate. Some of the villagers ran forward and threw stones and lumps of wood at the retreating Romans. A sudden shower of javelins from the rearmost ranks rained down on the villagers, leaving half a dozen prostrate as the others fled back into the narrow alleys. The century was soon lost from sight behind the village buildings as it headed back to the gate.


From the hill, the Germans approaching from the forest were now in clear view and it was possible to estimate their numbers and speed of approach.


‘Three, maybe four thousand,’ Quadratus guessed.


Macro shook his head. ‘Barely that I’d say.’


‘Vitellius should have time to get out before they reach the village.’


‘Easily. They’re still nearly a mile from the far side of the village. Once Vitellius clears the gateway he should make the crest before they get anywhere near.’


‘Then what?’


‘Don’t know,’ Macro shrugged. ‘We’ll just have to wait and see what he orders.’


Cato stared at the two officers in disbelief. How on earth could they be so cold-blooded when their comrades faced imminent extinction right under their eyes? And after that, the rest of the cohort would be outnumbered ten to one. He felt a burning desire to turn and run, to shout out to all the others to do the same. But his body refused to move, partly out of shame and partly out of the dread of making the return journey through the forest alone. While he stood motionless, Cato’s gaze continued to flicker between the approaching Germans and the  village, watching for the progress of the First century. There was a sudden motion in one of the tower gates, the legionary sent there by Vitellius was seized by a group of men, a spear run through him and the body hurled into the ditch.


‘Sir!’


‘I saw it, boy.’


A series of flashes and glints marked the arrival of the First century at the edge of the village and a brief struggle was fought out for control of the gate. All the while the Germans swarmed nearer to close the trap.


‘It’s going to be a close thing,’ mused Quadratus. ‘Better get ready to make a fighting retreat. I’ll get the other centuries back on the track. Macro, I want you to stand here and cover our backs until Vitellius arrives.’


‘All right.’ Macro nodded. ‘But you’d better move fast.’


Quadratus made his way down the line shouting out the necessary commands, and one by one the centuries on the crest turned from line into column and marched back towards the track. At the same time, Macro ordered the Sixth ten paces down the slope to clear the head of the track for Quadratus. Down in the village, Cato could see that the First century had managed to overwhelm the villagers at the gate and legionaries were pulling back the thick wooden gate to make their escape. With Vitellius riding at their head, the First doubled up the hill towards the rest of the cohort. A small crowd of villagers followed behind, but quickly gave up once a fresh volley of javelins was hurled back at them.


Once the century was safely away from the village,  Vitellius spurred his horse up the slope to take command of the cohort. He reined in beside Macro, the horse snorting harshly over the frothy bit as a savage gash on its flank bled profusely.


‘What the hell’s going on here, centurion?’ he shouted angrily. ‘Where’s the rest?’


‘Quadratus has moved them back on to the track, sir,’ Macro explained.


‘What for? Scared of a few bloody villagers? I’m taking the whole cohort back in there and we’re going to burn the bastards to the ground!’


‘Sir,’ Macro interrupted. ‘If you care to look over there.’


‘Eh? What?’


‘Beyond the village, sir.’


For a moment Vitellius froze as the true peril of the situation was at last made clear to him. He studied the dark mass of Germans streaming towards the village and realised what the other officers already knew, that there was no hope of fighting against such odds.


‘There’s still some distance between us. If we can make the forest in time we can use a rearguard to hold them off.’


‘I believe that’s what Quadratus had in mind, sir.’


‘Good. Right then you stay here. When the First arrives let them through and order them to join on to the end of the column. This century’s the rearguard. Only pull back once the cohort is on the move.’


Vitellius took another look back down the slope, gauging the relative positions of both sides. ‘They won’t reach the village for a little while. With luck, we’ll be  able to keep far enough ahead of them. Right, centurion, you’ve got your orders.’


‘Yes, sir.’ Macro saluted as Vitellius wheeled his horse and rode over the crest towards the head of the column. Once he was sure the tribune was out of earshot, Cato turned to Macro.


‘What’s going to happen?’


‘Just what he said. A quick march back to base. That’s all.’


Cato feared that things were not going to work out as simply as that. A nagging feeling at the back of his mind suggested that the worst was yet to come and he silently cursed Macro for ordering him to join the expedition. Instead of the promised bloodless exercise and a reprieve from the attentions of Bestia and Pulcher, he was now faced by a horde of German savages. Barely four weeks into his military career, he reflected bitterly, and already people were queuing up to kill him.


The men of the First century struggled breathlessly up to the line of legionaries below the crest and were quickly ushered on to the track. When the last had passed through the ranks, Macro ordered the line to withdraw ten paces to their original position. The century was about to form up when a faint roar sounded from beyond the head of the column.


Bursting from the distant forest was another swarm of Germans, racing across the farmland to cut off the cohort’s retreat. A quick glance was all that Cato needed. Even to his untrained eye it was obvious that the Germans would reach the track well before the nearest century was anywhere near it. Suddenly it was all clear  to Cato – the three men running for the forest – the signal fire – the delaying action of the chief’s woman. A very neat trap indeed, he conceded, just before the full terror of their plight set the hairs standing on the back of his neck. Looking to Macro for a solution, he was surprised to see the mask of the centurion’s composure drop for a moment. He stared at the new threat, then quickly turned back to the first of the German swarms, now hardly three quarters of a mile from the far side of the village.


‘Oh great,’ muttered Macro. ‘Now we’re well and truly fucked.’







Chapter Seven


Once the cohort had left the base early in the morning the Second Legion settled into a normal day’s routine. Bestia’s recruits stamped around the parade ground trying to keep warm in between bouts of drilling, while the commander of the Fifth cohort took his men out of camp for the monthly route march that the army required of all its troops. This day the cohort was joined by the clerical staff from headquarters, grumbling bitterly that their excused-duties status was being ignored by Vespasian.


Watching from an upstairs balcony as the cohort, with the clerks sandwiched between the Third and Fourth centuries, filed down the Via Praetoria, Vespasian could not restrain a grin. The Second Augusta was his first legion command and he aimed to make it a success, even if that meant upsetting the headquarters’ clerks. Every man and beast in the Legion would be made fighting fit in readiness for the following year’s campaign. Moreover, due to the special nature of the operation outlined to him in the message sent by the imperial general staff, the men of the Second would need training in amphibious warfare. Soldiers, he knew only too well,  had an innate suspicion of all things aquatic, let alone nautical. The settled garrison life the Legion had been leading for several years was not going to help matters, he reflected, sipping from a cup of heated wine. A rapid period of adjustment was required and the enforced exercise of the clerks was just the first phase in Vespasian’s programme to prepare his troops for the following summer. From now on, route marches and weapons practice would be doubled and no soldier or officer would be permitted excused-duties privileges.


As the tail of the cohort tramped past, Vespasian left the balcony and returned to his private quarters, closing the shutters. Spread across a large wooden table were the inventories he had ordered, as well as a series of missives from Rome providing details of the Legion’s relocation – the route they would take across Gaul; the supply depots on which the Second would be permitted to draw while on the march and notification of the amphibious warfare experts to be attached to his command for the duration of the campaign. The document that had set all this in motion was safely secured with his confidential papers in the chest under the table. From constant rereading, Vespasian knew the details by heart. Nevertheless, he removed the key from the chain around his neck and unfastened the lock. The despatch was folded round a scroll and the remains of the broken imperial seal of deep red wax were still fixed to the stiff parchment. Beside the scroll was another, smaller, document marked for his eyes only and written in a personalised code by the Emperor himself. Vespasian considered it for a moment with a pained expression,  and then pushed it to the back of the chest before extracting the larger despatch. Flattening it out on the table top, Vespasian took another sip of warm wine and ran his eyes over the finely written script yet again.


The Second and three other legions, together with thirty cohorts of auxiliaries, were to invade Britain the following summer. The imperial clerk who had drafted the despatch had stated the plan as boldly and as simply as that. Then, perhaps a little remorseful about such a staggering degree of understatement, the clerk had struck a rich vein of loquacity and launched into an elegant essay on the significance of the planned campaign. Britain, he noted, had merely been reconnoitred by Julius Caesar; a successful invasion would rekindle the glory of Rome and once again remind the civilised world (and the uncivilised who dwelt without) of the potency of Rome, and its new Emperor.


Vespasian smiled at that. The Claudian accession owed everything to the support of the Praetorian Guard. But for them, the current Emperor would have been swept away in the bloodshed that followed the assassination of Caligula. Claudius might be Emperor, but his suitability for the post was something of an issue among the chattering classes of Rome. Even the plebeians were not entirely convinced that he was up to the job. This campaign plan – the conquest of Britain – was transparently intended to recast Claudius in the heroic mould. A quick victory, a glittering triumph and prolonged public celebration in Rome would firm up Claudius’ hold on the affections of Rome’s fickle masses.


The clerk continued his outline of the campaign by  stating that the forces allocated to the invasion would more than suffice. Intelligence reports from Britain suggested that armed resistance would be minimal and widely dispersed. The invasion force would quickly brush aside any opposition that might be concentrated and the rest of the campaign would be a simple matter of reducing tribal strongholds by diplomacy or force.


‘By diplomacy or force,’ Vespasian repeated aloud with a weary shake of his head. Only someone on the imperial staff could make it sound so simple. Any soldier with frontier experience knew just how unlikely it was that diplomacy would succeed. Vespasian doubted if the Britons could even pronounce the word, let alone understand the concept it entailed.


The Britons, according to the imperial clerk’s liberal interpretation of Caesar, were an ill-disciplined rabble with a quaint line in chariot tactics. Their hill-forts amounted to little more than mounds of mud supporting flimsy palisades. Few casualties were anticipated and the invaders would have ample opportunity for personal enrichment as a result of the anticipated spoils of war – mainly, slaves. Vespasian was reminded to make that point quite clear to the rank and file of the Legion, who might otherwise be swayed by the superstitious rumours circulating about the mysterious mist-wreathed isle beyond the fringes of the known world. At this point, Vespasian guessed, the clerk became aware that he had rather over-gilded the lily and the despatch switched back into a more objective style. Vespasian was instructed to stamp down harshly on those who spread such rumours and to maintain the highest degree of discipline in the  best traditions of the Roman army. The despatch curtly concluded with a schedule of troop movements for the coming months.


Laying the document to one side, Vespasian drained the last of his wine and stared down at the paperwork covering the table. It would be quite an adventure, to say the least. The assembling of a vast force, its daily provisioning and stockpiling of reserves for resupply following the landing, the construction of a fleet, the training of the army for amphibious operations – not to mention the small matter of the campaign itself and the establishing of an entirely new province with all the provision of infrastructure that implied. And for what? The despatch told of vast resources of gold, silver and tin found on the island. From what Vespasian had heard of Britain from the merchants who passed through the fortress, the island was a squalid affair. No cities, no culture, ugly women and preposterous hairstyles. Hardly the kind of place Claudius could proudly introduce to the rest of the empire. But it was a conquest and reputations were built on military success. Vespasian was keenly aware that his political stock needed building up if the ambitions he harboured in his heart were to become any kind of reality. Yes, Britain would do nicely, for all concerned – except the natives, he mused with a smile.


And speaking of natives, there were one or two local arrangements to finalise before the Legion handed over the fortress to the mixed cohort from Macedonia that had been assigned to replace the Second during the campaign. There were some tribal land disputes to settle and that nasty business with the tax-collector which the  Third cohort was presently sorting out. The tongueless tax-collector had filed a petition for compensation with the provincial governor and had stipulated that, unless the sum he claimed was paid in full, he would only be satisfied by the local chief’s execution. Mindful that the local tribe had had a poor harvest this year and might need to buy in food over the hard German winter, Vespasian had offered to have the chief’s tongue cut out in restitution. But the tax-collector, an uncouth Gaul with an appalling accent and no conversation – a situation unlikely to improve now – had insisted on his blood money, or the chief’s death. And so Vitellius had been sent to deal with the situation, a task well in keeping with the tribune’s taste for enforcing the Roman peace.


Vespasian found it difficult to warm to his senior tribune but couldn’t quite discern why. The fellow was equable enough and popular in the mess. He drank hard, though never to the point of intoxication. He womanised indiscriminately and frequently – as any man should, Vespasian thought approvingly. Moreover, Vitellius loved sports and could drive a chariot as if he had been born with a set of reins in his hands. If he had a vice it was gambling, and even then he was good at it – intuitively knowing when the dice were for or against him. He had a knack for making friends, particularly the kind who were useful politically, and a bright future lay ahead of him. Who knew how far the man would rise? And with that question Vespasian put his finger on the nub of the matter – the man constituted a possible rival in future life.


And then there was that other matter. The coded message unwittingly delivered by that recruit some weeks earlier direct from the personal office of the Emperor, using the personalised cipher Claudius had agreed with Vespasian. It briefly informed Vespasian that someone at the fortress had been implicated in last year’s coup attempt by Scribonianus. As soon as the plotter’s identity had been obtained from the surviving members of the conspiracy, Vespasian would be told so he could see that the individual concerned disappeared quietly. Fine euphemisms, Vespasian reflected, smiling wryly as he imagined the techniques used by the imperial torturers to extract information and see that people disappeared as discreetly as possible. By way of comfort, the message assured him that at least one – yet again unidentified – imperial agent was present in the camp to assist Vespasian in any way the agent saw fit.


It was all a confounded bloody nuisance, given the exhausting preparations required for the Legion’s involvement in a major offensive campaign. A soldier needed to concentrate on military objectives, not high politics, if the army was to operate effectively. And from now on he would have to view every one of his officers with a degree of suspicion, at least until some hapless soul in the Mammertine prison finally cracked and provided a name. Vespasian couldn’t help hoping that the name would be that of Vitellius. Now that really would be a neat solution to most of his present anxieties.


Vespasian poured himself some more wine from the jar warming over the glowing embers in the brazier. He sipped carefully at the steaming liquid as he reflected  that it was a shame that he hadn’t managed to find a more dangerous undertaking for Vitellius than turning over a local village.







Chapter Eight


The tribune’s horse came thundering back down the track. Slewing to a halt at the rearmost century, Vitellius thrust an arm out, pointing down the slope to the village.


‘Macro! Get your men back there at the double!’


‘Sir?’ Macro was momentarily startled by the order. His eyes followed the direction the tribune was pointing, and passed rapidly over the village to where Germans were swarming across the flat farmland towards them.


‘Just do it, Centurion!’ Vitellius shouted. ‘At the double.’


‘Yes, sir!’


‘And when you get to the village, go right through it and secure the far gate.’


‘Yes, sir!’


‘Stop for nothing! Understand?’


‘Sir.’


As Macro turned to the Sixth century to bellow out the command, Vitellius savagely jerked the reins round and kicked his heels into the side of his horse, before racing back down the column which had smartly about-faced and was quick-marching back towards the village. Macro grabbed Cato’s arm.


‘Stick close. Whatever happens.’


Cato nodded.


‘Right, lads, at the trot. Follow me!’


Macro led the century down the track, a small column of panting legionaries gasping out plumes of steamy breath as they looked to the far side of the village and gauged the distance of the German horde sweeping towards them. Even Cato could see that the enemy were sure to reach the far gate ahead of them. What then? A brutal fight in the filthy narrow streets and certain death. And death would be preferable to capture if only a fraction of what Posidonius had written about the Germans was true. Harness straps and scabbards chinked loudly and Cato, who had not yet perfected the technique of running in full battle-dress, struggled to keep hold of shield and javelin while preventing the sword scabbard from being caught between his thighs. Worse, Cato’s one-size-fits-all helmet began to tip down over his eyes as he ran, requiring a regular backwards flip of the head.


Glancing back over his shoulder, Macro could see that the other centuries were now coming over the crest and breaking into a run down the slope. He nodded approvingly. The tribune had the good sense not to let them run all the way back to the village and face the Germans while fighting for breath. Macro glanced ahead at the village gate. A small group of Germans, bearing a motley assortment of antique weapons and the more harmful type of agricultural tools, waited uncertainly – quite surprised to see the legionaries hurrying back down the slope towards them. Macro was a few score paces away and saw the frightened expressions on the faces of  those who had not yet run away. He filled his lungs with air and drew his sword.


‘GRRRAAAARRR!’


Cato leapt to one side in astonishment.


‘Keep running, you fool! That was to scare them, not you!’


Sure enough the remaining Germans, rather than face the roaring centurion, turned and ran back into the depths of the village, not even stopping to close the gates. Barely a glance was spared for the Roman body lying untidily by the gate as the legionaries burst in right behind the villagers, screaming with rage and enjoying the effect. Only Cato kept silent, grimly glancing at the roughly constructed huts hemming them in, and quite overwhelmed by the appalling stench of the place.


‘Close up!’ Macro bellowed over his shoulder. ‘And keep shouting!’


The century turned a corner and ran straight into the first steadfast opposition – a dozen hairy men with shields and hunting spears straddling the roadway. Foolishly they had positioned themselves too close to the corner and were run down almost before Cato was aware of their presence. Those that were brushed into a side alley fell out of sight and survived. The others were trampled over and finished off by swift javelin thrusts as the century swept over them. Cato saw only one German go down, his face smashed by the edge of Macro’s shield. The man screamed shrilly but the cry was instantly lost in the crushing press that carried Cato forward into the heart of the German village. All sense of fear was lost in the need to concentrate on retaining his footing while  remaining as close to Macro as possible. At his side, Cato was aware that the standard bearer was shouting ‘On! On!’ at the top of his voice, lips drawn back in a grin. By the Gods, Cato thought fleetingly, these men were actually enjoying themselves. Fools! Did they want to get themselves killed?


Suddenly, they were running into the square in front of the chief’s hall that Cato had seen from the hillside, villagers scattering before the howling legionaries.


‘Leave them!’ Macro ordered. ‘Keep on! Stay with me!’


He led the century from the village square by the widest route, sure that it led to the village gateway facing the oncoming horde beyond. The way ahead was clear and the only sign of the locals were doors that shut hastily at their approach. Through a gap in the buildings, Cato saw that they were now close to the other gate, rising just above the intervening thatched roofs. Then he was aware of a new sound, the howling of a multitude that rose even above the screams of the legionaries. As they became aware of the noise the legionaries fell silent and the pace slowed momentarily.


‘Don’t slack, you lazy bastards!’ Macro shouted. ‘Come on!’


The legionaries sprinted forward in a last effort to secure the gate ahead of the approaching Germans. Cato followed the standard bearer and Macro in a final desperate dash up a slight rise between the stinking German huts and then slammed into the centurion’s back as the latter slewed to a halt. Cato’s shield slipped from his grasp.


‘Shit!’ Macro exploded.


‘Sorry, sir! I didn’t . . .’


‘Form line!’ Macro shouted, ignoring him. ‘Javelins at the ready!’


Retrieving his shield, Cato straightened up and froze. Fifty paces in front stood the gate-house, doors wide open, and swarming through them with a blood-curdling roar, now that they had caught sight of the enemy, were the Germans. They were quite the most hideous creatures that Cato had ever seen; large of body with wild hair, faces disfigured by blood-lust, and their foul animal stench was overwhelming.


‘Get to one side, son.’ Macro swept Cato to the end of the first line of legionaries where the standard bearer had grounded the standard and drawn his sword. ‘First two ranks! Release javelins!’


A dozen javelins were hurled forwards at a high angle and arced towards the Germans, disappearing moments later into the crowd raging down the roadway six abreast. As if a rope had tripped them, the front ranks toppled forward, some impaled on the Roman javelins, others stumbling over the wounded and being pushed to the ground by the pressure from behind.


‘Next two ranks, release javelins!’ Macro’s voice repeated, loud, calm and clear. The second volley turned the front of the German charge into a confused mass of dead and wounded, with the uninjured frantically struggling to get free of the tangle. Macro weighed up the situation in an instant and waved his sword over his head. ‘Come on lads! Let’s have them! Charge!’


Then he was off, running straight at the Germans,  shield raised to cover his torso and short sword pointed straight at the throat of the nearest enemy. With a shout, the century surged after him and once again Cato found himself being swept helplessly along in this flood of madness. Unlike the front ranks of legionaries, Cato still carried his javelin and, rather than carry the awkward weapon into the heaving melee he decided to hurl it as far forward as possible before drawing his short-sword. But the javelin throwing he had practised on the parade ground bore no resemblance to throwing a javelin in battle conditions. As he drew his right arm back he almost impaled the legionary immediately behind.


‘Oi! Watch it, you stupid cunt!’ the man shouted angrily, thrusting the butt to one side as he barged past Cato. ‘You’ll do someone a fucking injury!’


Cato flushed with embarrassment and then quickly hurled the offending weapon forwards at an unfortunately low trajectory, which caused the javelin to glance off Macro’s helmet and fly off horizontally over the heaving mass of Germans before dropping out of sight. Cato swallowed nervously as the centurion shot a look of rage back over his shoulder, swore at the top of his voice and then turned to take his anger out on the nearest available German. Cato quickly drew his sword and threw himself forward, trying his hardest not to appear responsible for the errant missile.


The rearmost legionaries were busy shouting encouragement to those further forward, pausing only to finish off any Germans betraying signs of life amongst the tangled bodies stamped into the filthy ground. Cato was shocked to see one or two Roman bodies in among  them – men he didn’t know. As the legionaries steadily pushed the Germans back towards the gate more Roman bodies appeared, some still staring in surprise at their dreadful wounds. Blood flowed from the wounded, dripping down on to the street where iron-shod boots churned it into the mud. As more Romans fell, the fighting line grew nearer and Cato steeled himself for the moment when he would have to step into the space left by a Roman casualty.


Pressed back against the gate, a handful of Germans desperately tried to broaden the fighting line to take advantage of their numbers, scaling the low walls of the surrounding huts. A shout from Macro brought down a volley of javelins from those legionaries in the rear ranks and the Germans fell back into the mob.


Cato saw the standard waving at the head of the century as the legionaries forced their way step by step towards the gate. Then Macro led a renewed surge that brought the Romans between the huge gate-posts.


‘Stand here!’ Macro ordered and, with a last thrust of his sword into the enraged German mob, he disengaged and forced his way back through the ranks of the legionaries holding the gateway. Inside he faced the remaining troops. ‘You lot. Up on the wall. We need to clear a space in front of the gate. Use your javelins, stones – whatever you can get your hands on.’


As the legionaries scaled the earth ramps to either side of the gate Macro saw Cato and caught his arm. ‘Optio! I want you and six men ready with that locking bar. When I give the word, you get it into the gate braces as quick as you can. Understand?’


‘Yes, sir.’ Cato answered, staring at a crimson gash on the centurion’s sword arm.


‘Good. Then see to it.’


Then he was gone, thrusting his way back through the lines defending the gateway, shouting encouragement to his men. Cato quickly stirred and saw that the nearest men were watching him, waiting.


‘Right!’ He tried to sound firm. ‘You heard him. Sheath swords and down shields.’


Astonishingly – to Cato at least – they reacted to the order and, unencumbered by the large heavy shields, they reached down and took a firm hold of the rough-hewn locking bar. Cato leaned his shield against the wall of a hut, then he bent and grasped the front of the bar.


‘Ready? Lift!’


Cato slowly straightened, gasping with effort as he strained to raise the bar on to his shoulder where it rested uncomfortably. ‘Right then,’ he said through gritted teeth. ‘Over to the gate, easy now!’


They struggled forward, stepping carefully over the prostrate forms of Romans and Germans, and then stood waiting to one side of the gate where the fight seemed to be going the Germans’ way. The thin ranks of legionaries were slowly being forced to give ground. With his height Cato could see the Germans beyond, snarling with rage, throwing themselves forward on the Romans.


Macro shouted. ‘More fire from the wall there! Use everything you’ve got!’


The soldiers above desperately rained down the last of their javelins, together with rocks and stones torn from the nearest huts, on to the heads of the helpless Germans.  Instinctively those at the front drew back from the gate, away from the slaughter.


‘Back!’ Macro turned and shoved the nearest legionaries back through the gate. The remaining Romans hurriedly withdrew, presenting their shields to the enemy. The last men through grabbed the edges of the gate and frantically swung the heavy timbers towards the Germans. Outside there was a howl as the enemy realised what was happening and they rushed forward again, regardless of the stones being hurled down from the walls above. At their head raced a tall warrior, blind rage and hatred etched on to his broad features. As the gates swung out to meet him he lunged for the nearest Roman with his spear.


‘No, you fucking don’t!’ Macro swung his sword down on the head of the spear, knocking it to the ground. Unable to check himself, the German tumbled into the rapidly closing gap and Macro head-butted him, flattening his nose with a sickening crunch. As the German howled, Macro kicked him free of the gate. ‘Piss off, you bugger!’


The gates closed with a grinding thud and – before the order could be given – Cato and his men quickly heaved the bar up, over and into the holding brackets where it dropped solidly into place. An instant later the gates suddenly swung in against the bar, which groaned against the strain. Macro watched for a moment to make sure that they were secure and then, posting a guard at the base of the gates, he ordered the remains of the century up on to the wall.


The village wall was a miserable affair, erected mainly  to ward off marauding war-bands from the wilderness beyond the Rhine. The dirt from the ditch surrounding the village had been heaped up to form an interior rampart, faced with turf to hold the soil in place. A narrow walkway, surfaced with a corduroy of logs, ran along the top of the wall beside a chest-high palisade of sharpened stakes, chest-high to a normal man but neck-high to the stocky Macro, who rose on his toes to best view the scene in front of the gate.


A seething mass of Germans stretched out in front of and to the sides of the village, like two arms encircling the Romans trapped within. Immediately below Macro, the Germans were being driven from the gate by a fresh fusillade of stones and a respectful gap, littered with dead and wounded, formed in front of the thick timbers. Further back Macro could see that faggots were already being bundled together from a stock of firewood the villagers had left beyond their walls where it would not be a fire risk. Once those faggots were ready, it would only be a matter of time before the ditch was filled and an approach to the wall was completed. At least the century had bought some time for the rest of the cohort. Macro turned to look for any sign of the other centuries. Dull cries and the faint clash of weapons sounded from elsewhere in the village and, from his slightly elevated position, Macro could see other legionaries stretched out around the wall. The village was secure then. Good. Time to make a report.


Looking down at the carpet of bodies strewn over the street leading up to the gate Macro estimated that almost a fifth of his men were dead, or badly wounded. He  glanced up and caught the eye of young Cato, who instantly flashed his gaze over the wall with an expression of rapt attention.


‘Cato! Keep your fucking head down, unless you want some German to use it for target practice!’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘Come here. Job for you.’


Hunched down below the palisade, Macro removed his helmet and wiped his brow with his uninjured arm. As he prepared to give the details of the report to Cato, he ran a finger along a dent across the top of his helmet.


‘Wouldn’t know anything about that I suppose?’


Cato blushed silently.


‘I guessed not. But if anyone tries to spit me like that again I’ll have the bastard’s hide. Now then I want you to find the tribune. Find him as quick as you can and you tell him we’re holding this gate. Tell him I’ve got about seventy effectives left and then ask him for orders. Understand?’


Cato nodded.


‘Get going then!’ Macro slapped him on the helmet.


The centurion watched Cato run down the ramp to the street and quickly pick his way over the dead and wounded. As he replaced his helmet, Macro made a mental note to have a word with Bestia if they ever got out of this mess. That boy definitely needed some more javelin practice. He sighed and cautiously peered over the palisade to see how the Germans were progressing with the faggots.


Cato’s boots pounded down the street as he ran back  the way the century had come only a little while earlier. Alone, he felt vulnerable and he glanced nervously from side to side as he hurried between the squalid ranks of German huts and buildings. But he saw no-one until he had almost reached the square at the heart of the village. There he ran into a Roman picket guarding the approach. The two legionaries hefted their javelins anxiously at his approach, looking beyond him, but were relieved when Cato drew up, breathing heavily.


‘Where’s the tribune?’


‘What’s happening, Optio?’


‘Nothing . . . need to find the tribune . . . message for him.’


One of the legionaries gestured over his shoulder. ‘Back there, by the chief’s hut. What gives at the other gate?’


‘It’s being held,’ Cato called over his shoulder as he ran past.


When he emerged from the narrow street into the square Cato halted in surprise. Hundreds of Germans of all ages were milling around in the centre. Then he saw that they were being herded together by scores of legionaries who pushed with their shields and prodded with javelins to steer their charges into a compact group for easy guarding. Some were still being driven in from the surrounding streets as Cato pushed his way through to the chief’s hut where Vitellius was giving orders to a centurion.


‘. . . and if they put up any struggle, or try anything on, kill them all.’


‘Kill them?’ The centurion looked uncertainly at the  villagers, many of whom were wailing loudly. ‘Kill them all?’


‘That’s what I said,’ Vitellius snapped, and then sneered. ‘Or haven’t you got the stomach for it?’


‘No, sir!’ The centurion seemed surprised. ‘Just think it’d be a bit time-consuming to kill them all, sir.’


‘Then you’ll just have to do it quickly.’


‘Sir!’ Cato interrupted. ‘Message for you, sir! From Macro.’


‘What the hell is this, soldier?’ Vitellius shouted. ‘How dare you come up and yell at me as if I was some market-stall trader! Now, you make your report properly!’


‘Excuse me, sir.’ The centurion coughed. ‘But may I carry on?’


‘What? Oh yes. You’ve got your orders. Get moving.’ Vitellius nodded curtly at Cato. ‘Now you.’


‘Sir. Centurion Macro begs to report that he is holding the other gate and—’


‘Casualties?’


‘About twenty, sir. He has seventy effectives left, sir. The centurion begs to request if you have any orders for him, sir.’


‘Orders?’ Vitellius repeated vaguely. ‘Right then. You tell him he must hold the gate. We’ve secured the walls and the interior of the village. Now we’ve got to hold out until help arrives.’ Vitellius looked up at the slowly greying sky. ‘We’re expected back before dark. The legate will set out as soon as he realises we’re in some kind of trouble. If we’re lucky, that’ll be tomorrow morning. Still, we’re better off here than in that forest.’


‘Yes, sir,’ Cato agreed wholeheartedly.


‘You tell Macro what the situation is, and that he is to hold the gate at all costs until relieved. Do you understand me, optio?’


Cato nodded.


‘Now go.’







Chapter Nine


Around the German village the day gradually dimmed into the smudged grey of approaching dusk. Once the fighting had died down, the physical heat and frenzied mental preoccupation of battle drained away and the legionaries standing to on the wall shivered in the freezing winter gloom. To make matters worse, snow had begun to fall, large flakes that drifted down lazily in the still air. The initial ambush had failed and now the Germans withdrew out of javelin range and most stood hurling abuse at the village in their harsh tongue. Others busied themselves in constructing faggots and lopping branches off young pine trees to make crude scaling ladders. The Roman defenders watched anxiously from the wall, occasionally sparing hopeless glances in the direction of the Second’s fortress, a mere eight miles away. More ominously, the legionaries of the Sixth century could see that a substantial tree had been felled nearby and was well on the way to being converted into a battering ram.


Macro had not been idle either. He had ordered some men to pile small rocks on the wall to supplement the few remaining javelins and another group to pile heavier  rocks and earth against the rear of the village gates to absorb the impact of the ram. These were standard counter-measures but if the Germans managed to fully co-ordinate their attack then the thin line of Romans manning the village wall would inevitably be overrun, as Macro patiently explained to his young optio while the latter bound the gash on Macro’s forearm.


‘What then?’ Cato asked.


‘What do you think?’ Macro smiled thinly as he stamped his feet. ‘They’ll be all over us, we won’t have a chance. We’ll be cut to pieces.’


‘Keep still please, sir. Will they take prisoners?’


‘Best not even think about that,’ Macro said gently. ‘Believe me, you’d be better off dead.’


‘Really?’


‘Really.’


‘The tribune said Vespasian would send help as soon as he realised something was up. If we can hold out until then . . .’


‘Big if,’ Macro replied. ‘But we might. Just make sure you do your bit.’


‘I will.’ Cato tore off the excess from the rough dressing and tied the ends firmly. ‘There you go, sir. How’s it feel?’


‘Not bad.’ Macro flexed his arm, and winced as a shaft of pain stabbed up to his shoulder. ‘It’ll do. No worse than I’ve already had.’


‘You’ve been injured before then, sir?’


‘All part of the deal when you join the army. You’ll soon get used to it.’


‘If we survive.’


‘We might yet.’ Macro tried to sound reassuring and then, seeing the gloomy expression on the youngster’s face, he punched him on the shoulder. ‘Chin up lad! We’re not dead yet. Not by a long way. But if we do go, well then, there’s not a lot we can do about it, so we might as well not worry, eh? Now then, let’s see what those bastards are up to.’


A quick inspection of the German lines in the gathering gloom of the snowflake-speckled dusk revealed no significant changes and the dull thuds of axe blows on wood continued unceasingly. Satisfied that the village was safe for the moment, Macro turned back towards Cato.


‘Just going to have a word with the rest of the lads. Keep them cheerful. While I’m about it, I want you to take a couple of men and see if you can find something to eat and drink. I’m hungry. Might as well have something while we wait for Herman to stir.’


A quick search through the nearest huts produced a good haul of dried meat, fresh bread and several jars of the local brew.


‘Go easy on that stuff,’ Macro warned, speaking from bitter experience. ‘Make sure no-one gets a skinful or they’ll be up on charges when we get back to base.’


Cato looked over the centurion’s shoulder. ‘Sir! The tribune . . .’


Vitellius and a bodyguard of four burly men emerged from the darkened street and mounted the ramp to the gate. Macro stiffened and was about to call the century to attention but Vitellius shook his head.


‘Let the men rest, Centurion. They’ve earned it.’


‘Yes, sir. Thank you.’


‘How goes it?’


‘Well, as you can see,’ Macro swept an arm out to indicate the ring of Germans surrounding the village, ‘we’re not going to be able to hold that lot off with seventy men, sir. They’ve been making faggots and assault ladders ever since the last attack. And over there, they’ve nearly finished a battering ram. Once they bring that up . . .’


‘I see.’ Vitellius scratched his chin, as if in deep contemplation. ‘You’ll just have to hold them back, as long as you can.’


‘Yes sir . . . How’s the rest of the cohort?’


‘Our position’s not too bad. We control the wall and all able-bodied villagers are being kept under guard. Quadratus’s century got the worst of it. That bitch – the chief’s wife – opened an outflow grill. Twenty of them got behind Quadratus’s men before she was discovered. Just picking us off while the men were keeping the Germans outside the village away from the wall. Lost almost half the century before we flushed them out.’


‘You can rely on Quadratus, sir.’ Macro smiled.


‘Not any more, took a German pike in the guts. Went clean through him.’


‘No.’


‘Afraid so, centurion. And the Germans managed to take down his optio as well. That’s the reason why I’m here. Can you spare someone to take over from Quadratus?’


Five paces away Cato’s ears burned and his blood went ice cold in anxious anticipation. He summoned up  all his will power not to look at Macro and instead gazed resolutely over the wall at the Germans gathered around the fires, their faces glowing red. Adopting what he hoped was the nonchalant pose of a veteran, Cato continued listening with a pounding heart.


‘Hmm.’ Macro pondered, looking around, and Cato could almost sense the weight of his gaze as it rested momentarily on his back before passing on.


‘What about your optio?’ Vitellius asked. ‘Is he a good man?’


‘Hardly a man, sir. Just a new boy. Can’t afford to let him out of my sight. He means well but he’s nowhere near ready for what you need.’


‘Pity.’


The crushing weight of rejection wrapped itself round Cato’s heart. He clamped his teeth tightly and fought back tears of humiliation.


‘You have anyone else?’


‘Yes, sir. The standard bearer’s a good man. Take him.’


‘All right then.’ Vitellius nodded. ‘You know the score, Centurion. Hold the gate at all costs. If we can get through the night Vespasian is bound to send help in the morning. I’m counting on you. Carry on.’


‘Thank you, sir.’ Macro brought his hand to his chest in salute and then watched as the tribune and his bodyguard picked their way over to where the century’s standard drooped above the wall.


‘Wanker!’ he cursed softly. ‘I’m counting on you’ – as if Macro didn’t know his duty.


He cast a quick glance round to ensure the indiscretion had not been overheard. The stiff pose of  the boy gazing fixedly over the walls was distinctly unnatural.


‘Cato!’


‘Sir?’ The voice sounded aggrieved.


‘Any sign of movement?’


‘No.’


‘Well, keep your eyes peeled.’


‘Yes, sir.’


The tribune and his small squad walked back to the gate along the wall, the standard bearer in tow. Vitellius nodded curtly at Macro as he and his men passed.


‘Take care, sir,’ said the standard bearer.


‘You too.’ Macro smiled. ‘We’ll look after the standard while you’re gone, Porcius.’


For a moment the standard bearer paused and looked longingly at the Sixth’s standard, then with as little show of reluctance as he could muster he thrust the wooden shaft at Macro. ‘Here.’


Then they were gone, disappearing into the cold darkness between the dingy German huts, leaving Macro holding the standard with its weighted banner hanging down from the horizontal cross-piece. For a moment Macro felt a strange twinge of excitement as the familiar awkwardness of the standard brought back the memories of his own year served as a standard bearer. He turned the shaft fondly and smiled at the reawakened sensibilities of a far younger man, tantalisingly visceral, then he was aware of Cato again.


‘Boy!’ he called out softly. ‘Come here.’


Cato dutifully came to attention in front of his superior, face hardened with suppressed emotions.


‘Relax, son. You’ve got a new duty. I want you to look after this.’


‘Sir?’


‘You heard what the tribune said?’


‘Yes, sir.’


‘And I trust that’s all you heard. Now we’ve lost Porcius I need a good man to take charge of the standard for a while. Are you up to it?’


It was more of an order than a question, however gently said, and Cato felt elated as the bitter shame of a moment before was washed away. Without waiting to reply, he downed his shield and took a firm grasp on the standard with his left hand.


‘It’s a big responsibility,’ Macro said. ‘You know that.’


‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir. I’ll guard it with my life.’


‘You’d better. If Porcius finds so much as a scratch on it when he takes it back, he’ll have your balls hanging from the tip the next time we go into action. Got that?’


Cato nodded solemnly.


‘Stick close to me and, whatever happens, you hold on to that standard and you keep it high. Up where the men can see it at all times. Understand? . . . Now then, what’s up?’


A sudden flow of movement through the men on the wall had caught his eye. All the legionaries were on their feet, shields and swords at the ready. Cato lifted the standard and followed Macro up to the palisade. Beyond the walls, the Germans had risen from their fires and were now moving in a black mass towards the gate. Irregular shapes in the crowd showed where men struggled with the faggots. Some carried torches that lit  the faces of the nearest men in a flickering yellow-orange glare.


‘Now, remember, lads,’ Macro called out as he drew his sword, ‘if they get in here then the whole cohort is finished. So give it your all.’


A loud shout rippled along the approaching German horde and quickly grew into a roaring cheer of anger and arrogance. Some of the legionaries shouted back their defiance.


‘Steady!’ Macro called out above the din. ‘They’re just wasting their breath! And we’ve got nothing to prove!’


Beside him, Cato stood rooted to the ground, transfixed by the approaching menace. For some reason, this mass advancing with fierce determination seemed far more threatening in the darkness. His imagination was busy amplifying every noise and every shape. Unlike that afternoon’s mad charge through the village, the imminence of desperate conflict gave men space to consider their own courage, their own willingness to fight, and to vividly imagine the worst consequences of what might befall them. Cato shuddered and instantly cursed himself, quickly glancing round at the others on the wall.


‘You afraid, lad?’ Macro asked quietly.


‘Yes, a bit.’


Macro smiled. ‘Of course you are. So are the rest of us. But we’re here now and there’s nothing we can do about it.’


‘I know that, sir. But it doesn’t make it any easier.’


‘Just keep a tight hold on the standard.’


The Germans held a steady pace until they were close  to the wall. Then a war horn cried out from somewhere in the night and from all round the village came more horns, and wild warrior roars crashed like a wave against the thin Roman line manning the flimsy palisade. In front of the gate, the dark forms swarmed up to the ditch and hurled the faggots into the deep shadows while others rained down a shower of arrows, spears and rocks on the defenders. With a shield raised over his head, Macro looked up to see that the pile of faggots was filling the ditch in two positions, one on either side of the gate. In a little while the ditch would be filled to a width that would allow the Germans to throw a stream of ladder-bearing men directly up against the wall. Worse still, heaving its way through the horde came the battering ram – the biggest threat to their position.


As long as the legionaries kept their heads, scaling ladders could be dislodged and pushed back, but a ram would inevitably break through the rough-hewn village gate. Then Macro and his men would have no defences to shelter behind and the Germans would overwhelm them by sheer weight of numbers. With reckless bravery, the Germans had quickly filled the ditch and, rather than making a direct assault, Macro was surprised to see them ramping the faggots up against the wall. Those Germans that fell were simply tossed on to the growing pile.


All at once the enemy horde parted in front of the gate and the battering ram, a stout pine trunk with branch stumps for handles, was carried up to the gate by a score of burly men. As the ram crashed against the gate timbers, the impact was felt by all those on the wall above. Macro peered down behind the gate as the second  blow thudded home and he saw the crossbar nearly leap from its brace, only just held in place by the frantic efforts of the men he had left on guard. Several pegs were already starting from their sockets.


‘This isn’t good,’ Macro muttered and turned back to look over the wall. Even as the defenders hurled stones down each casualty was instantly replaced and the rhythm maintained. ‘This isn’t good at all.’


‘Isn’t there something we can do, sir?’ asked Cato.


‘Oh yes! If we had Greek fire, we’d fry ’em up nicely.’


Cato dimly recalled what little he had read of the experimental weapon and found it hard to believe that the element burned with a national accent. But from the gleam of longing in Macro’s eyes it would appear that the Greek variety was something quite special.


‘Would German fire do, sir?’


‘What?’


‘German fire, sir.’


‘What the hell are you talking about?’


‘Well, sir, it’s just that there were some large ovens still alight in one of the huts over there. Must be a bakery of some kind. No bread though. I suppose they must have been preparing the ovens.’


Macro stared at him for a moment. ‘And you didn’t think to inform me?’


‘No, sir. You just ordered me to find provisions.’


‘Right then, we need fire now, so see to it.’ Macro replied, trying hard to hide his exasperation. ‘Find the men who went looking for food with you and order them to bring coals up to the walls on their shields. Then get back here.’


Once Cato had gone Macro examined the inside of the gate from ground level. The pounding was already opening gaps in the heavy wooden beams through which he could glimpse the Germans beyond. Each new blow dislodged a shower of dust and debris from the wall above and Macro had to blink several times to clear his eyes. Hurrying back up to the wall, he detailed several men to use pitchforks to take straw from nearby huts and pile it on the walkway above the gate. It was not until the first detail returned, shields piled high with red glowing embers, that Cato realised what the centurion’s intentions were.


‘Get those on the straw!’


The sweating legionaries tipped the embers into the straw and, despite the slight dampness, smoke and small flames flickered into life. As the fire caught and sizzled, Macro pitched more straw on top and smoke began to billow causing the nearest legionaries to break into fits of coughing.


‘Right then! Over the wall with it!’ Macro shouted. ‘Use whatever you’ve got, but get it over the wall!’


The Romans dived in with pitchforks, the few remaining javelins and even short swords and the burning bundles of straw, sparks crackling high into night, blazed down on to the hapless Germans with the battering ram. Shouts and screams of terror sounded from below and the pounding at the gate ceased. At the foot of the wall Macro could see the ram lying abandoned, almost covered in burning straw. The heat hit his face a stinging blow and Macro stepped back. No-one would be using that battering ram for quite a while, even if it failed to burn completely.


‘Hah! Look at them run!’ Cato beamed. ‘They’ll not be trying that again tonight.’


‘Maybe.’ Macro nodded. ‘Maybe. But two can play that game. Look there!’


Cato turned to follow the direction the centurion was indicating. The ramps built by the attackers were finished and, as he watched, torches arced up from the German lines and fell in an explosion of sparks in among the faggots. Within moments the ramps were ablaze and bright orange flames licked up the village walls driving the legionaries back. One hapless soldier, fully illuminated by the flickering glare, was hit by several arrows and pitched forward into the blaze with a scream of terror that abruptly ceased. Cato shuddered, but before he could spare the poor man any more thought a small flame suddenly licked through a gap in the walkway.


‘Oh no,’ he muttered, then turned towards Macro. ‘Sir! Look there!’


Macro looked down just in time to see another, larger, tongue of flame hungrily flicker through the walkway. The gate was on fire. Some of the straw must have landed too near the wall. ‘That’s just fucking great! So much for German fire.’ He glared at Cato.


‘We could try to put it out.’


‘Shut up! It’s too late for that.’ The centurion’s mind raced. All three fires on the wall had a firm hold and were burning ever more fiercely even as he watched. There was nothing they could do to put them out now. And if they stayed on the wall they would be burned as well as providing nicely lit targets for the German archers.  There was nothing for it. They must give ground until the fire died and they could move back up to defend the wall. But, with the gate already well ablaze and two more openings burning through the wall, in a matter of an hour’s time the Sixth century’s defence of this side of the village would collapse like a cheap tenement block. And that would be long before dawn and any hope of relief from Vespasian.

OEBPS/book1/Images/simo_9780755350827_oeb_001_r1.gif
THE ROMAN ARMY
CHAIN OF COMMAND

IN 43AD

Emperor Claudius

|
e S

" " Other Amy
General Au‘lm Plautius \m‘:‘m
~ Logate of the
ocond Legion Augusts Legac ofhe
B it N, Foure
and Toeniah

[
Camp et s

ine ol cahons

Chief Centarion
conmaded by

Vi
Trbune  Compmante of he

" o

Five Sl Tibunes

et

b mir

Hosdquarters i

Sull acladiog; cnturions

Quaricrmaser, Maunica
Armourn, Gt Gontingent -
Surgeon t. 20 men
Macrs - Conturion dided
squadrons,

|
Ceatucy Chrk by Decurion

Cato - Optio
Standard Bearer
Eighty Legionaries






OEBPS/common/Images/headline_logo.jpg





OEBPS/book2/Images/headline_logo.jpg





OEBPS/common/Images/author.jpg





OEBPS/book2/Images/title.jpg
EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

THE EAGLE'S
CONQUEST





OEBPS/book3/Images/title.jpg
SIMON
SCARROW

EAGLES*OF*THE+*EMPIRE

WHEN THE
EAGLE HUNTS





OEBPS/common/Images/title.jpg
SIMON
SCARROW
UNDER
THE EAGLE

THE EAGLE'S
CONQUEST

WHEN THE
EAGLE HUNTS





OEBPS/common/Images/9781472277626_FC.jpg
' THE BAGLE'S; CONQUEST - \
; J /THE' EAGLE“ HUNTS






OEBPS/book1/Images/headline_logo.jpg





OEBPS/book1/Images/title.jpg
EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

UNDER
THE EAGLE





