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About the Book


The first novel in Simon Scarrow’s bestselling Roman series.


It is 42 AD, and Quintus Licinius Cato has just arrived in Germany as a new recruit to the Second Legion, the toughest in the Roman army. If adjusting to the rigours of military life isn’t difficult enough for the bookish young man, he also has to contend with the disgust of his colleagues when, because of his imperial connections, he is appointed a rank above them. As second-in-command to Macro, the fearless, battle-scarred centurion who leads them, Cato will have more to prove than most in the adventures that lie ahead. Then the men discover that the army’s next campaign will take them to a land of unparalleled barbarity – Britain. After the long march west, Cato and Macro undertake a special mission that will thrust them headlong into a conspiracy that threatens to topple the Emperor himself . . .
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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
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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.
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