

        

            

                

            

        




	PROCLAIMED A HERO OF ROME, CENTURION MARCUS ARRIUS IS OFFERED COMMAND OF THE PRAETORIAN GUARD IN ROME BUT INSTEAD CHOOSES DUTY ON HADRIAN’S WALL AS FAR FROM ROME AS HE CAN GET.


	 


	“By the gods, I had no idea there would be this many.” Arrius looked at General Gallius. “Did you know anything about this before we came here?”


	“Commander Turbo told me to expect some resistance as we approached Beth Thera, but I did not expect the entire Jewish Army. We will need Jupiter’s help this day for certain. What do you estimate their strength to be?” 


	“Possibly 20-25 thousand, perhaps more behind those hills.” Arrius now understood the intense expression on Turbo’s face when he said farewell three days ago. “General, I believe it was not intended for you to know more than you were told. We are the sacrificial goat staked out as Turbo’s bait.”


	Marcus Arrius is the senior centurion of the ill-fated XXII Legion, Deiotariana, serving in Judaea during the second century Roman Empire. Focused on duty and his men to the exclusion of all else, Arrius is a loyal, battle-tested soldier. Following Hadrian’s brutal suppression of the second Jewish revolt in Judaea in 135 CE, his core belief in Rome begins to erode without fully understanding why. For his exploits in Judaea, he is decorated and given his choice of assignments in Rome including command of the Praetorian Guard. His request for duty on Hadrian’s Wall instead surprises both the generals and Arrius himself. It will be Ilya, a beautiful native woman in Britannia, who will become the catalyst for understanding why he chose command of an obscure frontier fort instead of fame and fortune in Rome.


	 


	"Preston Holtry sets a new standard for the historical novel with Arrius–Sacramentum, which takes place in the second century Roman Empire. Mr. Holtry masterfully weaves a fictional tapestry rich in authenticity and detail and places within a set of characters that fit perfectly into the context and manage to transcend it. As a result, readers will fully share the characters' experiences and emotions, while being transported to another place and time. A stunning piece of historical fiction."—Hank Luce, author of A Darkness in the Pines.


	“Holtry shows a deep knowledge of both the Roman Army and the campaigns they fought. It follows Centurion Arrius from Britannia to Judea and then back to Britannia where he leaves the life of the legion to command a mixed cohort of auxilia. The style reminds me of Simon Scarrow. The first in a trilogy, I can see this book addicting readers.”—Griff Hosker, author of the Norman Genesis series, The Anarchy series and Sword of Cartimandua series.


	“Arrius-Sacramentum is an intense and beautifully written story. Holtry skillfully transports readers to the outer reaches of the Roman Empire through a warrior facing dangerous enemies, even within his own ranks. Meticulously researched, the strength of this novel lies in the depth of the characters and the vivid imagery of ancient times. Holtry established himself as a master storyteller in his first series, and he hits a homerun in the first installment of the Arrius trilogy.”—Steve Brigman, author of The Orphan Train.


	“With Preston Holtry's Morgan Westphal mystery series, we find through extensive research the creation of well-crafted plots, realistic characters, and detailed scenes, creating fast paced stories. Jumping back in time, Preston has done it again with Arrius-Sacramentum. A man on his way up the ranks in the Roman Legion shows he's more than a blind follower but uses his brains and initiative, sometimes to his own detriment. Join him in Britannia near Hadrian's Wall, travel through the Middle East and the war with Judaea, and back to Britannia where he commands his own forces.—“A great read--can't wait for the sequel. Randall Krzak, author of The Kurdish Connection .”
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	Attius Cato Varro, Camp Praefectus of Legion XXII, Deiotariana


	Decrius, an optio in the First Cohort and by birth a Brigantian tribesman 


	Marcello Aculineous, a replacement centurion assigned to the First Cohort


	Marcus Junius Arrius, Commander of the First Cohort and primus pilus of Legion XXII Deiotariana; subsequent praefectus of an independent command on the northern Britannian frontier 


	Marius Strabo, a senior centurion in Legion XXII, Deiotariana 


	Metellus Caecilia Gallius, general and commander of Legion XXII, Deiotariana, 


	Philos, Arrius’s former slave, mentor and closest friend


	Publius Aelius Hadrianus (Hadrian), Roman Emperor


	Rufus, a common legionary, later promoted to optio 


	Tiberius Querinius, Tribunis Laticlavus, senior tribune of Legion XXII, Deiotariana, and a senator designate


	Vitellius Turbo, one of Hadrian’s senior generals in Judaea
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	Shimeon ben Kosiba, known as Bar Kokhba or Son of the Star, principal leader of the second Jewish revolt


	Eleazar, a tribal chief and principal lieutenant to Bar Kokhba
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Foreword


	 


	When Hadrian was proclaimed Caesar in 117 CE., the Roman Empire was at its zenith, but there were already noticeable fissures caused by native populations discontented with Roman occupation. The latter was particularly true in Germania, Judaea and Britannia. As William Shakespeare is so often quoted, past is prologue; therefore, I will leave it to Hadrian in the prologue to explain the challenges facing the Roman Empire when we first meet Marcus Junius Arrius.


	The bibliography lists the references from which I drew either inspiration or fact for a better understanding of the Romans, Jews and Brythonic Tribes. I want to acknowledge the scholarly works of two authors, whom I found to be especially helpful in understanding the Roman Army. Graham Webster’s Roman Imperial Army of the First and Second Centuries A.D. offers detailed insights on every aspect of Roman military life including descriptions of armor, weapons, clothing, food, customs and religious beliefs. Edward N. Luttwak’s The Grand Strategy of the Roman Empire from the First Century A.D. to the Third provided a much-appreciated background regarding Roman organization, imperial strategy, tactics, mobility and so much more. I created the maps for Judaea and Britannia from terrain maps obtained off the internet from maps-for-free.com.


	Since the novel is focused on the Roman Army, it might be helpful to the reader to know something about the Roman legion, its size, organization and the role of the centurion. The imperial legion in the second century CE. had an assigned strength of about 5000 legionaries organized in ten cohorts. The first cohort consisted of five centuries with each century having an assigned strength of 160 legionaries. The first cohort with 800 legionaries was nearly double in size to each of the other nine cohorts. The first cohort was commanded by the primus pilus (first file, although some historians translate the term as first spear), the senior centurion and fourth in command of a legion. The five centurions of the first cohort were called the primi ordines and enjoyed great prestige and privilege; an assignment to the first cohort was coveted and a sign of advancement. The other nine cohorts each totaling 480 legionaries were organized into six 80-man centuries also commanded by a 


	 


	centurion. The basic unit of a century was the 8-man contubernium in which the legionaries shared a tent, shared rations and represented a close-knit bond considered to be the cohesive backbone of the legion.


	The centurions were expected to be at the cutting edge of the battle leading by example and frequently stepping forward to personally engage an enemy in individual combat. Thus, the casualty rate among centurions was incredibly high. The prestige and financial incentives were commensurate with the risk a centurion faced. The duties and responsibilities of the primus pilus were considerably greater than that of the other centurions. By tradition the position was held for only one year after which transfer as primus pilus to another legion was possible. Just as likely, it was a significant step to promotion to procurator in the civil service or as a praefectus castrorum (third in command of the legion ranking below the senior tribune). After leaving the position of primus pilus, a centurion would be customarily addressed as primi pilatus in recognition of his previous position. The rank of senior centurion elevated the beneficiary to equestrian status which equated to the upper middle class in Roman society. The term equestrian was figurative rather than literal and connoted sufficient wealth to be able to afford a horse, an important distinction in a class-oriented society. Once a primus pilus completed his tour, he could be reappointed to the position, be reassigned to another legion in a similar position, leave for duties outside the legion in a civil post or simply retire.


	Although Arrius is a novel, I believe it is important to maintain fidelity to historical events, ancient customs and the military tactics of the period; however, typical of those who write historical fiction, I occasionally rearranged things a bit to support the plot. In the historical notes at the end of the novel are brief comments for the discerning reader to separate fact from fiction. 
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	SACRAMENTUM


	 


	 




 


	Prologue


	Britannia, 122 CE.


	 


	Aulus Platorius Nepos, governor of Britannia, watched Hadrian standing at the edge of the escarpment wearing a faded cloak and a worn cuirass, one hand resting on the hilt of his gladius, the ivory-inlaid sword hilt that was one of the few exceptions to vanity Hadrian otherwise avoided. The short beard he wore that flouted the clean-shaven Roman style was another exception to his otherwise austere persona. Cultivated in the Greek style, the beard was not a popular masculine feature at a time when a clean-shaven appearance was the norm. Hadrian was in the habit of unconsciously tugging on his beard when he was deep in thought, as he was now while looking north at the distant horizon. 


	In the valley below, Nepos heard the muted sounds of tent stakes being hammered in the ground, the whinnying and braying of the cavalry horses and baggage mules and the low murmur of nearly five thousand legionaries of the VI Legion, Victrix, preparing the night encampment. Occasionally above the hum could be heard the shouted invective uttered by centurions clearly dissatisfied with something not being done fast enough or not being accomplished in the way the Roman Army always did things. Out of earshot of the emperor, a tribune standing near Nepos recognized one of the voices and commented in low tones on how fortunate it was not to be a ranker serving under Centurion Trevinius Lavinius. Silently, Nepos agreed. His mind began to drift to other things; consequently, he didn’t at first hear Hadrian call his name until a louder more insistent tone conveyed imperial impatience.


	“Nepos, Titurius, attend me.” 


	Nepos hurried forward. Behind him, he heard the footsteps and muted rattle of metal accouterments as the legion commander moved quickly to obey. The two men took position in front of Hadrian and waited for the emperor to speak. 


	“I suppose you’ve wondered why we’ve been traveling around the countryside the past several weeks in such miserable weather, but I assure you there has been a purpose.”


	Nepos said, “Why, Caesar, I hardly noticed the weather.”


	“My dear Nepos, the misery of slogging through this most inhospitable part of the empire would have been justified if only to bring you out of the comparative comfort of Londinium.” 


	General Titurius was unable to suppress a chuckle. 


	“Caesar, as it’s my profound duty to serve your every wish, I am content to have pleased you, which alone is sufficient to give purpose to my life here in Britannia.”


	Hadrian laughed. “My dear Nepos. It’s no wonder you’ve been successful in the Senate. Too bad I need your administrative abilities here, or you would be able to shore up the Senate’s lack of enthusiasm for my policies. I’m certain your departure from Britannia for Rome would be a reluctant one; therefore, rest assured we shall keep you here.” 


	With effort, Nepos did not let his disappointment show.


	“Trajan expressed concerns over the continued expansion of the empire and our decreasing capability to defend what we’ve conquered. His defeat in Parthia and the loss of most of the lands he gained at considerable cost more than suggests we’ve reached our limit and capacity to advance beyond the frontiers we now control. I include Britannia in that assessment. In short, we are perilously close to the breaking point. We are no longer able with confidence to resist simultaneous encroachment on multiple points along our frontiers should such attempts be made — and they surely will be made. I’ve already given orders to draw back from some of the eastern provinces to a more realistic and defensible frontier.” Facing north, Hadrian spread his arms. “This will be our northern frontier in Britannia. From here stretching east to west is the second narrowest section of the island that offers both a logical and defensible location. Notice the commanding view of the terrain to the north and look how that small river curves from west to south forming a spur. A fort here would also control any bridge built across the river.” Hadrian paused then pointed downhill. “I should think down there is where a bridge should be built.” 


	The legion commander coughed. “Caesar, we already have considerable influence over the Caledonian tribes north of here since Agricola smashed their fighting capability at Mons Graupius,” referring to the decisive battle establishing Roman dominance fought in the distant highland foothills nearly forty years before. “Why do we need to consider reducing our area of influence?”


	“General, influence is not the same as control. The defeat of the Caledonians at Mons Graupius was a long time ago, and we no longer occupy the Caledonian mountains as Agricola did for a brief period. Do you honestly believe the results of one battle are enough to convince a new generation of Caledonians to maintain the status quo? The reality is we need more than that to give Rome a reason to sleep soundly at night. Titurius, you’ve been in command of the Sixth Legion for over two years. In that time, how many patrols have you sent to the highland foothills?”


	“Perhaps a dozen, possibly fewer.”


	“How many of those patrols engaged the Caledonians?”


	“All of them, Caesar.” 


	“I’m sure your legionaries of the Sixth Legion acquitted themselves superbly. My point, however, is not to question the valor or the eagerness of your legionaries to fight the barbarian but simply to emphasize there is no love for Rome in the far north. Mons Graupius only increased the hatred the northern tribes have for Rome. Agricola had one advantage we no longer enjoy. The Caledonians did not know how the Roman Army fights much less how well it fights even when vastly outnumbered as was the case at Mons Graupius. More importantly, Agricola had nearly six legions, twice what we now have in Britannia.”


	His curiosity now overcoming his physical discomfort, Nepos said, “Caesar, I’m unclear on just what it is you are proposing we should do here in Britannia. Are we to evacuate our forts and discontinue patrols between here and the mountains to the north? Do you intend we go no farther than where we are now standing?”


	“In part, you are correct. We will certainly have to limit the extent our patrols will go consistent with maintaining vigilance in the region to prevent being surprised. Although vigilance is one thing, provocation is another. I want to make it clear that our intent is to preserve a status quo and refrain from conveying any purpose to seek or to establish anything but a commercial relationship with the Caledonian tribes. As far as fixed installations, these will have to be limited and should not reach any farther north than we are able to support from where we now stand. To further define this demarcation, we shall construct a wall from east to west that will bisect Britannia and better define the frontier and separate us from the barbarians.”


	Nepos and Titurius remained silent, each attempting to interpret and understand the vision Hadrian had just defined. Noting their mute reaction, Hadrian continued. “I will leave the precise dimensions to you both, but let me be very clear that you understand the kind of barrier I have in mind. I don’t want some small thing a man can piss over. I want something on a grand scale, one tall enough, large enough to symbolize the power and grandeur of Rome.” 


	“But, Caesar, such an undertaking will take years to construct,” General Titurius said.


	“We shall require more than our current strength in Britannia to accomplish what you’ve directed,” Nepos said.


	Turning first to Nepos, Hadrian’s reply was harsh and biting. “You may conscript as much local tribal labor as you can afford to buy within the resources now available here in Britannia. There is an incentive for you to begin work immediately before I levy the legions you now have for additional legionaries to reinforce more unsettled provinces than Britannia.” 


	Still struck by the grandiose scale of Hadrian’s vision, the two men nodded, intimidated by the sheer scope and magnitude of the undertaking while concealing their personal reservations for both the need and the practical considerations involving such a vast undertaking. 


	Hadrian turned away and pointed north to a small settlement in the distance. “Titurius, what tribe is represented in that village?”


	“Caesar, the village is part of the Selgovae Tribe.”


	Hadrian then gestured to the south near where the legion was encamped. “What about the one over there — is that also Selgovan?”


	“I believe not, Caesar. If I’m not mistaken, the village belongs to the Brigantes Tribe. I understand the tribes north of here do not get along with the southern tribes.”


	“I believe you indicated it was a Selgovan-led ambush that unwisely engaged your cavalry two days ago.” Hadrian referred to the brief skirmish a flank patrol experienced that resulted in the death of several legionaries and the capture of two prisoners. Following a brief interrogation, both prisoners had been summarily executed. 


	“The prisoners so indicated, Caesar.”


	 “Well, we shall have to ensure our Brigantians living south of the wall embrace the idea they are better off serving Rome peacefully than asserting any tribal interests. We can’t very well tolerate having the enemy behind us, can we? They must be subjugated or annihilated. General Titurius, I’ll leave it to you to determine which it will be.”


	 


	Marcus Junius Arrius stepped back and regarded his efforts with a critical eye. As the legion’s standard bearer, the safekeeping of the eagle standard was his responsibility including ensuring it did not topple over during a rain-soaked night. He took hold of the long staff once more and pushed it even further into the soggy ground. The wind was biting, and the leaden sky continued to deliver more than a hint of either rain or snow, possibly both before dawn. He wanted to make doubly certain the standard was securely implanted no matter how hard the wind blew or how much more it rained. 


	He was a large man, one of the tallest legionaries in the legion. Of course, that was a major reason he’d been selected for the honor of carrying the standard and wearing the distinctive leopard skin covering his helmet. Soon after taking command of the legion in Germania, General Titurius had noticed the tall sergeant marching in the first cohort where the largest legionaries were assigned and directed that he be reassigned to the headquarters staff. 


	The eagle standard, positioned as it always was in the vanguard during battle, frequently made the life of a standard bearer a short one because of its weight and the fact both hands were required to carry it. The standard bearer did not have the benefit of a protective shield; consequently, he was completely dependent on the legionaries nearby to protect him even as the entire legion depended on the standard bearer to ensure the eagle did not fall into enemy hands. Better the standard bearer died protecting it than he should survive its loss. It took a stalwart individual both strong and brave to survive the assignment, but there was an incentive in the possibility of an appointment to the centurionate. General Titurius had made an oblique reference to such an appointment several weeks ago. Arrius had only served twelve years since taking the sacramentum, the oath every recruit must take when he became a Roman soldier, and if selected, he would be among the youngest centurions in the Roman Army.


	Arrius paused and looked up at the escarpment above. He saw the group of officers near the signal tower still conferring about things he had no knowledge of and at that very moment, less interest in. He was too far away to distinguish individual features. He identified General Titurius by his distinctive helmet plume, and the blocky figure was Governor Nepos. The emperor was easiest to spot for he stood nearly a head taller than the rest and, as usual, without a helmet. Hadrian had spoken to him occasionally in passing during the past several weeks, and Arrius had formed a favorable opinion of the man. At times, he acted more like a legionary than a man who one day the senate would proclaim a god as was the custom following the death of an emperor. At least he looked more like a god, robust and healthy, compared to some of the past emperors whose statues were on prominent display throughout the empire.


	“Arrius!” He did not have to turn around to recognize the deep voice of Trevinius Lavinius, the primus pilus, and senior centurion in the legion. Gray-bearded and cadaverous, Lavinius had made his life miserable when he’d first been posted to the first cohort. In time, Arrius realized the extra duty and discipline he was subjected to was the centurion’s way of ensuring he might one day be ready for something better than standing in the ranks. 


	Arrius came to attention. “Yes, Primus Pilus!” 


	“I’m told your appointment to the centurionate will be signed tonight. Look surprised when the general calls for you. This will be your last night to care for the eagle. The ceremony will be at first light tomorrow. The emperor himself will be there and intends to honor you as well so best get some of that muck off you.” 


	Arrius could hardly believe his ears. When the sun came up tomorrow, if it came up, he’d be entitled to wear the distinctive transverse crest on his helmet signifying the rank of centurion. 


	“Well, what have you to say?” 


	“I owe my good fortune to you, for without the approval of the legion’s primus pilus, I would not even be considered.”


	Lavinius shrugged off the thanks, but Arrius knew they had been well received. “Are you ready to hand over the standard?” 


	“I am, but there will be regrets.” Arrius looked up at the gold eagle. 


	Lavinius noted the look. “Is it the eagle you hate to part with or the privileges that go with being a member of the legion commander’s personal staff?”


	 “Aye, some of both. When I carry the standard, I feel as if I’m carrying Rome — that I’ve been given the honor of protecting Rome itself.”


	“Have a care you don’t get too carried away with such thoughts. You’ll find out in time, as I have, the metal bird on top of that pole is just that and nothing more.”


	Arrius was taken aback at the cynical words bordering on sacrilege. The eagle was esteemed in the Roman Army nearly to the same extent as the gods were venerated and with virtually the same reverence. He looked around anxiously to see if anyone else had overheard the remark. Aware of the younger man’s discomfort, Lavinius clapped him on the shoulder. “Relax, Arrius, the priests are too busy pawing through the guts of a goat to see if the sun will show itself again to pay attention to an old centurion goosing tradition and religious blather. One day if you remain in the legions, as I expect you will, you’ll likely go far, probably farther than I have. Your promotion to centurion is coming ten years before mine did. At some point, you’ll begin to realize the symbols you revere today in the end are only symbols. Generals will use you, Rome will use you and when it’s all over, the only thing you’ll have left is a handful of medals on a cuirass sitting on a shelf. That and a small patch of land given to you in a place you never wanted to go much less wanted to live.” 


	What struck Arrius was the matter-of-fact way Lavinius spoke and without a trace of bitterness. “Surely you don’t mean what you say. There’s glory and honor in what we do.”


	“I grant you that, and I hold without it there would be no point in serving at all. It’s only the trappings and the false promises I condemn. You’re asking yourself now what does it all mean if I speak thus. I’ll tell you what makes it all worthwhile, it’s them,” pointing toward the legionaries preparing the night’s marching camp. “Most of them are the misbegotten offspring of fathers they never knew, others were one step away from being sentenced to the galleys and the rest had no other option than the army for getting a decent meal. As bad as they are, they would give their lives without hesitation for the other seven men in their contuberinium. Treat them half-way decent, and they’ll do the same for you.” 


	Arrius was bewildered by the centurion’s comments. He knew Lavinius’s tenure as senior centurion had nearly run its course. There was already speculation he was leaving the army, but Lavinius had yet to confirm it. He sought to change the subject and steer the sobering conversation in another direction. Pointing to the higher ground where Hadrian stood, Arrius asked, “Primus Pilus, do you know what they’re doing up there?”


	“I’ve no idea, but with Hadrian it probably has something to do with another building project. I’ll wager it’s a monument, most likely one of those fancy arches he’s so fond of. I wouldn’t be surprised if the Sixth Legion will be building something soon.”


	Arrius looked away and resolved to leave Britannia at the first opportunity. For his initial duty as a centurion, he didn’t relish the idea of supervising a work detail on some meaningless monument in the middle of nowhere. He had every intention of going to Parthia as soon as possible where the opportunities for fighting and advancement were far better than here in Britannia. He looked up first at the escarpment and then the village nearby. “Does this village have a name?”


	 “I’m told it’s called Banna because of the spur the river makes.” Lavinius stalked off to continue his inspection of the night camp. 


	Arrius remained where he was watching the ridgeline above. He saw the emperor and senior officials mount their horses and slowly make their way toward the river bottom below. He couldn’t shake the feeling there was something about this place that had significance for him. It would be many years before he would have occasion to see Banna again and much longer still to understand what Lavinius had been trying to tell him.


	 







	 


	 


	“Victory in war does not depend entirely upon numbers or mere courage; only skill and discipline will ensure it.”—Flavius Vegetius Renatus; De Ri Militari, Book I, 390 CE
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	JUDAEA


	 


	134-135 CE
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	Chapter 1


	14 years later


	 


	It was nothing he saw that bothered Marcus Arrius, the primus pilus of Legion XXII, Deiotariana. It was what he didn’t see that bothered him. The usual small birds flitting among the bushes were absent as were the goats so common to the region that seemed to thrive, at least in his opinion, on a nearly barren landscape. Even the small rodent-like ground squirrels usually darting from rock to rock were nowhere to be seen. He had the prickly feeling they were being watched.


	If size was not enough to set him apart from most Roman soldiers, the scar that extended down his right cheek to his chin added further to an already intimidating appearance. Before the Parthian cavalry sword had nearly ended his life ten years before, women considered him pleasing to look at; the scar now repelled most except for those who overlooked the disfigurement when he paid for their time. 


	Senses now fully alert, Arrius forgot about the soreness in his limbs accumulated over the past seven days, the sweat stinging his eyes and the dryness in his mouth. He surveyed the narrow canyon to his front and on the flanks for anything that stood out from the natural surroundings. The rolling hills with rocky outcroppings and occasional sparse groves of olive trees provided excellent opportunities for a Jewish ambush. He took notice of the ever-narrowing canyon and wondered if his calculated gamble to encourage the enemy to attack had become a prelude to disaster. He looked behind him at the dust-caked men marching three abreast in four columns weaving through the curving pass like four large caterpillars. The legionaries in the outside ranks carried their heavy shields bearing the distinctive eagle and lighting bolts facing outside to stop the volley of arrows expected at any moment. His jaw tightened when he considered the cohort should have numbered eight hundred as it had when the legion departed from Alexandria nearly a year ago. Since then, battle casualties, sickness and desertion had reduced the cohort’s numbers as well as those of the legion. Just as problematic were the endless work details the legion commander seemed never to tire of. As a result, now little more than five hundred legionaries marched behind him.


	He turned and spoke quietly to the centurion walking several paces behind. “Strabo, tell them to stay alert and get ready, the canyon is narrowing. If we’re to see any Jews this day, it will be soon.” 


	Arrius heard Strabo warning the legionaries behind him. Moments later came the blast of a ram’s horn. The sudden shouts and arrows raining down from the surrounding rocks were almost a relief. It was always the waiting before an engagement that was the most difficult to tolerate, not the fighting. As he reached down to draw his sword, he felt a sharp pain in his left forearm where an arrow glancing off his leather cuirass had left a bloody but otherwise superficial wound.


	He turned to join the formation behind him as the columns began closing ranks to form the testudo. The tortoise formation with the outside files holding their shields positioned outside and the inner files lifting their shields above their heads was designed to protect the column from the arrows and rocks raining down. Already the fusillade had claimed a few victims. The battle noise reverberated off the canyon walls, a cacophony of high-pitched yells, the screams of the wounded, the twang of arrow strings and the drum-like sound of rocks bouncing off the shields. Arrius knew the Jews would soon swarm down from the rocks to follow-up the arrow volley with a quick ground attack. At least he hoped that would be the case for this would be the opportunity to take the initiative. Then it would be the time to employ the kind of synchronized, close-in fighting for which the Roman Army was noted and the reason he’d risked entering the canyon in the first place. 


	He sensed the volume of arrows and missiles begin to taper off. Shaggy-bearded men in short, threadbare robes with cloths tied around their foreheads emerged from the cover of the surrounding rocks and converged from all sides. This was the moment for which he’d been waiting. He turned and shouted the order to form fighting ranks. The attacking force was larger than he anticipated, prompting him to wonder if boldness may have outweighed discretion. Jewish tactics favored the ambush instead of pursuing large-scale engagements that dictated looking for more risky methods to encourage the enemy to engage.


	The first volley of spears brought down the front rank of Jews like sheaves of wheat, but the attack did not falter. The second rank of legionaries stepped forward and hurled their spears. He admired the Jewish tenacity and resolve. There was time to launch another volley of spears before the initial wave of Jews crashed into the legionary shields with a thunderous boom. The first warrior to reach him was careless enough to raise his sword for a downward stroke; Arrius took advantage of the young man’s mistake and thrust his sword into the man’s belly before engaging two more warriors whose skills were characterized more by exuberance than technique. 


	For the next several minutes, Arrius was conscious only of parry and thrust and the immediate press around him. During a brief lull, he quickly surveyed the progress of the battle. Although satisfied his casualties so far appeared light in comparison to what his men were inflicting, he realized the Jewish assault was taking a toll. The Jews were acquitting themselves with unusual aggressiveness and more skill than in previous engagements. It was also evident the enemy showed no sign of breaking off the attack in comparison to more recent engagements. He wondered how long the assault would continue then began to worry after hearing the drawn-out notes of a ram’s horn, and a second Jewish wave began running toward them. 


	 


	Above the canyon on top of a rocky outcrop, a tall man of middle age with gray streaks in his beard observed the battle unfolding below with clinical detachment. Shimeon ben Kosiba saw the precision by which the Romans resisted being defeated by an overwhelmingly numerical force. The current battle was not going as well as he had hoped. 


	He was no longer called Shimeon ben Kosiba except by the very few who were closest to him. At the urging of Rabbi Akiva, he’d adopted the name Bar Kokhba which meant Son of the Star. As the most important religious figure in Judaea, the rabbi had linked the coincidental observation of a new and bright star to add a mystical dimension to his claim Shimeon ben Kosiba was the new messiah, the chosen leader of the uprising. It was a shameless association with a Jewish prophecy not unlike the one preceding the birth of Jesus of Nazareth over a hundred years before. At first, ben Kosiba considered the affectation merely an astute move to unify support from a widespread and just as widely-differing Jewish population. Eventually he became almost convinced he really was the chosen instrument to end Roman occupation. Of late, he began to discourage the name Bar Kokhba, preferring to use his given name instead as losses continued to mount. He gave a sigh of bitter resignation and turned to the younger man standing next to him.


	“Eleazar, even with our considerable advantage in numbers and our choice of the battlefield, the Romans still prevail, may God curse them and their sons for seven generations. I hate them beyond all reason, and yet I can’t help but admire their fighting ability.” 


	Eleazar was one of several prominent tribal chiefs in the larger Jewish community and one who had become the de facto principal lieutenant to Shimeon. It was also Eleazar who had been instrumental in helping to galvanize the disparate political factions and religious differences to achieve consensus among a people who were generally mistrustful of all who were not within the family or the village unit. In that sense, Eleazar complemented ben Kosiba by being more practical and honest in his assessment of how the rebellion in general was progressing. 


	“I admire nothing about the Romans.” Eleazar spit to one side to emphasize the point. “Considering the number of our men lying on the ground in comparison to Roman casualties, we can ill afford such losses.”


	“I admit things have not gone as well as I hoped, but even in a less than successful outcome such as this, we can still learn how to defeat them in the next battle. Look how some of our men are virtually standing idle in the back unable to engage the Romans because of insufficient room to maneuver. See how the Romans form close ranks quickly and with precision to counter our arrow and missile attack only to expand in attack formation to meet our charge. These are techniques we must learn and use while finding better ways to attack their formations. We are still a rabble lacking in the basic concept of fighting as a unit. Instead, we attack them as so many individuals, each bent on personal glory and fueled by hatred alone. Numbers alone are not enough. We must fight more with our heads than our hearts. You must give them their due; Roman discipline and organization are superb.”


	“The only due I want to give a Roman is the point of my sword, starting with the large bastard with the white crest on his helmet.” Eleazar pointed to Arrius’s conspicuous figure below.


	“Unlike us, the centurion is a professional soldier. He fights because that is what he does and what he is paid to do, and when the fighting here in Judaea is over, he will leave. We, on the other hand, are fighting for a homeland and something more than a handful of sestercii.” 


	Eleazar gave a regretful sigh and said as much to himself as to ben Kosiba, “It’s unfortunate we don’t have enough shekels, for if we did, perhaps we could buy soldiers like them to fight for us. Even better, simply pay Hadrian to leave us in peace.” 


	Ben Kosiba stood up. “It’s time to back away from this and admit the Romans have outmatched us again. Somehow, we must find a better way to fight them.” 


	The mournful notes of the ram’s horn sounding the withdrawal followed the two men as they turned and began to make their way back to the Jewish camp. 


	 


	His lungs heaving with the exertion of the battle, rivulets of sweat running down his back and chest under the hot leather cuirass, Arrius heard the ram’s horn sound again and dreaded what it might signal. He wasn’t certain how much longer they would be able to withstand a sustained attack. He was relieved when the Jews began withdrawing, dragging their dead and wounded with them. 


	Arrius beckoned to Strabo to join him. Smaller in stature and younger, Marius Strabo was the cohort’s princeps, the centurion next in seniority in the legion and one of his closest friends. 


	“Marius, post men in the rocks above just in case they get the idea to come back then get me a head count. I want to know our losses as soon as possible. Kill any Jews too badly wounded to take with us.” 


	“They’re hardly worth the trouble, Marcus. I’ve heard the market for Jewish slaves in Rome is way down.”


	“We’ll use them to help carry our dead back to the fort. What happens to them after that is up to General Gallius.” 


	Arrius moved among the legionaries assessing the extent of their casualties and wondered if he was getting too old for this. Maybe it was past time to think more about his long-term future than the next battle including the once unthinkable but now lingering question was it time to leave the army. He’d never given much thought before to what life outside the legions might be like if he simply left. Ever since his early days as a young recruit, he’d assumed one day he would be left face down in the dust, the victim of aging reflexes and a faceless enemy who happened to be younger and faster than he was. Now that he had managed to beat the odds, he was beginning to consider if there was anything else he might do with the years left to him. He thought it was the current campaign that was causing him to dwell on thoughts that would never have occurred to him before coming to Judaea. He knew it wasn’t because he harbored any sympathy for the Jews, a people he neither understood nor had any inclination to do so. On the contrary, he shared the prevailing Roman belief the Jews were an ungrateful lot and completely unappreciative of the benefits of serving Rome. His introspection ended when Strabo arrived accompanied by the three other centurions and the senior optiones.


	“Marcus, we’ve 38 dead and 72 wounded,” Strabo reported a few minutes later. “Many of the wounded will likely not last before we get back to the wagons, and I fear more will never make it back to the fort.”


	“All right, it’s worse than I’d feared but not as bad as it could have been.” He saw one of the centurions examining his shoulder where an arrow still protruded. “Queros, it looks as if you’ve picked up a souvenir to remind you of this day’s work.”


	“It’s nothing, Primus Pilus, a scratch hardly worth talking about. By Jupiter’s balls, I’ve been stuck worse in more than one whorehouse.”


	“I expect that’s true enough,” Strabo said. “You need to quit thinking every whore you meet wants it from you for free just because you think you have the biggest cock in the legion.” 


	Assuming a more serious expression, Arrius said, “Attend to the wounded as best you can. I want to get back to the baggage carts before dark.” 


	Except for Strabo, the centurions and optiones quickly left to carry out his orders. Arrius gratefully removed his helmet and ran a hand through his close-cropped hair that was beginning to show more than a trace of gray. 


	“We were lucky today. If the Jews had been more tenacious, the outcome might have been different.”


	“We fight better than they do.”


	“True, but it’s another pointless battle that changes nothing, more legionary’s dead and even more Jews.” Arrius noted Strabo’s perplexed expression. “Marius, have you ever wondered why we do this?” 


	“What do you mean?” 


	“Why we decided to become legionaries. Was it because we didn’t know enough to choose another life?”


	“Does it matter? We’re here, and it serves no purpose to wonder about it now.”


	 “I suppose that’s true. Did you know I considered staying in Alexandria?”


	“What the hell for? I can’t believe you would consider turning down another opportunity to be primus pilus even if it meant serving a second-rate legion in a shithole like this.” 


	“You’re right about the Deiotariana, although the legion has come a long way since you and I gave our oath to it. I was thinking of a woman I met in Alexandria. Her name was Min-nefret; she didn’t seem to mind about this.” He pointed to the scar. “I might have stayed if she had asked me, but she didn’t.”


	“Why did you expect her to ask you instead of just deciding to stay?” 


	Arrius shook his head and looked away. Thinking there wasn’t going to be an answer, Strabo started to leave only to stop when Arrius said softly, “By the gods, Marius, I didn’t know then, and I still don’t. I think I was more relieved than disappointed she didn’t.” 


	 “You think too much, Marcus. Besides, what kind of life is there outside the legions?” 


	Arrius watched the centurion walk away and thought perhaps Strabo was right.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 2


	 


	The weary column approached the village which had continued to grow since the legion had established its main encampment nearby. The village appeared almost overnight with tents and temporary structures constructed of clay and wattle. In a comparatively short time, temporary structures were replaced with the more permanent stone and mud-brick architecture characteristic of the region. The thriving community now occupied most of the once barren plain. 


	The village contained every conceivable venture designed to part a legionary from his pay dominated as it was by the proliferation of taverns and brothels catering to the more prosaic needs of the military camp. There were also other shops and vendors who made money from the Roman occupation by supplying the camp with equipment repair services, foodstuffs, animal fodder and anything else the legion needed. Arrius found it ironic that many of the villagers from their dress appeared to be Jewish, and yet, at least superficially, they seemed to have no aversion to supporting the Romans. He suspected the reality was that many of those merchants so openly friendly in the daytime were at night serving the Jewish cause, a reality that privately he was unable to condemn.


	Despite their fatigue, the men began to straighten up and march more briskly at the urging of the optiones. Arrius felt his own tired body reaching for the last reservoir of energy as he, too, quickened his step. It would never do for the first cohort to slouch into camp like some spiritless rabble no matter how tired they were. 


	The legion’s main camp almost a mile farther on conformed to the traditional layout of a legionary camp located anywhere in the empire whether in permanent garrison or on the march. Standard configuration was mandated even if building materials differed according to local conditions. Uniform design was dictated for practical reasons. On the march, it facilitated quick establishment and occupation when every legionnaire knew exactly where the streets, parade field, headquarters, legionary tents, latrines, stables and officer quarters were located even on the darkest of nights. A common design also expedited defense in the event of an attack at night. Confusion was minimized by ensuring the legionaries did not stumble around in unfamiliar surroundings while moving to their assigned positions on the ramparts. 


	Arrius noted work had been accelerated on the Porta Principalis Dextra, the east gate they were about to enter that would soon match the gates recently completed at each of the other three walls. The gateway was already covered in preparation for finishing the platform over the two archways; a work detail was in the process of positioning stone blocks in a crenellated pattern on the rampart. A pair of massive wooden doors reinforced with iron studs was set in each archway. One door remained open to allow visitors access to the camp under the watchful gaze of two sentries dressed in full armor. The alertness of the guards was made more so by the stern-faced optio standing in the doorway of the guard house located just inside the arch. 


	The double-arched gate was centered on the exterior wall. An eight-foot deep, V-shaped ditch in front of the outer wall added more height to the wall extending nearly 450 feet on either side of the archway. The external walls did not join in a right angle but were rounded to reduce the vulnerability of the more traditional square corners. Similar platforms were located halfway between the gates and the end platforms and accommodated the smaller spring-fired carro-ballistae or scorpiones that could send a bolt long as a man’s arm out to 900 feet. Elevated platforms at each rounded corner provided positions to mount the ballistae, catapults that, depending on their size, launched either heavy stones or light arrow-bolts. The parapet on the inside walls was gained by stairways located inside each gate and to the rear of each ballista platform. The interior walls to the inside parapet were sloped to allow faster access to the ramparts in the event of an attack. 


	Arrius had questioned the wisdom and the need to continue the aggressive building program initiated by Gallius. With a legion now so reduced in strength, he wondered how they would be able to defend the fortress against a determined attack if one ever materialized. He knew as tired as his men were, they would get no favors from Gallius, who would expect all but the seriously wounded to be on the morning fatigue duty to continue the building program. 


	 The roads leading into the camp from each gate intersected in the center and were sufficiently wide for the legionaries to assemble for inspection or in preparation for field duty. To one side where the roads intersected stood the principia, a complex of stone buildings and tents arranged to form a central courtyard where the legion headquarters, administrative offices and supply buildings were located. A small elevated platform with an altar to one side near the headquarters building was used by the priests for ceremonial sacrifices or on rare occasions when the legion commander wished to address the assembled legion. Slightly smaller and adjacent to the headquarters and the only other stone building in the principia was General Gallius’s private quarters. Opposite the headquarters complex were the tents of the tribunes and those of the primi ordines, the five centurions of the first cohort and the senior centurion from each of the other nine cohorts. 


	As primus pilus, Arrius’s tent was larger than those of the other senior centurions and nearly equal in size to those occupied by the four remaining tribunes; there was open space remaining for two additional tribunes, but the probability of receiving any officer replacements to round out the full complement of six tribunes remained highly unlikely and not justified until when, if ever, the legion achieved full strength. Behind the tribune and senior centurion quarters were the smaller tents of the cohorts arrayed in long parallel lines with narrow streets in between. The tents were made of leather and large enough to accommodate an eight-man contubernium. Around the inside of the walls were the various storage tents, bathhouses, workshops for equipment repair and altars variously dedicated to popular Roman deities. The horse and mule corrals including the blacksmith forges were situated at the opposite ends of the camp where the latrines were located. 


	As he led the column through the shadowed archway past the saluting guards, Arrius heard his name called. 


	“Hail, Marcus Arrius, how goes the war?” boomed the voice of Attius Varro as he tapped the shaft of a Jewish arrow against his leg, an affectation Arrius assumed had been adopted when Varro gave up the centurion’s vitis, the vine stick which was the signature mark of a centurion. The aging but capable praefectus castrorum was the camp prefect responsible for overseeing the operation of the camp including training, logistics and medical support. A former primus pilus, Varro was the third most senior officer in the legion and next in command of the legion after the senior tribune. 


	Genial face wreathed in a smile, Varro said, “You look like dried mule shit. I saw the dust from atop the wall, and from the direction, I thought it might be your patrol.” 


	Arrius liked the portly soldier who, despite a benign face and jovial manner, had earned over a dozen awards during his nearly forty years of legionary service. His military record was already legendary. Varro was even more respected for his unwillingness to extol his own accomplishments, an uncommon practice in a society that tended to over-indulge in self-aggrandizement. Arrius had seen Varro wear his parade armor on only one occasion; the phalerae, his numerous awards, were in such number the underlying breastplate was hardly visible. Varro might have been mistaken for a common ranker except for his age and the calm manner of projecting his authority without the need to proclaim or demand it from those subordinate to him. He was grateful to Varro for acting as a buffer between him and Gallius by frequently intervening to reduce the friction and tension between him and the legion commander that threatened the effectiveness of the legion. 


	Arrius stepped away from the column and stood next to Varro as his men filed past. “Attius, I suspect I feel worse than I look, but nothing a bath, a shave, decent food and maybe a soft woman wouldn’t fix —  soft is the important part, beauty a secondary consideration.” Then after a moment’s reflection, he said, “Perhaps no consideration at all.” 


	Varro laughed. “I remember the feeling even if the inclination is now more often thought than deed. By the gods, I can remember as a ranker standing in line for hours waiting for my turn at one of the camp whores after coming back from the field. After your turn, you just got back in line, and by the time it took to get back to the head of the line, the short gladius had already grown sharp again.”


	“Maybe you need to go on patrol the next time we go back out; it might do more for you than reliving old memories, and it might trim off some of that extra padding under your belt as well.”


	 “Not so fast. I’m more than ready to leave the field work to you young cocks. I wouldn’t want to get in the way or steal the glory.” Then assuming a more serious and quiet manner, Varro asked, “How was it? I see the carts are full so it looks as if you found a few Jews, or they found you.”


	Arrius briefly summarized the less than successful results of the patrol. “Frankly, Attius, I’m not sure what we’re doing is accomplishing anything. We’re killing a lot of them, but they’re doing the same to us.”


	 The aging officer looked sharply at Arrius. “Have a care when and where you voice such sentiments although I share your view more than you might think. If Gallius heard such talk, he’d have you on charges for sedition. He still believes we’re defending the bastions of Rome against the rabid barbarian. By the way, he’s waiting for your report. I suggest you get cleaned up and report to him.”


	Arrius cursed, and Varro held up a hand to quell the now familiar tirade about to follow. “Easy, don’t go over there ready to kick him in the balls. It wouldn’t take much for Gallius to finish you with the stroke of a pen.”


	“I know, I’ll be careful what I say. Don’t worry, I won’t give him the opportunity I suspect he keeps looking to break me, flog me or maybe worse. I’ll go now and get it over with.” 


	“I’d get cleaned up a bit first if I were you.”


	“He can see me the way I am. Maybe some honest dirt will blow off me and on to him. Perhaps it will inspire him to get off his ass and get us some replacements.” 


	“Don’t antagonize the man any more than you normally do. If you’ll calm down, I have information for you that does not please General Gallius. I recall you once shared a tent a long time ago with Vitellius Turbo back in Germania. Well, General Turbo arrived here in Judaea since you left.”


	“I’ll be damned! I wonder why he’s here.”


	“Turbo is now second in command in Judaea to General Severus. From what Gallius let slip, I understand Gallius and Turbo are not exactly on the best of terms for reasons he wouldn’t say. Anyway, there’s more. Rumor has it that the emperor himself is coming here. No real news to us, but there’s a perception in Rome the war’s not going well, and Hadrian is furious.”


	“I’m not surprised. From what I know and recall of Hadrian since he was a tribune, he was always ready to step in and look things over for himself. I doubt there’s another individual in the empire that’s walked or ridden over more of the empire than he has.”


	“I understand he intends to do more than just visit and listen to the generals tell him how great things are. According to Gallius, Hadrian’s taking command himself. If that doesn’t move things along, I don’t know what will.” He paused before continuing, “Evidently, your friendship with Turbo must not have been all boast. A courier arrived two days ago and brought an invitation for you to come and see him just as soon as you returned.”


	“Does Gallius know?”


	“Yes, and he’s not too happy about it. He doesn’t understand why he asked to see you and not him. We can talk more about it when you dismiss the cohort, and I accept your invitation for a libation in your quarters. In return, I will give you the benefit of friendly counsel that will help you remain primus pilus after you see Gallius.”


	Arrius laughed and excused himself to join the cohort standing in front of the principia. After a few terse orders to the centurions, he dismissed the formation then rejoined Varro. The two men walked toward Arrius’s tent where Philos stood by the entrance waiting for them. 


	“Look, Attius, my faithful Philos waits for me. Should at any time you fail to tell me when I’m about to piss on my boot, he will.”


	“You are fortunate to have such a man to call friend. How long have you been together?”


	“You are more right than you can know. More than ten years. I would not be where I am today without him.”


	“I believe he was once your slave before he became your steward. Why you picked a one-armed slave is a wonder to me. Where did you find him?”


	“In a Parthian slave market, soon after I left Britannia. I had just been appointed to the centurionate and needed a slave to take care of my kit. As a new centurion, I didn’t have much more than my armor and a spare sword at the time; consequently, all I was able to afford was an aging slave with one hand. When he said he could read and write Latin as well as Greek, I took a chance and bought him. I didn’t realize what a bargain I made until much later. Eventually we became friends, and our roles were reversed; I took over the menial tasks intended for him, and Philos gave me lessons in philosophy, logic and the art of debate while improving both my capability to speak and write Latin. More importantly, he taught me to be inquisitive and think beyond the reach of my sword. I don’t know which one of us was more pleased the day I gave him his freedom; after I removed his slave collar, I crossed my fingers he wouldn’t leave.”
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