

        

            

                

            

        




	 


	ARRIUS IS FACED WITH THE MOST FATEFUL DECISION OF HIS LIFE WHEN EMPEROR ANTONINUS PIUS PLANS TO EXTEND THE EMPIRE’S BORDER IN BRITANNIA NORTH OF HADRIAN’S WALL.


	“On the contrary, Arrius, if you’re fortunate enough to see the sun rise tomorrow, it will be you who will be on the way to Eboracum ― in chains, I might add. Guards seize him by order of Tribune Quintarius. Marcus Arrius, I place you under arrest for conspiring against the empire of Rome.”


	At the fort called Banna, one of 14 forts on Hadrian’s Wall, Marcus Arrius begins the slow process of turning around a dispirited and ineffective Tungrian Cohort stationed there. His efforts are made more challenging, and dangerous, by the hatred and jealousy of Matius Betto, the centurion he replaced as commander. It does not take long for Betto and Tribune Tiberius Quinterius to combine efforts to discredit Arrius.  In time, Arrius gains the respect and loyalty of the officers and legionaries at Banna with the exception of a few disgruntled officers who remain committed to Betto. His malaise caused by the brutality of the Judaean war dissipates as his relationship with Ilya deepens when she becomes pregnant with their child. However, it is Ilya who becomes the unwitting means for Quinterius and Betto to accomplish their objective when her heritage and kinship to Beldorach, High Chieftain of the Selgovae are revealed.


	 


	 


	“ARRIUS-Legacy is a fast-paced novel set in the early days of the Roman Wall. Full of action with twists and turns it is an exciting read. It is hard to put down. The detail to the period is remarkable and it is very accurate when dealing with both the Roman Army and the tribes who lived north of the wall. The ending leaves the door wide open for the third in this very enjoyable series.”—Griff Hosker, author of the Anarchy and Dragonheart book series.


	“Preston Holtry's ARRIUS Volume 2, Legacy, is a smash hit. Disillusioned with how the Roman Empire handled the war in Judaea, Arrius requested a new assignment about as far away from Rome as possible. He's taken to his new duties well, but speaking his mind continues to get him into trouble with his superiors and with the commander he replaced. The bright side to his current posting is Ilya, a Selgovae woman, and her son, Joric.”—Randy Krzak, author of The Kurdish Connection


	“If you enjoyed Volume 1 of the ARRIUS series: Sacramentum, you won't be disappointed by the next installment---Legacy. The same meticulous research and storytelling will immerse you into the ancient world and have you anxiously anticipating Volume 3.”— William Francis, author of The Katie Dugan Case.


	"Preston Holtry’s Legacy, the second volume of his Arrius Trilogy, is simply excellent historical fiction, marked by memorable and complex characters, strong dialogue, and impeccable research. Preston depicts expertly the period’s robust muscle, when Rome sought to maintain its hold of early Britannia."—John Vance, author of Echoes of November and Awake the Southern Wind
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Preface



	 


	Since the novel’s background is focused on the Roman Auxilia (awks ilia) rather than a Roman Legion, it might be helpful to the reader to know something about this extension of the Roman Army and how these units differed from the regular legion in size, organization, use and equipment. The Auxilia refers to the non-Roman forces that frequently manned the frontiers. Comprised of native tribesman representing nearly every province in the Roman Empire, these forces were essential in supplementing the legions along the frontiers with the primary mission of guarding the frontier, conducting patrols and participating in campaigns as necessary. Most often the auxilia were the first echelon of defense with the legions as the secondary and main offensive force. In the early years of the empire, there was no Roman cavalry; consequently, native auxilia provided this capability.


	The auxilia cavalry ala was organized into turmae (troops). The term ala (wing) was used as the cavalry was used primarily to screen the flanks of the infantry. Cavalrymen wore boots with spurs, a lighter cuirass and carried a longer sword (spatha). Their shields were considerably smaller and round instead of the rectangular, curved shield of the foot soldier. In addition to the sword all cavalrymen wore, some were also armed with small javelins or darts carried in a quiver attached to the saddle. Other cavalrymen carried longer spears that were not thrown but were used to jab downward. The saddle during the period had four pommels that helped to maintain a firm seat since there were no stirrups. Stirrups were not used until sometime in the fourth or fifth century. 


	 The mixed cavalry and infantry were called the cohortes equitata designated as quingenaria (500 strong) or milaria (1000 strong). Infantry only cohorts were organized (into centuries) and equipped much like their Roman counterparts in terms of armor, clothing and footgear. Notable differences might be in the different helmets they wore which resembled a medieval conical helmet rather than the larger rimmed helmet with cheekguards common to the Roman Legion. Another difference was in the oval shield they carried in contrast to the square curved shield with the painted thunderbolt design distinctive to the legions.


	Auxilia forces were both recruited and conscripted — conscription was common following a local rebellion and allowed native tribesmen to avoid slavery or death by agreeing to serve in the auxilia. It was the policy to relocate indigenous troops to locations along the Roman frontiers in other than their own tribal lands. The latter provided further assurance against continued internal rebellion. In Britannia, legionaries from Tungria (northern Belgium) and Hispania (Spain) and many other Roman provinces garrisoned the forts along Hadrian’s Wall. The legions generally remained behind the line of auxiliary forces as reinforcing elements to the frontier lines. This policy also left legionary forces available for vexillations (detachment or century-level) to reinforce other parts of the empire where border incursion or local rebellions threatened or had to be contained. It was common for auxilia tribesmen after serving a long period in another province to remain there as permanent settlers following their military commitment.


	While the auxilia was an essential military capability for Rome, it’s also true it was generally looked down upon by those serving in a legion in terms of their perceived effectiveness. Roman officers assigned to the auxilia probably felt they were serving in a lesser capacity than the prestige of being assigned to a legion. The potential for serving in the auxilia for native tribesmen was the incentive of becoming a Roman citizen (never guaranteed) after 25 years. 


	The glossary at the end of the novel can assist the reader in pronunciation and definition of Roman terms used and identification of place names cited in the novel.
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	Map of Britannia 136 CE


	 


	Summary of Sacramentum Volume 1, The ARRIUS Trilogy (PCN 2017945635, ISBN 0781945181160)


	 


	The year is 135 CE and Marcus Junius Arrius is a 25-year veteran of the Roman Army and the senior centurion of the XXII Legion, Deiotariana engaged in defeating the latest Jewish rebellion in Judaea. Without understanding why, Arrius is troubled by the carnage and brutality of the war. While the savagery on both sides is nothing new in his lifetime serving the legions, this conflict is somehow different. The fanaticism of the Jews in their efforts to win freedom from Rome puzzles him while the raw behavior of the legionaries he commands begins to disgust him as they disembowel Jewish dead looking for gems and gold coins. His precarious relationship with General Gallius, the legion commander, does not help. Gallius is insecure and resents Arrius’s leadership abilities even while he feels dependent on the centurion. Arrius believes the General is both inept and detached from the reality of how to fight the war. Tiberias Querinius, the legion’s senior tribune, seeking to curry favor with Gallius, plots to have Arrius killed; the plot fails. Arrius is convinced the tribune was behind the attempt. 


	With the drawn-out Judaean War undermining the will of Rome, Hadrian himself goes to Judaea and appoints General Vitellus Turbo as field commander to bring a quick end to the conflict. Turbo, a close friend of Arrius, develops a plan in which the Deiotariana Legion becomes the unknowing bait to lure the Jewish Army into consolidating its forces in a decisive battle to end the rebellion. During the ensuing battle in the Sorek Valley, Gallius proves his worth as a commander but is killed. When Arrius seeks out Querinius to inform him that he is now in command, the tribune is cowering in the medical tent. Soon after, Arrius is badly wounded. By order of the emperor, both Querinius and Arrius are awarded a coveted gold torque in recognition of their heroic actions. Turbo visits Arrius in the hospital and offers him a position anywhere in the empire including command of the prestigious Praetorian Guard in Rome. Disillusioned, Arrius instead chooses an independent command in Britannia as far from Rome as he can go. As he leaves Judaea by ship, he removes the torque and throws it into the sea as a tangible way to put the Jewish war and his own growing malaise behind him.


	In Britannia, Arrius visits Eboracum where the VI Legion Victrix, responsible for command of Hadrian’s Wall, is headquartered. He is shocked to find his command of Banna, one of fourteen wall forts, is subordinate to Tiberias Querinius. Upon his arrival at Banna, he sees two legionaries assaulting a woman and a young boy. He rescues Ilya and her son Joric, but his intervention is met with angry hostility rather than gratitude. His first impression of Banna and the centurions leading the Tungrian garrison is no more promising. Matius Betto, the centurion who has been interim commander, makes clear   Arrius has his work cut out for him to earn the loyalty of his centurions and to turn around a command suffering from low morale and prolonged neglect. 


	Realizing her initial reaction toward Arrius was unfair, Ilya goes to the fort to apologize; this meeting does nothing to abate their mutual antagonism. In time, Arrius has second thoughts about the beautiful native woman and spontaneously visits her. Their third meeting finds them both ready to seek common ground. For the first time since coming to Britannia, Arrius begins to look forward to a future rather than dwelling on a past he has yet to understand.
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	Chapter 1


	I36 CE


	 


	Arrius was tired. The days had been long, and sleep was a luxury snatched a few hours at a time. From experience, he knew this was the critical period to transform the Tungrian Cohort into some semblance of a fighting unit with the capability of doing more than performing guard duty on the Wall. Fighting formations were practiced on the training field followed by century-size patrols conducted both south and north of the Wall. At first, Decrius and Rufus accompanied all patrols to ensure their recent battle experience was passed on to the legionaries who hadn’t gone to Judaea. Arrius planned to accompany each cavalry troop at least once during overnight patrols to better assess their capabilities; the two troops he rode with so far proved their worth, and he was optimistic the remaining one would prove as proficient. In comparison to the infantry, the cavalry contingent at Banna was far more field-ready. 


	Unfortunately, it was with most of the centurions he felt little change had taken place because of remaining loyalty to Betto, Banna’s former commander. Its effects were corrosive and left Arrius feeling uneasy key officers could not be depended upon when put to the test. The indicators were manifested in the way many of the officers responded unenthusiastically to his orders, executing them correctly but with no indication of willingness to extend their efforts beyond what was ordered. 


	He kept waiting for Betto to say or do something egregious enough to justify transferring him elsewhere, but the centurion never allowed an opportunity to occur when either his competence or loyalty might be legitimately called into question. On the surface, Betto appeared to be the one officer who went out of his way to follow his orders quickly and thoroughly; however, he didn’t trust Betto and thought it was unlikely he ever would. He knew eventually something said or done by one of them would precipitate a final resolution essential for maintaining a cohesive, effective unit. Until then, he would keep his senior centurion under close observation. 


	While Arrius was used to the harsh disciplinary measures and punishment common in the Roman Army, he saw Betto’s methods as unnecessarily brutal. Arrius used the most severe measures at his disposal sparingly and selectively. On occasion, he had no choice but to impose a harsh penalty for a serious offense. The day before, he sentenced a legionary found sleeping on guard duty to undergo the fustuarium, an almost certain death sentence. Although the offender was paid by another legionary to stand an extra relief, fatigue wasn’t an excuse sufficient to mitigate the sentence now about to be carried out. 


	Arrius waited impatiently for Antius Durio, the cohort’s chief administrative officer, to notify him all legionaries not on guard were assembled along the length of the via principalis to witness the punishment. The legionaries from the condemned man’s century were assigned to carry out the sentence. The legionary who paid the condemned man to take his shift would be given 50 lashes.


	Antius Durio finally arrived. “Praefectus, a signal from Camboglanna has just been received,” referring to the fort ten miles to the west and midway between Banna and Uxellodonum. “General Arvinnius arrived there approximately an hour ago. He’ll remain a few hours at Camboglanna to inspect the garrison before coming to Banna. He plans to stay the night here before continuing his inspection of the eastern Wall. Do you want to postpone the punishment formation?”


	“No, there’s yet time, and the two legionaries are reconciled to their fate. Is the cohort assembled?”


	“It is, Praefectus.” 


	Arrius followed Durio through the headquarters and considered what needed to be done to prepare for the legion commander’s arrival. He estimated they would have an hour after Arvinnius’s departure from Camboglanna to assemble the cavalry troop not on patrol and all centuries not on guard duty in parade formation and ready for inspection. Without knowing the general’s preferences, he assumed he’d be interested in those things any commander might be concerned with. He would have liked another week to prepare, but at least the changes he considered essential had been made. 


	Arrius mounted Ferox and walked the horse to the intersection of the fort’s two main streets. He reined in the black stallion and waited for the guard detail to bring the two prisoners forward. The legionaries flanking either side of the wide street linking the east and west gates stood silently waiting for the punishment to commence. The centurions were positioned at intervals to ensure only cudgels were used. The legionaries who were to carry out the sentence were cautioned not to hold back out of sympathy or friendship. He knew on a few rare occurrences the condemned legionary survived the gauntlet. 


	There was a stir in the  two facing ranks of legionaries as the guard detail emerged from the doorway of the nearest barracks. The two men to be punished were stripped to their linen underdrawers. The legionary to receive only lashes had his arms tied to a stout pole stretched across his shoulders. He noted with approval both men, ashen-faced, walked toward him without having to be dragged. 


	Arrius said in a commanding voice, “Officers and legionaries of the Second Cohort, you are assembled here to witness the punishment of two men who failed in their duty to the cohort and to Rome.” Then looking at the prisoners, he asked, “Does either of you ask for relief or clemency?”


	The legionaries both chorused, “Yes!”


	Arrius directed his attention to the ranks of legionaries. “A request for clemency has been requested. Didius is to receive 50 lashes. Should the punishment be reduced?”


	A roar of approval echoed throughout the fort along with shouted numbers. “So be it, let the number of lashes be reduced to 25. Sitorix has been condemned to the fustuarium. Should the sentence be reduced to flogging?” 


	There was an angry uproar, a response he expected. Sleeping on guard was possibly the worst offense known as the lapse potentially jeopardized the entire unit. Even staunch friendships ended when such dereliction occurred. 


	“Guard detail, give Didius 25 lashes.”   


	An optio stepped forward and uncoiled a whip. Two legionaries forced the prisoner to his knees and grasped each end of the pole to prevent the man from moving. For the first few blows, there was no sound to be heard except the hissing of the whip followed by a sharp smack as it hit bare flesh. By the time the fifth blow landed, Didius was grunting with each successive strike and soon gave way to a continuous moan. Arrius surveyed the faces of the legionaries nearest him. With the widespread inclination for gambling common in the legions and auxilia, he was certain there were wagers placed on how the flogged man would bear up under the punishment. He saw Betto staring with rapt attention at the victim’s bleeding back and was disgusted at the obvious enjoyment the centurion seemed to have watching the bloody spectacle. 


	When the last blow was delivered, the legionary’s silence affirmed he was unconscious as the guards carried him to the infirmary. Arrius nodded to the optio, and Sitorix was escorted to the east gate. The ranks of legionaries remained silent as the condemned man walked unaided between his guards. Arrius recalled a few men similarly condemned lost their manhood, soiling themselves with fright and embarrassing all who bore witness. Shameful exhibitions were more often than not met with prolonged suffering. By contrast, the majority who accepted their fate bravely were certain to die mercifully. It appeared Sitorix would meet his gods quickly.


	Moments later there was a crescendo of noise as Sitorix started running toward the west gate. He went down first no more than ten paces from where he started. Arrius silently urged the man to regain his feet. Sitorix not only stood up but sprinted vigorously down the street, blood cascading down one side of his face from a glancing blow that left a flap of his scalp hanging down across his forehead. As the legionary approached the mid-point of the gauntlet, he was obviously in great pain. The slower he went, the more blows he received. He fell again nearly opposite where Arrius sat astride Ferox. For a moment, it appeared he wouldn’t be able to get up. One legionary administered blow after blow, the dull meaty sound of his cudgel making contact with flesh and bone loud enough to be heard over the shouting of the legionaries. Miraculously, Sitorix managed to regain his feet and stagger a few more steps before falling for the last time. A dozen legionaries encircled the prone man and took turns administering the final blows. 


	Arrius immediately directed his attention to Antius Durio standing next to Ferox, the drama of the bloody punishment already dismissed from his mind. 


	“Signal the mile forts General Arvinnius is conducting an inspection of the Wall and to prepare for inspection. I’ll meet him at the western mile fort and escort him to Banna. Inform Betto and Durmius Lucillus they have two hours to prepare the fort, legionaries, barracks and stables for the general’s inspection. All cavalry and legionaries not on guard will stand formation inside the fort as soon as the western mile fort signals we’ve departed. Send a messenger to Seugethis to come to Banna with a troop. There’s a possibility the general will go to Fanum Cocidii. If so, Seugethis will escort him there and back.”


	An hour later, Arrius exited the west gate and cantered toward Banna’s western most mile fort, stopping briefly at each of the signal towers and mile forts in between long enough to ensure all were in ready in case Arvinnius decided to stop for a quick inspection. By the time he reached his destination, he was satisfied Arvinnius would find nothing amiss at Banna’s western garrisons. 


	 


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 2


	 


	Despite his extreme reluctance to come to Britannia, Tiberius Querinius thought the impressive ceremonies marking his arrival had been both appropriate to the occasion and justifiable recognition of his importance. The presence of Gaius Labinius Arvinnius, general and commander of VI Legion, Victrix was an additional honor. He wore with great pride the torque Turbo presented him following the battle in the Sorek Valley; he reveled in the admiration and yes, envy, he fancied he saw in those who saw it. He was certain even General Arvinnius cast admiring looks at the neck decoration. After all, a high valor award bestowed by specific direction of the emperor was recognition few ever achieved in the Roman Army, even after an extended military career. 


	In only a few days, the initial grandeur of the moment was replaced by the reality of his surroundings and situation. Not only was he on the extreme edge of the empire under conditions physically unpleasant, he was once again confronted by the specter of his own fears. The briefings he received and the discussions with the legion commander made it clear the question of hostilities with the local tribes was more a matter of when, not if. At first, he harbored the thought he would fulfill his command responsibilities mainly in the comparative comfort and safety of Uxellodonum. The notion was quickly dispelled when General Arvinnius said he expected his commanders to spend time north of the Wall and to assess firsthand rather than relying exclusively on patrol reports. He also realized his responsibilities included more than Uxellodonum, extending as they did to the western third of the frontier defense. 


	General Arvinnius was another matter. Querinius knew little of the man other than he was a long-serving senator who preferred legionary duty to the politics of Rome. Initially, the legion commander struck him as old and long past his prime even though he knew him to be only ten years his senior. Tall, lean and naturally taciturn, his prematurely white hair was combed forward over a receding hairline. His prominent nose was hawk-like. Querinius already surmised his first impression of Arvinnius as a benign, non-threatening presence was incorrect. The general’s piercing eyes reminded him of a raptor silently waiting for its prey to make a mistake or show weakness. He realized he might be the prey. He was preparing to leave to inspect the forts east of Uxellodonum as far as Banna when Arvinnius sent an orderly requesting his presence. He was caught completely off guard by what the general said to him.


	Arvinnius was waiting for him as he entered the large commander’s office in the principia, the same office destined to be his when the general departed. Querinius sat down and began to feel increasingly uncomfortable under the general’s studied gaze and prolonged silence. He felt he was standing on the edge of an abyss, and Arvinnius was prepared at any moment to push him over the edge. 


	Without preamble, Arvinnius said, “Querinius, I don’t know what to make of you. You’re either the soldier Turbo thought you were, or you’re very adept at playing the part of one.” Querinius forced himself to remain impassive assuming a look of concern. He hoped when he spoke, his voice or expression would not betray his uncertainty. 


	“General, I don’t understand what you mean.”


	“You have the credentials, and you assure me you’re eager to be here. But my impression is you’d rather be back in Rome. That alone does not condemn you. Most of the officers on the frontier think as much, and occasionally when the icy winds blow, I, too, miss a warmer climate. Duty here on this frontier for almost anyone is unpleasant at best; therefore, you need not pretend with me you’re happy to be here or conceal ambition as the sole reason you came to Britannia. Querinius, I’m a realist. If it’s true you’re here because you’re ambitious, I approve. I understand ambition. I not only understand it, I applaud it. I want my officers to be selfishly ambitious because I know they’ll do their duty to obtain what most of us want — advancement and the power that goes with it. Forget the nonsense about serving for the glory of Rome and the emperor. I prefer a more practical and tangible motivation in my officers. I’m ambitious, and it has served me well. Opportunity and the success following will come to those clever enough and bold enough to go after it. Let it be your challenge, and you’ll be successful — if you’re willing to do whatever is necessary to achieve it.” Arvinnius regarded Querinius silently with a searching look before continuing.


	“You seem intelligent enough, and you ask the right questions. I also believe you grasp the essence of why we are here and the military necessities of your position. Then why do I have doubts about you?” 


	Querinius was riveted to his chair filled with self-righteous indignation. It was outrageous this old man would question his capabilities even if it echoed his own, similar concerns. He reminded himself he was a hero of Rome, and the proof of his heroism encircled his neck. He unconsciously reached up to finger the torque, as he often did, to assure himself the award was not a figment of his own imagination. He realized Arvinnius noticed the gesture. He straightened up, his confidence restored after touching the cold metal. 


	About the time he thought the lecture was over, Arvinnius said, “What troubles me is I don’t know exactly why I have doubts about you.”


	“General Arvinnius, I’ve no idea what I’ve said or done to give you cause for concern. My record should be ample proof of both my character and my capabilities. I don’t believe General Turbo had any reservations on either account when he commended me to the emperor for my actions in Judaea. Surely the recognition I received is enough to assure you of my qualifications and abilities.”


	“I wasn’t there when those actions took place, Tribune; consequently, I’ve no opinion on the worthiness of your recognition in Judaea. I’ve soldiered enough to know not to place too much importance in such things probably because I happen to have received two such baubles as you wear around your neck, which you seem fond of admiring. Take care, Tribune, you do not fall prey to the delusion you have achieved god-like grandeur because of it. Only the emperor is entitled to such homage.” 


	Querinius felt his face growing red, embarrassed Arvinnius called attention to his vanity. He hated Arvinnius for humiliating him, and he hated Turbo for having placed him in this situation. He began to feel as if he was suffocating, and the chill of the room did nothing to stop the perspiration further betraying his agitation. He groped for the words to persuade Arvinnius he was being misjudged. 


	“I ask you to seek reassurance from General Turbo who recommended me for this assignment.”


	“Aye, he did, and his recommendation is all that prevents me from sending you back to Rome. I owe Turbo, and I suppose you as well, the chance to prove my concerns are unfounded. As for verifying your fitness with Turbo in more detail, unfortunately, it’s no longer possible. According to the dispatch I received two days ago, Turbo was executed by order of the emperor more than four weeks past.” 


	Querinius was shocked. Had anyone else other than General Arvinnius made such a statement, he would have doubted the truth of it. It was widely known Turbo’s friendship was among a select few Hadrian maintained long after he became Caesar. Perhaps the whispered rumor Hadrian’s mental health was deteriorating was true, and perhaps Turbo’s execution was proof of it. Well, I for one will not mourn Turbo’s death, he thought. Possibly if Turbo had been killed sooner, he wouldn’t be here and forced to endure Arvinnius’s assault on the already crumbling walls of his self-confidence. 


	“So there you have it, Querinius. I’m forced to give you the benefit of the doubt for the time being. It will be up to you to prove I’m wrong and dispel whatever lingering misgivings I have. I wish you well, Tribune, for I want the assurance of knowing the northwest sector of the frontier is in capable hands.” Arvinnius stood up signaling the meeting was over. “Enough of this. Let’s be on our way. You’ll accompany me as far as Banna. I’m anxious to meet Arrius, the praefectus who is also newly arrived from Judaea. Perhaps you know him?” 


	Querinius was too stunned at first to realize the general was looking at him strangely. He flushed and stammered an apology blaming his concentration on the points the general made for his inattention. 


	“I recall Arrius very well. He was the primus pilus of the Deotariana Legion.” Querinius was working hard to keep his voice casual. “He’s a seasoned centurion and well-deserving of promotion to praefectus.” 


	 Arvinnius stood. “Come, Querinius, let’s be on our way. I’m curious to form my own opinion of how worthy Arrius may be. I’ll leave you at Banna to continue my inspection of the middle and eastern sectors before returning to Eboracum.” 


	As the two men joined the escort already assembled, Querinius thought about what Arvinnius said to him. He decided he almost missed the point of the message. Arvinnius was not really questioning whether he was stalwart enough. It was all about doubting whether he was sufficiently ruthless and unprincipled to do whatever was necessary. If that was how Arvinnius equated ambition then he believed the legion commander would in time be exceedingly pleased with Uxellodonum’s new commander. The more he thought about it, the more he was convinced he and General Arvinnius may not be so different after all. His main concern still remained the threat of Arrius choosing to tell Arvinnius the truth of his behavior in the Sorek Valley.


	 




 


	 


	 


	Chapter 3


	 


	Beldorach’s return was not greeted with great enthusiasm. He didn’t have any reason to expect a warm reception, and he confirmed it almost as soon as he walked into the tribe’s main settlement. The word spread quickly there was to be no agreement with the Briganti, dashing any hope of a major spring offensive against the Romans. 


	Spurred on by some of the more volatile clan members, the tribal elders were convinced an alliance among the northern tribes alone would be enough to successfully attack the Romans. Beldorach knew differently and so did Bothan, the High Chieftain of the Novanti. He discounted Darach of the Votadini as too weak and indecisive to make a difference one way or the other. No, without the Briganti there was no chance of defeating the Romans, and to attempt to do so without their assistance was folly. He would have to continue the small-scale raids and ambushes on Roman outposts and patrols. Such attacks accomplished nothing more than placing a temporary check on the mindless clamor for battle for the sake of battle. He had seen enough of Rome’s capabilities and resolute behavior in combat to understand even with an alliance of all the tribes, it would be difficult to end Roman occupation. He hated the Romans but was compelled to acknowledge their superior fighting ability. He concluded long ago defeating the Romans was no longer a realistic objective, but keeping alive the belief they could be was essential at least to prevent further encroachment. Even more to the point, it would provide the opportunity to achieve his goal of uniting the tribes under one leader, and he was determined unification would be under his leadership. The Romans would be the means to accomplish this objective. United under his banner, the northern tribes would be a serious threat to Rome. 


	His thoughts were interrupted by a sudden draft stirring the embers of the fire in the center of the circular dwelling causing the narrow column of smoke to swirl as it disappeared through the hole in the thatched roof above. Beldorach looked up and saw Athdara, his principal wife, enter bearing a wooden platter heaped with cuts of meat from the boar he killed a few hours ago. He watched silently as she knelt gracefully and began to thread the meat onto metal rods before carefully positioning the skewers near the glowing coals. Even with strands of grey in her hair and faint wrinkles at the corner of her eyes, she was still a remarkably beautiful woman.   


	Athdara was many years older than his other two wives, but to him she was still the most favored. There would not have been anyone else but her except for the question of an heir. No matter how often they joined their bodies or the intervention of the priests muttering their incantations and administering noxious potions, it became apparent to both of them Athdara was barren. Instead of casting her off as was his right and as the tribe expected, he kept her at his side unwilling to part with her even though the council of elders more than hinted Athdara was fast becoming a tribal liability. 


	At the urging of Athdara herself, he took a second wife. Then two years later, he took still another in an effort to get a son or even a daughter. The Selgovi attached no importance to gender in maintaining the royal line. To his dismay, there was still no issue, and he reluctantly concluded no matter how many times he coupled, he would be denied the heir he so desperately wanted and the tribe needed. He already heard oblique comments referring to Ilya and her proven ability to bear a child. The possibility existed the council would ask him and the priests to forgive Ilya and invite her to return. While it didn’t necessarily mean he would have to step aside as High Chieftain, if he remained unable to produce an heir, he might be pressured to do so. 


	Athdara saw he had removed his tunic and heavy sheepskin vest in the warmth of the windowless hut. From the corner of her eye, she covertly watched him and admired the corded muscles of his arms and chest and the elaborate design of the blue tattoos covering his arms and torso. She was pleased when it was her he first took to bed after his return. To be sure, since then he had lain with Cadha and Machara, but she was satisfied he did so in the belief it was duty and obligation not love for the other two women that motivated the coupling. Even though she always assured him otherwise, she secretly resented sharing Beldorach. The familiar sound of lovemaking behind the screen serving as the only privacy for the conjugal bed was hateful to her ears when she wasn’t the one in it. 


	The quiet was interrupted by someone pounding on the door accompanied by a voice demanding entry. Beldorach smiled when he realized it was Tearlach, his oldest friend and staunchest ally within the tribe. The small, wiry man was intensely loyal, a quality Beldorach prized most given the undercurrent of intrigue he dealt with as a natural consequence of his position. Tearlach’s one fault was an inability to restrain his impulsiveness, a trait making him an asset on a battlefield but occasionally a liability elsewhere, especially when it came to preserving nominal truces Beldorach periodically arranged with the Novanti and Votadini. Tearlach’s fondness for stealing horses from the other tribes was not about the desire to own more horses since he already possessed more than he would ever need. Rather, he was motivated by the challenge of the deed without consideration of any consequences.     


	Tearlach entered and took a seat on the bearskin opposite his host eyeing the cooking meat as he did so. Beldorach never ceased to be amazed at his friend’s voracious appetite. For a man who was a head shorter than most of the other Selgovan men, his capacity for food was legendary and should have made him a giant. From habit, Athdara filled a wooden platter and handed it to Tearlach. Beldorach noticed a fresh bloodstained bandage around one of Tearlach’s upper arms. “What happened?”


	Tearlach dismissed the query. “It’s nothing, a slight mishap.”


	Beldorach became suspicious at Tearlach’s casual attempt to dismiss the wound. “What kind of mishap?”


	“A chance encounter with the Novanti.”


	Without asking further, Beldorach knew exactly what happened. “How many horses did you get?”


	“Five,” Tearlach replied before realizing he just admitted the circumstances of the wound.


	Beldorach slapped his thigh in exasperation. “Before I left, I said there would be no further raids on the other tribes. The alliances I’ve arranged are precarious enough without you jeopardizing them.”


	Momentarily, Tearlach looked downcast before he broke into a wide grin. “But they were grazing without anyone around, and I thought perhaps they were strays, possibly even some of mine. I thought to return them to their owner but realized I didn’t know who owned them. Unwilling to leave them unattended, and no one there to object, I took them with me. Then an arrow came out of nowhere and struck me in the arm. Wanting no trouble, I left quickly. It wasn’t my fault the horses followed me.”


	“Was that after you killed the Novanti herder?”


	“Well, he proved less skillful with a bow than me. Besides he didn’t seem in the mood to discuss the matter.” 


	Finally losing the battle to keep a straight face, Beldorach threw his head back and laughed. “I suppose not.” 


	“There, you see, I knew you’d understand.”


	Beldorach grew serious when he considered the damage Tearlach’s action may have done to jeopardize the fragile treaty with the Novanti. Treaties were always tenuous with each tribe as guilty of breaking them as the other. 


	“Tearlach, I fear you’ll never change. If I ignore what you’ve done, Bothan will send warriors here to even the score at the very time I need to maintain an alliance with the Novanti.” Beldorach lapsed into thoughtful silence as Tearlach focused his attention on the platter of meat. 


	“Here is what must be done. I intended to meet with Bothan eventually, but your encounter makes it necessary to do it sooner than I’d planned. You’ll accompany me, and in addition to the five horses you seized, you will select five horses of your own for delivery to Bothan. Perhaps the gesture will be enough to keep the treaty in place a little longer by compensating the grieving widow, if there is one.”  


	Tearlach was relieved and brushed off the loss of the horses without protest in recognition the punishment was lighter than he expected a few minutes ago. 


	Beldorach stood and began donning his heavy leather shirt and thick sheepskin vest. “We leave as soon as supplies for seven days can be packed and loaded.” He began to detail instructions to Tearlach identifying who would comprise the Selgovan delegation. The size of the party was critical. Too large and there would be the risk Bothan would think it was an attack. Too small and it would demean his stature. He didn’t like Bothan anymore than the Novanti chief did him, but he was willing to do what was necessary, at least to a point, to achieve a larger purpose.  


	 


	Late on the second day, Beldorach camped for the night close to Bothan’s village. It wasn’t long before a large Novanti force arrived and quickly surrounded the camp. Ignoring Beldorach’s uplifted sheathed sword to signify peaceful intent, the heavily armed warriors began nocking arrows and brandishing their swords in angry belligerence. The situation deteriorated further when one of the Novanti warriors recognized the stolen horses. From their painted faces and large number, Beldorach knew the Novanti were bent on retaliation for Tearlach’s recent escapade. A brief conversation with Neacal, the Novanti clan chief, confirmed his suspicions. Beldorach assumed his most persuasive manner and convinced Neacal to allow them safe passage to meet with Bothan. The Novanti clan chief reluctantly consented to escort the Selgovan party safely to the tribe’s principal settlement the next morning. 


	Although Beldorach slept peacefully, it was not the case for either the Selgovan or Novantean warriors as mutual distrust kept the adjacent camps wakeful throughout the night. The next morning when entering the settlement, the considerably outnumbered Selgovan warriors restrained themselves and ignored the shouted insults focused mainly on the inadequacies of their manhood. 


	Consisting of circular stone dwellings with thatched roofs, the Novanti settlement was virtually indistinguishable from those of the Selgovi. Bothan, grim-faced with arms folded across his chest, did not conceal his displeasure and dispensed with empty words of welcome. As Beldorach dismounted, Bothan displayed a temper intended more for the benefit of the onlookers than for his unwelcome visitors. 


	“Beldorach, you try my patience. You are bold to come here when one of my warriors lies under the ground from a Selgovan arrow. Is this the way you think to maintain an alliance? If so, we can drop any further pretense of friendship now and in the future.”   


	 Beldorach held up a placating hand. “Bothan, I know of your loss, and I came as soon as I learned of it to make amends. It was an unfortunate mishap, and it cannot be allowed to threaten our alliance. As a gesture of good will, I’m not only returning the stolen horses, but I’ve also brought more in compensation for your loss.”


	“Is the worth of a Novanti warrior so little it can be purchased with a few horses?”


	Beldorach relaxed inwardly for he knew by Bothan’s comparatively mild response it was a signal to begin a negotiated end to the predicament facing both leaders. Accompanied by effusive assertions extolling the worth of the slain warrior by the one and the superb condition of the horses being offered by the other, the haggling continued for some time under the expectant and appreciative eyes of the gathering crowd of onlookers. Second only to a good fight of one sort or another, nothing evoked more pleasure for Novanti and Selgovi alike than participating in or witnessing a closely-matched bartering contest between two skilled opponents. In reality, the outcome of the negotiation was secondary to appreciating the oratorical skills of the participants. Occasionally, spontaneous shouts of approval punctuated a particularly telling argument, and there were as many of those in support of Beldorach as Bothan. Knowing Bothan would be receptive to a negotiated settlement as a practical and less-costly way out of their mutual dilemma, Beldorach came prepared, bringing two extra horses with him certain Bothan would demand more than the initial offer presented. Predictably, the deal was consummated as Beldorach expected, and the twelve horses were surrendered. The tense atmosphere dissipated, and both villagers and Selgovan warriors drifted away content in the outcome and pleased with their respective leaders.


	Making a point to walk side-by-side to prevent either one from presenting his back to the other, the two men entered the huge council hall alone. They took seats on opposite sides of a large table and regarded each other with wary interest. Bothan was the first to speak after pouring each a cup of the mildly intoxicating beverage made from fermented grain favored by the local tribes. 


	“A day later and it would have cost you more than a few horses.”


	“I came as soon as I heard what happened. I’m grateful you delayed.”


	“It was no easy matter, Beldorach. The dead man was popular, and his clan wanted blood revenge. I stalled as long as possible before sending Neacal. I’m surprised you talked him out of a fight. The dead man belonged to his clan. You have a silver tongue, Beldorach.” 


	“It was a near thing. For a time, I thought Neacal wouldn’t be able to control his warriors.” 


	“Perhaps one day we’ll see if your sword is as sharp as your tongue.” Bothan leaned forward. “I can’t promise next time the outcome will be as peaceful.”


	“You know such things will happen again no matter what we tell our warriors. There will always be a few who will try to prove themselves without any consideration of the consequences. It wasn’t long ago we forestalled a war when some of your warriors raided one of my villages.” 


	“Yes, and it cost me more than a few horses.”


	“Your warriors killed many.”


	“As did yours.” 


	Growing irritated at the senseless exchange, Beldorach held up both hands. “Enough of this, what’s done is done. What’s important is to keep our warriors in check against the day we fight the Romans.”


	 “You’re right. We have the same problem controlling the hotheads. I liked the way things were before the Romans built their cursed wall. Then it was possible to fight the Briganti. Now the Romans control our movements south, and it’s been years since we’ve been able to raid their villages.” 


	“You conveniently forget, Bothan, the Roman wall has also prevented the Briganti from raiding north. As I recall, it was the Briganti who did more raiding on our villages than we did on theirs.”


	There was a pause as each man was momentarily lost in his own thoughts. Bothan broke the silence. “What of your trip south? Will the Briganti fight or not?”


	“They insist they will and talk much of it, but it’s only words. They say they aren’t ready and claim the last attempt cost them dearly. They want more time to prepare.”


	“How long will it be?”


	“I don’t know. The Briganti say they are more at risk if we fail. After the last time they fought the Romans, it was bad for them. They haven’t forgotten the reprisals that followed. I’ve the impression when they’re ready to fight, they want to be the ones to start it.”


	Bothan thumped the table. “It will probably be the day when the Romans decide to leave of their own accord.”


	Beldorach took a long drink. “I couldn’t get them to commit. They insist it will be soon but not this year.”


	“What do we do in the meantime? If we don’t fight Romans, we’ll end up fighting each other.” 


	Beldorach was quick to respond. “That’s exactly what we must not do.” 


	“My warriors won’t be content to wait for the Briganti to make up their minds to finish what’s long overdue. This news will not go down well when I tell them of your failure.”


	“This is the reason I came to see you. If we cannot persuade the Briganti to fight, maybe we can force them into it.” 


	Interested, Bothan sat back. “How do you intend to accomplish it?”


	“I have a plan, but it will require our combined efforts to make it work. We must first convince the Romans the Briganti are getting ready to rebel again. If we’re successful, the Romans will have to fight in both directions.” For the next hour, Beldorach described the plan he refined since leaving the Brigantian capitol. At first, Bothan was openly resistant, but the more Beldorach talked, the more the Novanti leader’s skepticism turned to approval. Bothan became the proverbial clay in the hands of a master craftsman. By the time the Selgovan finished, Bothan was a willing ally. 


	“What of the Votadini?” Bothan asked. 


	“I’ll talk to Darach, but his clan chiefs would rather trade with the Romans than fight them.”


	One of Bothan’s wives entered and replaced the empty pitcher with a full one. As he drank deeply, Beldorach was pleased with the results of his visit and satisfied the first essential and critical part of his plan was in place. What he didn’t tell Bothan was the final part of the plan when the Romans did come north. Bothan may continue to believe in a Roman defeat, but even with the Briganti, the prospect was unrealistic; however, with or without the Briganti, he wanted the Romans to attack. It was now up to the Roman dogs to play their part. Bothan’s actions were critical even though by so doing he would be the agent of his own demise. As Bathar once said, it’s essential for a leader not to let anyone know everything. It hadn’t taken long to understand the wisdom of those words.


	Before Bothan understood everything, it would be too late for him.








 


	 


	 


	Chapter 4


	 


	After the distant signal flag dipped one last time, Metellus, the centurion commanding the mile fort, saluted Arrius and announced, “Praefectus, General Arvinnius has departed Camboglanna. We’ll soon see the escort approaching.”


	Arrius nodded without comment estimating it would take less than an hour before Arvinnius’s arrival. Sensing Arrius was not inclined to engage in small talk, Metellus excused himself and left the parapet to attend to last minute preparations. Arrius turned and leaned against one of the merlons and looked north, observing the trickle of pedestrians and occasional cart traffic passing through the gate beneath him. He noted the progress of a two-wheeled pony cart slowly approaching from the north. He paid little heed to it until it drew close enough for him to see the two individuals sitting side by side. His attention was drawn to the enormous man holding the reins and dwarfing the small figure sitting beside him. The smaller figure wore a hooded cloak and appeared to be a girl, but given the immense size of the driver, it was possible the passenger was a grown woman. A gust of wind pushed the hood back from the passenger’s face, and he recognized the woman called Ilya. Impatiently she brushed a stray lock of hair back into place then reached back to pull the hood over her head glancing up as she did. Their eyes met, and he saw hers widen in recognition. He smiled and saw her face brighten. A moment later, the wagon passed from view as it entered the gate below. 


	He heard the muffled exchange as the tax collector queried the cart’s occupants concerning their destination and cargo. He resisted the impulse to go down on the chance it might provoke another spirited outburst. Instead, he walked to the other side of the rampart in time to see the cart exit the gate and proceed south across the vallum then turn east toward Banna. There was no reason to expect she would turn and look his way, but she did and waved before the cart dipped into a swale and disappeared from sight. He wanted to see this beautiful woman again and resolved as soon as his duties permitted, he would. He was still musing over the possibility when Metellus reappeared and informed him General Arvinnius’s escort was in sight.


	Arrius hurried down the stairway and mounted Ferox. He saw a large body of horsemen at least two hundred strong approaching. The sound of drumming hooves on the crushed stone roadway grew steadily louder as the column drew closer. Arrius identified General Arvinnius by the elaborate bronze cuirass he wore and the ornate magenta-colored sagum flowing behind him. His attention was drawn to the individual immediately to the left of the legion commander. Even at this distance, he recognized Tiberius Querinius. The gods must be against him more than he knew. How else to explain why he was about to meet the one man he hoped never to see again? It occurred to him Querinius probably felt the same. 


	Arrius saluted. “Salve, General Arvinnius. I am Praefectus Arrius.”


	General Antinnius returned the salute with a languid wave and fixed Arrius with an unblinking stare. For a long moment, the two men silently took each other’s measure. Antinnius appeared older than he’d imagined; however, the hawk-nosed man still looked tough enough to endure the rigors of a long field campaign. Without breaking eye contact, Arvinnius gestured in the direction of Querinius. “This is Tribune Tiberius Querinius, commander of Uxellodonum and the western section of the Wall.”


	“The Tribune and I have met before.” Arrius saw a mix of fear and hate flicker across Querinius’s ashen face; the tribune’s obvious discomfort had a calming effect on him. He noted the gold torque around the tribune’s neck and said in a neutral tone without any change of expression, “Salve, Tribune Querinius, we meet again.” 


	After a brief moment when it appeared he wouldn’t respond, Querinius managed to gain control of his emotions and replied in a controlled voice. “It seems we are destined once again to serve the eagle together. Praefectus, I congratulate you on your appointment and rank, and I also want to say how pleased I am to have you as one of my commanders.”


	“It would seem the gods thought to make it so.” 


	Arvinnius remained silent during the exchange. “I forgot you both served the Deiotariana Legion. Since you know each other, let’s not waste time here. Arrius, you’ll ride with me and tell me what you’ve accomplished at Banna since your arrival.”


	As they rode, Arrius related the various things done to improve Banna’s defenses including initiating more frequent guard changes and patrols north and south of the Wall. He was frank in admitting his failure to dramatically improve the morale of the legionaries and reckoned it as his most pressing challenge. Throughout, Arvinnius listened without any visible reaction apart from nodding several times. Arrius was unable to tell if it signified approval or mere understanding. When they reached the next mile fort, Arvinnius held up his hand and reined in his mount.


	“We’ll stop here while I inspect your guard. Querinius, you’ll accompany us.” After they dismounted, Arrius realized Arvinnius was as tall as he was although more sparely built. As he followed slightly behind, Arrius noticed the general’s slightly hunched shoulders and was reminded of an aging eagle.  


	 The centurion in charge of the guard force was unfazed by the number of senior officers approaching him, and when Arvinnius stopped in front of the him, he calmly reported his name and the number of his guard. For the next several minutes, it was if a whirlwind visited the small garrison. Arvinnius seemed to miss nothing as he examined equipment and weapons keeping up a series of rapid-fire questions directed both at Arrius and the legionary guards. The questions were pointed and underscored the general’s field experience. Occasionally, he administered a tongue lashing to the centurion when he found something not to his satisfaction, usually having to do with a gladius, pilum or cuirass failing to measure up. Arrius knew the discrepancies were minor even as he was aware it was a performance conducted mainly for their benefit. 


	By the time Arvinnius was finished with the guard room, armory and small barracks room on the ground floor and ascended the stairs to the parapet above, the leaden sky began to release a light, misty rain. Arvinnius, paying not the slightest heed to the inclement weather, walked toward the nearest legionary who stood frozen at the general’s intimidating presence. At the last minute, the legionary had the presence of mind to salute. Arvinnius said something guttural in the Tungrian language, and the legionary beamed. The conversation between the two men far outstripped Arrius’s limited command of the Tungrian language. It was apparent from Querinius’s face he was completely at a loss to understand the exchange. Arvinnius clapped the legionary on the shoulder and made a final comment that left the sentry guffawing. 


	Arvinnius was still smiling when he turned to Arrius and Querinius. He noted the quizzical looks on their faces. “I told him to keep his prick down and his pilum up then he’ll be certain to keep his mind on his duty and not on the whores. You should learn to speak the languages represented in your commands. Apart from indicating interest in them, it has the practical and more important benefit of understanding what is being said around you. A lesson I learned the hard way when a cohort from Hispania once mutinied on me without any warning. I found out later the bastards talked about it in my presence knowing I didn’t understand a word they were saying.”


	“I agree with the importance of learning the language, General,” Arrius responded in Tungrian and received an approving nod from Arvinnius.


	 Arvinnius wore a thoughtful look as he walked over to one of the merlons and stood gazing north at the sodden countryside. Without turning, he spoke over his shoulder. “Arrius, you’re right to increase your patrols. I want you to concentrate as much in the south as the north. Frankly, I’ve less concern over what the northern tribes may do than if the Briganti decide to take up arms again. The last time they tried it, they came close to pulling it off, and we have one less legion here now.”
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