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Thebes, Aegyptus, Winter 49
BC

 


 


The room was
warm and filled with the heady aroma of a dozen expensive spices
burning in braziers. In an alcove surrounded by white curtains and
gold cords, a leopard rolled over languidly, letting out a stifled
rumble of satisfaction, the collar around its neck tinkling as it
moved.

A figure
approached slowly.

‘Your husband
has issued orders for the devaluation of coins once more, Majesty,
though it is a common belief that this is simply a move to issue
new coinage with only his likeness on, removing your noble
self.’

The queen
turned inscrutable, kohl-rimmed eyes upon the functionary, one of
the increasingly few willing to support and serve her in the
volatile court. She sighed and shifted in her throne, rearranging
the exquisite green chiton that she had ordered from her favourite
seamstress in Athens the previous month. She noted the servant’s
disapproving gaze and made a mental note to have him flogged for
such insolence once she was fully in control. So many of the
low-born clung to the ways of the people of the black land from
ancient times. They should have accepted long ago that they were a
conquered people and that they had been under the rule of
Macedonian blood for centuries. Ptolemy played to their native
style, but then he had always been a vacuous turd.

‘My
brother,’ she said
acidly, redefining their relationship in a word, ‘thinks only in
the short term. A solution for now that cripples the future. Do not
speak to me of him again. Have you a message from
Achillas?’

The
functionary shook his head, his eyes meeting hers, displaying doubt
in abundance. Yes, a flogging for sure. ‘The general has refused
your overtures, Majesty. He clings to your
husband-brother.’

It was irksome
how so many fawned around an ineffectual boy simply because they
were more comfortable serving a male fool than a female intellect.
This cold war they enjoyed was most certainly warming
up.

‘What is the
latest news of Rome?’

The servant
shrugged. How insolent. ‘It is said that Caesar is still ascendant,
but that his days are numbered. He remains in the capital resolving
troubles while his men fail and his armies revolt and fall apart,
and while Pompey builds a vast force in the east. The scribes are
outside, ready to pen your letters, my queen.’

She nodded,
tapping a finger to her chin thoughtfully. ‘Tell them to depart for
now. This is not yet the time.’

‘Your husband
is preparing to open negotiations with Pompey. He is of the opinion
that showing support for the stronger candidate will pay dividends
when their war is over, and, given your father’s links with the
Roman general...’

‘My
brother is an idiot. It
is too early to back a horse in this race, though if I were to do
so, I believe I would place my coins on Caesar.’

‘Majesty?’

‘My brother
has no opinion of his own. It is Achillas that favours Pompey and
he does so with only a soldier’s eye. He sees only Caesar fighting
fires in Rome and a large force awaiting him in Greece. But I have
watched these men for years. Pompey is clever enough and certainly
a strong commander, but Caesar has been trapped, beaten, captured,
threatened with legal trouble, and betrayed, and yet who stands in
Rome with a senate of his own choosing? The man is watched over by
gods. As I am Isis, so he is the grandson of Venus. Yes, Caesar is
the one to watch, not Pompey. But I will not ink my pen until we
see how this coming spring falls out. Now leave me.’

The
functionary bowed low and retreated from the room.

Yes. It was
going to be interesting to see how Caesar wriggled out of his
latest predicaments, but the queen was certain of one thing.
Wriggle out of them, he would.


Part One






Titans

Dyrrachium 48
BC


Chapter 1

 


Rome,
5th December 49 BC

 


 


Fronto hurried
through the atrium, nodding absently at Hirtius, who stood in
tight, hushed conversation with a senator. The dismounted
cavalrymen of Aulus Ingenuus’ unit standing to either side of the
door, looking oddly out of place without their swords and armour,
straightened at the sight of the senior officer approaching. Both
men’s fingers touched the tip of the club at their side, but
remained still.

‘The general
is free?’

One of the men
nodded. ‘He is, sir. Not in the best of moods, though.’

‘I can
imagine.’ Fronto strode in between them, clacking along the
connecting corridor in his nailed boots. With the family still
safely out of the way in Tarraco, he had fallen back easily into
old military habits, foregoing the soft leather shoes he had taken
to wearing in the city. Painted marble faces of the Julii going
back a hundred years watched him with frowns of
disapproval.

He hurried
past them, trying not to feel judged by their implacable features.
Yes, the general would be in a bad mood. The news was all over
Rome, if only as a dozen vague and often conflicting rumours, yet
it seemed certain to be true in basis, if not in the detail. While
he visited Caesar, Galronus waited outside, absorbing every new
rumour that passed.

The general
was seated in his office, wrapped neatly in a purple-bordered toga,
worn over the top of a military-cut tunic of plain white. His
fingers were drumming on the arm of the curule chair, which was a
clear sign of his irritation, even if Fronto hadn’t been able to
recognise the look on the man’s face. His eyes were shadowed with
dark circles, too. Caesar slept little anyway, so to acquire this
colour, he must barely touch the bed at all before he was back up
and working. He was beginning to look slightly unhealthy to
Fronto’s mind. The sooner he was back out in the open air on a
horse, the better. Some men were not born to be inside.

Fronto cleared
his throat.

The greatest
figure in the republic turned to the new arrival, and Fronto
instinctively bowed his head in respectful greeting. His history
with the general had had its highs and lows, but no one now could
deny the man’s greatness. Conqueror of Gaul, restorer of Hispania,
master of Rome, but so much more. His consulate, so long sought in
Gaul and the reason for crossing the Rubicon last year, had been
confirmed. In the new year he would share the consulate with
Servilius Vatia Isauricus, a pliable nonentity who owed Caesar
much. And more impressive than the consulate even, the senate had
voted to make Caesar dictator, a move confirmed by the present
consuls, with a remit to restore the republic and repair Rome and
Italia following the depredations of the previous year.

Much of that
work would be at the root of the general’s stress and
sleeplessness, and it seemed likely to Fronto that as soon as
Caesar could, he would see that remit fulfilled and the position
resigned in favour of more pressing matters.

It was all
very impressive and, to the average man on the streets of Rome,
would seem a full vindication of Caesar and all he had done. Those
with more political savvy would remember that any senator who might
consider standing against the general had fled with Pompey to the
east, and the men who sat in the curia now, white togas like a sea
of wool, were each and every one Caesar’s creatures, many from his
province of Cisalpine Gaul. The senate did what Caesar wanted, for
Caesar told the senate what to do. Somewhere deep in his soul,
Fronto recognised the danger his old friend posed to the very
republic he was serving. Rome would never countenance a king again,
but how close could Caesar come before he went too far?

He shook away
such thoughts.

‘Is it true?’
he asked.

The general
nodded, lips pressed tight, and Fronto sagged. ‘At least we hold
Sicilia still,’ he said, ‘so the east is not closed to the fleets.
What were the losses?’

‘Total.’

Fronto blew
out an explosive breath. ‘The African governor must be clever,
then, because Curio was no fool.’

‘It was blind
bad luck by all appearances. From what I understand, Curio located
a small Numidian cavalry unit and went for them, only to discover
they were merely part of an enormous force. By the time he managed
to bring up all his troops they were already in trouble. The
governor had him trapped. They were utterly annihilated. A junior
tribune escaped with just a handful of men and managed to make it
to the coast. He is back on Sicilia where he is requesting
reinforcements in case Attius decides to cross the water from
Africa and come for him.’

‘You turned
him down, I presume?’

The general
– The consul? The dictator?
– nodded. ‘Attius will be content with his
success. Pompey will be pleased with him, and his position is now
secure. Crossing and attempting to invade my territory is a whole
different proposition. Attius will not leave Africa now unless
ordered to do so by his master. Besides, I cannot spare the
men.’

‘You could
send him the Ninth,’ Fronto snorted, earning a black look from
Caesar.

The Ninth were
something of a taboo subject among the staff, and mention of them
clearly angered Caesar, though that mattered little given how angry
he already was at the odds mounting against him and this latest
slew of ill tidings. The Ninth, based at Placentia in the north,
had mutinied the previous month over an unpaid bonus the general
had promised them. The threat of decimation when Caesar arrived in
person had been enough to shock the legion out of their rebellious
mood swiftly, though, and in the end the general had confined his
punishments to the execution of the twelve men at the root of the
mutiny. Now restaffed with loyal officers, the Ninth were once more
part of the preparations for the coming year, though their name had
been blackened, possibly for good.

And as if the
trouble with the Ninth and Curio’s defeat in Africa were not source
enough for the general’s anger, Marcus Antonius had suffered a
defeat at the hands of Pompeian troops in Illyricum where he and
his brother had been tasked with securing the territory and
creating a safe bridgehead for the coming campaign. It was nothing
compared to Curio’s heavy losses, but it still made the impending
crossing that little bit less certain. With Antonius and his
brother on the back foot in Illyricum, Pompey’s huge navy was at
liberty on the Adriatic Sea.

‘The Ninth
are at Brundisium with the rest,’ Caesar said, leaning back in the
chair. ‘I am confident that the force gathering there will be
adequate to begin pressing Pompey in the coming months. I will not
see this struggle with my former colleague extend past another
winter. We will find him, trap him, and defeat him in Illyricum.
With luck, he will see sense and offer peace when he knows I am
coming for him.’

‘How many are
at Brundisium now?’ Fronto had listened with interest at every new
report of a unit being sent to the mustering point, wondering when
he would be assigned to one of them. With the bulk of the senior
officers being in the south and Rome largely the province of
politicians, Caesar had ceased his regular briefings for the time
being, and all Fronto’s information came second-hand from a variety
of sources.

‘Twelve
legions,’ the general replied, still tapping his chair arm, ‘along
with a strong cavalry wing and sundry auxiliaries. My principle
fear now is whether we can gather enough ships for the
voyage.’

‘That and the
possibility of running into the enemy fleet mid-crossing,’ Fronto
added, regretting it instantly. Everyone knew of that potential
disaster, and reminding the general of it would only sour his mood
further. He glanced back at the doorway. They were more or less
alone. The two guards on the door could hear, but the murmur of
distant conversation confirmed that other ears were too far away to
listen in. He moved close to the general.

‘Can we do
it?’

Caesar rubbed
his temples and sagged back. ‘It will not be easy. In fact,
everything we have achieved in Gaul and Hispania will feel like a
walk in the forum compared with facing Pompey. The man is a lion on
the battlefield, and reports suggest that his army already
outnumbers us considerably. We are not facing disorganised tribes
now, or even the timid and argumentative generals from Spain. In
fact these men will be harder to deal with even than the rat
Ahenobarbus. The only real advantage we have is that few of their
legions are veterans. Most will be raw recruits with little
training and discipline, while every man waiting at Brundisium is a
trained killer.’

‘That and
good officers,’ Fronto added. ‘Curio notwithstanding, I’ve been
looking at the lists of commanders and there is some of the finest
military talent in the republic there.’

‘And some
with Pompey, too. I still lament the defection of Labienus. He had
been my right arm for so many years in Gaul, and he knows me well.
I do not relish the thought of facing him in battle. Between him
and Pompey, we will pay for every foot of ground we
take.’

Fronto rolled
his shoulders. ‘We’ll deal with Labienus in due course.’ In truth
he had even less desire to meet his old friend across the field of
battle than did Caesar. ‘When we win, what will you do with the
officers and men?’

‘Disband his
legions, settle veterans and incorporate any willing to take the
oath into my own forces for now until we have dealt with all other
Pompeian armies. Once the old fellow falls into our hands, we shall
still have to deal with Attius in Africa and undoubtedly other
smaller groups. As for the officers…’

‘Yes?’

‘They are
largely good noble Romans, many of whom I once called friend and
who have only been driven to this course by loyalty or patronage to
the enemy. Pompey was my son-in-law, after all. Safe, quiet
retirement, I think, for most. An example will have to be made of a
few – the rabid dog Ahenobarbus, for example. But for most, I think
they will have lost their claws in defeat. They can be relied upon
to sink into obscurity and cause no further trouble for the sake of
their family’s future.’

Fronto felt a
wave of relief wash through him. He’d heard good men among Caesar’s
advisors advocating a stance of execution without trial or mercy
for any rebel officer that fell into Caesar’s hands. Fronto had
hoped that the general’s policy of clemency that had earned him
good grace throughout Italia would continue. The bulk of the enemy
officers were Romans of principle, who truly believed they were
doing the right thing for the republic. Executing them out of hand
would have been wrong.

‘When do we
move to Brundisium? Will you wait until the new year for your
consulate first?’

‘No. We move
in days. I have a few small tasks to complete here under the remit
of my dictatorship before I can leave Rome in the hands of
Servilius Vatia. There are vast numbers of outstanding loans and
creditors across Italia since the outbreak of this war, and I need
to have them arbitrated and settled, else we will leave behind a
land in a disgruntled mood. Plus I need to restore a few key
figures to their former strength since Pompey and his friends
whittled away their power. Various small tasks that will set the
state upon an even keel once more. Once those things are done I can
resign the dictatorship and set my focus on more important
business. As soon as possible I intend to ride for Brundisium and
join the legions. Pompey has had long enough. He will not expect us
to move on him until the spring, so we must make good use of the
winter.’

‘Which brings
me to the question that’s been burning for some time,’ Fronto said,
trying to keep a note of impatience out of his voice.

‘Your role in
all this?’

He nodded. The
general had intimated back in Massilia that he needed Fronto on the
battlefield and yet every legion had been assigned an officer and
sent to Brundisium while Fronto remained in Rome with a few staff
officers and a lot of the general’s secretaries and
clerks.

The general
smiled. ‘I could not leave the Ninth in the hands of Caelius Rufus.
I have concerns about the man’s loyalty, and have decided to leave
him in Rome as a magistrate.’

Fronto’s
spirits sank. The Ninth. Recently rebellious and punished.
Wonderful.

Caesar’s smile
became sly. ‘No. Not you. I need someone a little more rigid and
humourless in charge of them than you. I cannot afford to allow any
leeway for the Ninth until they have redeemed themselves and proved
their loyalty once more. I have moved Publius Cornelius Sulla to
that role for now. Which means…’

‘The
Tenth.’

‘Yes. In our
days in Gaul, the Tenth under you were my strongest legion. They
were lucky. I need that strength and fortune again. Take your old
legion. And I’m assigning Salvius Cursor as your senior tribune,
too.’

Gods,
why?

Caesar’s
eyebrow rose quizzically at the look on Fronto’s face. ‘I know you
and he are not the best of friends, but he is effective, and the two of you
proved to complement one another well at Massilia. I am sure you
will do the same in the coming days. I am not in the business of
creating families, but of placing excellent officers in the correct
position to maximise their value.’

Fronto nodded,
his face twisting with conflicting emotions. Although he had
grumbled and complained to his friends about remaining on Caesar’s
staff and his desire to return to his family, there was a certain
satisfaction to be found in the notion that he would be there now
until the end, seeing the conclusion of this stupid war and the
restoration of the ordered republic. If there were to be heroes
made in his generation, this would be the time they were made. And
while self-aggrandizement was not a large part of Fronto’s soul, he
was becoming increasingly conscious of the age and awareness of his
boys. His own father had bequeathed him little of which to be
proud, and he was determined to leave something of import for the
twins. One day they would be the voice of the Falerii in the
republic, and it would stand them in good stead if their father had
been one of those heroes who had brought peace and order back to
the republic. And to be given the Tenth, too. His own veteran
legion.

But it was
bittersweet. Most of his old comrades in the Tenth were gone.
Priscus, Velius, Florus, Fabius, Furius, so many names carved in
cold stone. At least there would be Atenos. Carbo had been
transferred to the Thirteenth, according to a report Fronto had
caught, but the huge, blond, Gallic centurion would still be primus
pilus of the Tenth. He would perhaps help keep the unrestrained
violence of Salvius Cursor in check until it was time to unleash
him.

‘You had
better put things in order in Rome, Fronto. It would be worth you
leaving for Brundisium early. I would like the legion familiar with
you by the time I arrive, and without Sulla in charge any more,
they are currently under the command of the camp
prefect.’

Fronto nodded
and excused himself, assuming that to be a dismissal.

Moments later
he was back through the corridor, across the atrium and out of
Caesar’s townhouse. Galronus leaned against the wall opposite,
excavating something from his teeth and looking suitably
bored.

‘Well?’ the
Remi nudged as Fronto crossed to him and gestured for them to walk.
He fell in alongside the Roman, still rummaging in his
mouth.

‘I’m assigned
to the Tenth and sent to Brundisium straight away. We’re to embark
even in the heart of winter.’

‘You had best
write to Lucilia.’

‘Can you not
let her know? You’ll have time on your hands.’

Galronus’ brow
creased. ‘She will want to hear from her husband, not his friend.
Besides, if you think you’re off to face Pompey without me, you’re
a bigger fool than I thought.’

Fronto huffed.
‘We all have our roles to play. I’m Caesar’s terrier. You’re his
iron gauntlet in the senate.’

‘I have no
intention of sitting in that room full of musty old men telling
them what Caesar wants them to do while you march across
Greece.’

‘Galronus,
Caesar will be irked if you leave Rome. He put you in the senate
for a reason.’

‘Lug’s
bollocks,’ said the Remi with a snort. ‘Come on. I need to dig out
my sword and lose this stupid wool wrap. How Rome conquered half
the world wearing this ridiculous garment, I have no
idea.’

Fronto
laughed. ‘He’ll he extremely peeved with you when he gets to
Brundisium.’

‘Let him be
peeved. He knows how useful I can be.’

 


* *
*

 


Brundisium

 


‘Reminds me
of the old days,’ Galronus said with a smile, peering at the huge
mass of men and tents ahead, corrals of horses, of pack beasts, of
cattle and goats, splayed out like a vast temporary city before the
walls of the city.

‘Reminds me
of the last time we were here,’ Fronto said sourly. ‘So close to
stopping Pompey’s flight I could almost see his bare arse as he
ran. If we’d caught him at Brundisium it would all have been over
last year.’

Galronus
rolled his eyes at his friend’s gloomy appraisal and continued
along the road. The pickets at the periphery of the massive camp
were polite but firm in preventing access without the day’s
watchword, and a summoned centurion took note of the baton of
command and accepted Fronto’s sealed scroll case containing
Caesar’s orders.

‘Apologies,
Legate,’ the man said with deferential determination, ‘you will
understand I’m sure that Pompey may well still have men in Italia,
and we have to be extremely careful with security.’

Fronto nodded
and they rode on into the camp. A few yards out of earshot, he
snorted. ‘Security. I know they have to look like they’re trying,
but I can guarantee that Pompey has at least a dozen pairs of eyes
and ears in this camp. We don’t have that luxury, of course, as
most of his legions are new-raised in Illyricum, and the rest
departed before we arrived here. But Pompey’s wily enough to have
left plenty of men behind to infiltrate this force, and even though
we’re commandeering every vessel that can transport troops, odd
little boats will be crossing with intelligence all the
time.’

Two
legionaries and an optio discussing some matter on the main road
hurried out of the way as the new arrivals rode towards them, and
Fronto slowed.

‘Where can I
find the Tenth, soldier, and where is the current headquarters of
the staff?’

The optio
gestured off to the left. ‘The Tenth are on the shore of the
northern harbour, sir, and the headquarters is in the city, by the
port. Can’t miss it, as it has Caesar’s flag all over
it.’

‘Thank
you.’

They rode on
between the massed lines of legionary tents, each one made to hold
eight people. Fronto lost count of the number of grass streets
between them, let alone tents. The vexilla of four different
legions were visible from the road alone. He kept an eye out for
anyone he recognised, but there was little chance of spotting a
friend in this sea of humanity.

‘Where
first?’ Galronus muttered, pointing to a wider avenue leading
towards the northern branch of the harbour where the Tenth would be
quartered.

‘Command,
first. Confirm our positions, catch up with the latest news and see
who’s about. And I want to have a look at the fleet they’ve
gathered. You know how much I love the sea. I want a big, steady
boat.’

‘Ship.’

‘Whatever.’

Their orders
were checked once more at the gate to the city, the centurion
displaying just as careful and officious a manner as the picket
officer. Once inside, Galronus noted with a smile how both men had
accepted Fronto’s orders but neither had questioned his companion,
who was not mentioned in them.

Brundisium was
an ancient town full of tightly packed housing, but over the years
of Roman rule it had gradually changed to display a more grid-like
street plan, so finding the forum and then the port was not
difficult. He had been to Brundisium once, a year earlier, and on
that occasion had only passed inside the walls on one occasion. The
place seemed remarkably well-ordered, given that twelve legions had
been billeted here.

The
headquarters building was every bit as easy to identify as they’d
been led to believe. Facing the port, it was a large building,
probably something to do with the city’s council. Three gigantic
red banners hung from the eaves of the building, each displaying
Caesar’s bull emblem in gold, and two legionaries stood on guard at
the main door. Fronto began to make for it, though his eyes strayed
across the vessels moored at the port and he frowned.

‘I thought a
fleet was gathering. This looks more like a fishing
expedition.’

Galronus
nodded. ‘Not a lot of room aboard that lot.’

Fronto could
not easily count the ships, as they were moored several deep, with
more anchored in the centre of the harbour. Numerically there might
be as many ships as he’d expected to see in a fleet for an army
this size, but the majority of them were small traders and working
boats, and only half a dozen large warships sat among them. They
were clearly inadequate for the task, even at first
glance.

Moments later
they had left their horses hitched at a rail outside with a soldier
tending to them, and were striding into the main room of the
headquarters. Half a dozen senior officers were present, discussing
matters, poring over maps and lists, but one figure at the desk in
the centre rose and smiled at the sight of them.

‘Brutus,’
Fronto said warmly, striding over to clasp the man’s hand. ‘Thank
the gods. Can you explain the fleet?’

‘And hello to
you too,’ Brutus replied with a half-smile. ‘Explain?’

‘Caesar told
me he was gathering a fleet here to take us to Illyricum. He didn’t
say you were here,
but I should have assumed. How are you planning to fit this army on
those paltry ships?’

Brutus sagged.
‘It’s a problem. And I anticipate only half a dozen more arriving
before Caesar is here and wanting to leave.’

‘Where are
all the big ships?’

Brutus glanced
momentarily towards the window. ‘Greece and Illyricum. Pompey took
every ship he could find when he left last year. There aren’t many
in this entire region. Half the ones you see out there have come a
hundred miles. We set a minimum size limit, and most ships above it
are with Pompey. His navy is reportedly enormous.’

‘What of
Caesar’s fleets in the west?’

‘Fronto,
they’re busy. Squadrons assigned to Hispania to keep things settled
there, some at Sicilia. Others guarding the grain shipments. Very
few are coming through the straits below Sicilia for fear that the
governor of Africa will sink them as they try. He has a small fleet
of his own. All we have is what we can gather from the eastern
Italian coast.’

Galronus
leaned in. ‘Could you not have built ships? You had twelve built in
thirty days at Massilia.’

Brutus nodded.
‘With adequate supplies and skills, we did. There we had shipyards,
veteran sailors and shipbuilders and everything we needed,
including good wood. Here we have nothing. Before Pompey’s force
departed they ravaged the area. The shipyards are bare. All
equipment was taken with them, and it appears he took every able
bodied shipbuilder with him too. The man might have run, but he was
thorough in doing so. He took everything he needed to build and
maintain and left us nothing. It would take months to bring in the
manpower and equipment and put the shipyards to rights. We don’t
have that time. Caesar wants to sail while there’s still frost on
the world.’

Fronto nodded
gloomily.

‘So,’ Brutus
sighed, ‘all we can do is load on as many troops as we can and take
them blindly into a sea patrolled by a vast enemy navy, then have
them return and repeat the journey as many times as necessary to
transport the army.’

‘Joy
abounds,’ Fronto said with a sour face. ‘I’m beginning to dislike
Brundisium.’

‘On a
brighter note, you’re here to command the Tenth?’

Fronto
nodded.

‘And
Galronus? The cavalry?’

‘We’re not
quite sure yet. He’s supposed to be in the senate battering
senators into line, but doesn’t want to miss the fun.’

Brutus
laughed. ‘Caesar will be pleased. Anyway, I suggest you head to
your command and then join me and the others for the evening meal
and we can tell you all, while you can update us on what’s
happening in Rome.’

 


A quarter of
an hour later, Fronto and Galronus emerged from the city gate once
more and angled to the north. The camp of the Tenth was
well-ordered and Fronto nodded with satisfaction. Offering the
password that he’d been given at the port, they were admitted to
the camp and made for the headquarters.

The large,
rigid tent was dimly-lit with two oil lamps, and as Fronto stepped
inside he had to take a moment to allow his eyes to
adjust.

Lucius Salvius
Cursor rose from behind the desk with a stiff, formal
salute.

‘Legate.
Welcome to Brundisium.’

Fronto
returned the gesture with a vague wave of the hand. ‘Shitty to be
here. Have you been in camp long? What’s the state of the legion,
and who’re the senior officers?’

Salvius Cursor
drummed his fingers on the desk below him. ‘I arrived two days ago
to find the legion in good condition. Current manpower is
considerably below the mark, as expected, with a total headcount of
three thousand eight hundred and twenty seven men and officers, and
a little over thirty of those on the sick list. I have put in for
extra men from command, and Domitius Calvinus has consented to a
reserve of four hundred men for the Tenth. Senior centurion is
Atenos, other than that, the cavalry commander and the junior
tribunes are all new arrivals from Rome who I do not know. Their
names are written down in the ledger there. I hereby relinquish
command of the Tenth to you. What are your orders.’

‘Gods, man,
but you’re bloody stiff.’ Fronto rolled his eyes. ‘Let’s get
something straight, Salvius. If we’re going to command the Tenth,
we need to be seen to be in concert at all times. If you ever feel
the need for one of your violent little outbursts, you need to hold
it in until we’re alone. If you’ll extend me that courtesy, then
I’ll treat you like a trusted second at all times. Do we have a
deal?’

Salvius Cursor
saluted with a nod.

‘Good. As for
orders, I have no intention of running anything until I have had a
meal, a bath, and a night’s sleep. But if you really need something
to do, find whoever is in charge of assigning ships and secure the
biggest, most stable one for the Tenth and her officers. If we’re
going to sail blindly out into a sea filled with enemy warships,
I’d rather not be in a small fishing boat.’

As Salvius
Cursor returned to his work, Fronto and Galronus exited the tent
once more and paused in the afternoon light, looking around
them.

‘I might have
wanted to return to the family,’ he said, ‘and the gods know I’m
not looking forwards to seeing so many Romans butchering one
another, but nothing feels like home quite so much as standing in
the middle of the Tenth.’

Home.


Chapter 2
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The
sea-sickness was like an old friend – albeit an unwanted and fairly
unpleasant one – compared with Fronto’s main worry. The fleet, a
grand moniker that hardly did the ragtag flotilla justice, had
embarked the previous day at Brundisium, after Caesar had left as
long as he dared for further vessels to arrive. In the end some
fifteen thousand legionaries and five hundred cavalry were crammed
aboard, featuring vexillations from seven different
legions.

The overnight
journey had been one of the tensest times in Fronto’s life, though
at least the constant anxiety had left him little time to bother
about the contents of his stomach and their repeated casting over
the side of the ship. In the fleet of mostly wide and shallow
mercantile vessels, only twelve warships had been summoned and most
of those were smaller examples, only four having an upper deck. A
paltry escort for a cargo of this size and importance.

There had been
a freezing fog when they departed. The officers had bandied about a
number of opinions over the wisdom of the timing. There was, for a
start, the distinct possibility of collisions in the thick mist;
then they would have very little warning if they bumped into an
enemy ship, and keeping on course would be extremely difficult,
too. On the other hand, the sea would be at least as troublesome
for Pompey’s vast fleet, and the fog would hide Caesar’s crossing
well. It was a toss of the coin whether the decision was good or
bad, but it was made anyway by the general, and Fronto had stood at
the rail with ever-watchful eyes in a green face as they set
sail.

That day had
been terrifying. Every man on every ship had been silent and
subdued, the dense fog suppressing what little sound there was. All
Fronto had heard for hours was the creak of wood, the splash of
water around the hull and the occasional low commands and calls
from the crew. Sometime after noon, the fog began to dissipate,
leaving thousands of men soaked through and freezing. The rest of
the day was not much of an improvement. With the fog lifted, they
could see many miles across the open water, which meant that any
passing trireme of Pompey’s could do the same. The journey was a
two-day sail and until they were within sight of the Illyrian
coast, should they be spotted, there was a good chance that they
would find themselves surrounded by a vastly superior fleet long
before they disembarked.

Every eye
watched the horizon unceasingly. Gods were beseeched, meals eaten
with sullen silence. Always the creaking and splashing. Yet despite
the collective nerves, the afternoon brought only empty sea, and as
darkness fell Fronto had expected to feel relieved. He did
not.

Each ship was
obliged to hang a lantern at the prow, the stern, and amidships at
intervals, so that collisions in the darkness could be avoided.
While that helpfully prevented the Caesarian fleet from shifting
and crashing into one another, it would also make them visible for
miles, like a huge swarm of fireflies just above the water’s
surface.

Few men slept
that night for more than an hour, and those who did slept badly.
Still, it seemed Fortuna, Mars and Neptune were all with them, for
they passed that long, nervous night safe and
unmolested.

The morning
brought clear open seas and icy air, and once more every eye
studied the horizon.

To Fronto’s
knowledge the first time a soldier had laughed or raised his voice
happened after noon on the second day when the call went out from
the lead ship that land had been spotted. At first Fronto thought
they must be dreadfully off course, as he peered myopically at the
coastline approaching at speed. He’d assumed they would be making
for one the large ports. He’d heard the names Apollonia and
Dyrrachium tossed about in briefings, though he’d been only
half-listening to the plans for the landing. It was the journey and
the stages that followed disembarkation that he was focused upon:
puking and fighting.

Instead of one
of the great port cities of Illyricum, what faced them on this
foreign coast was a line of high, green hills, dotted with small
signs of life, bordered by a stunning beach of white sand that
stretched more than a mile in each direction.

It took four
hours to disembark the army onto that stretch of white beach, using
rowing boats to ferry men from the larger ships that could not come
too close for fear of becoming grounded, and the afternoon was
already acquiring a tint of dusk when the full force was ashore.
Once the Tenth, or at least the thousand men drawn from the Tenth
on that trip, were all ashore, Salvius had them form up. The sense
of relief was palpable. Every man had at least half expected to be
attacked and drowned on the journey, yet here they were on a
deserted beach under a chilly winter late afternoon sun.

Fronto was
inspecting his men, checking for signs of illness or trouble after
the crossing, when a call went up from one of the scouts at the
edge of the landing site. The entire beach leapt to action,
centurions shouting and whistles blowing before it became apparent
that the force the watchman had sighted was friendly. Such was the
trouble with a civil war: being certain who was who.

The
exploratory army relaxed at the news and fell back into their
formations awaiting further orders as a small cavalry force emerged
through the greenery at the edge of the beach and began to plod
across the white sand towards the small knot of senior officers.
Fronto left the Tenth to Salvius and Atenos, who was busy berating
a legionary, apparently for not being perfect, and hurried across
to the staff. He smiled at the sight of the column of horsemen.
They showed signs of hardship, wounds evident and eyes rimmed with
tired red, but they looked strong and confident regardless, and
none more so than the officer at their head: Marcus
Antonius.

‘Well met,
Caesar,’ he said wearily as he slipped from his horse’s back and
handed the reins to one of his men, stamping his feet in the soft
sand.

‘Antonius.
Ill tidings still?’

‘Mixed, in
truth. We have suffered several small defeats in trying to clear
out Pompeian forces and secure the Illyrian coast. Only small
sections are under our control. My brother was forced to surrender
an entire army at Curicta following betrayal by one of his officers
– Titus Pullo, no less. One of your old heroes from Gaul, the
treacherous bastard. We still have small forces here and there, but
nothing like this. Thank the gods you’re here and we can turn
things around.’

‘That doesn’t
sound very mixed,’ Fronto huffed.

‘On the
bright side,’ Antonius said, ‘you’ve got here safely and now we
have a chance. The local section of Pompey’s fleet is split. The
nearest grouping is at Oricum about twenty miles north, but round a
huge headland, and they’re of little or no use. Rufus and Vespillo
seem to be terrified of the Adriatic in winter. They’ve eighteen
ships that haven’t been out of port in months. The main force is
with Bibulus at Corcyra about thirty or forty miles south, but he’s
had his ships all over the place and his crews on shore leave. News
of your fleet sighted out at sea spread pretty quick, but it’ll
take Bibulus a while to gather his fleet together.’

‘Will we have
time to send the ships back to Brundisium?’ Brutus put in. ‘The
rest of the army awaits collection there.’

Antonius
shrugged. ‘It’s a guessing game. If Bibulus waits long enough to
gather his full fleet you’ll have time. If he just put to sea with
whatever ships he had in port as soon as you were sighted, he could
already be just around the next headland, and would probably still
have enough ships to stop you. Bibulus is a dangerous one. A nasty
piece of work.’

Caesar nodded
slowly. ‘I remember him well. We served as aediles together and the
man blocked and vetoed my every move. He has been at worst an
enemy, but at best a thorn in my side for decades. We need to get
the ships back out to open sea fast and gone to Brundisium before
the enemy arrives. And if we bring the men inland, that fleet will
not be able to pin us down. Brutus? I need you to take the ships
back to Brundisium. Antonius, you go too. You are my eyes, ears and
fist. Bring me my army.’

The two
officers nodded their acceptance.

‘Calenus?’

The staff
officer turned in surprise from where he’d been discussing pickets
with a tribune. ‘General?’

‘Take two
hundred of our best men as marines. Split them between the warships
of Antonius and Brutus and make sure they get back to Brundisium
safely. There is always the possibility of bumping into a lone
enemy trireme who might try their luck, and despite Pompey’s great
achievement, we all know that he didn’t completely clear the seas of pirates.
A poorly defended convoy of merchant vessels will look
attractive.’

Fufius Calenus
saluted and began to give orders to his men, then he and Brutus
rushed off to begin preparations with the fleet, who had been
preparing to anchor until first light.

Antonius
snorted. ‘I was hoping to have a bath and a hot meal before
anything else. I shall have to make do with a damp cloth and a jar
of Chian.’

‘The day a
single jar of wine lasts you, the gods will end the world,’ Caesar
said flatly. ‘What news of Pompey, other than his
fleets?’

Antonius
pursed his lips. ‘There are two main winter quarters on the coast,
both currently defended. Both have enough forces that we’ve not
tried to break them, and I think they would even stand against this
lot, though things will change when the rest get here. That’s
Apollonia and Dyrrachium. Pompey himself, with the bulk of his
army, has been off inland, in Macedonia, though there are reports
that he’s headed back this way. I would say you’ve got sufficient
force now to take Oricum, or one of the smaller cities in the area.
Perhaps we can take command of the local towns, but it’s not worth
trying for Apollonia or Dyrrachium until I return with the
reserves.’

‘With luck
you can bring the rest of the army over unmolested and we can dig
in before Pompey gets here. If we can create a strong bridgehead,
maybe with these towns of which you speak, perhaps we can wrest
control of the region from him and force him back.’

‘Perhaps,’
Antonius replied, ‘but one thing I’ve learned out here is never to
rely on a plan working out.’

With that,
Antonius clasped Caesar’s hand and strode away towards Brutus and
Calenus. The ships were already beginning to come about with some
difficulty. Acilius, one of the staff loitering nearby, cleared his
throat. ‘The wind is coming in off the sea, General, and it’s
picking up. There’s a storm in the offing, and even now there will
be an adverse wind for departure. And we’re already starting to
lose the light. I wonder if it might be better to wait until
morning?’

Caesar’s jaw
twitched slightly. ‘And if Bibulus arrives with two score heavy
warships before then? Then we shall have a beach full of kindling
and no way to bring across the rest of the army. No, they must
depart now and move with all speed.’ He turned and addressed the
officers in general. ‘Have all your forces move from the beach up
to better ground and fortify for the night. We shall set up signal
stations on the shore’s highest points, and there we shall await
the rest of the army. For myself, I want to find the best viewpoint
to watch proceedings.’

Fronto left
them to it and strode back to the Tenth. Salvius Cursor was busily
berating someone for the quality of their kit, which earned
Fronto’s rare approval, and so the legate singled out Atenos,
waving him over. ‘Have the Tenth move up into the hills behind the
beach and settle in for the night. Have a fence of wattle put up if
you can manage it but dig in however you can. Get moving straight
away, because seven legions will be on their way looking for the
best position and I don’t want the Tenth camped in the latrine
because we were late to the party.’

Atenos
grinned. ‘I’ll have this lot in place by the time you can say
“bollocks”, sir’

Fronto
chuckled as the primus pilus turned and gestured to the men of the
Tenth.

‘Listen up,
the lot of you. We’re heading for that hill up there,’ he pointed
to a nice, flat-topped hill a thousand paces or so from the sand.
‘And I want to be camped there before another legion finds it. The
first man up there gets a jar of wine. The last gets a week’s
latrine duty.’

There was a
murmur among the men and Atenos waved his hands. ‘What are you
waiting for?’

With sudden
shouts the legionaries burst into life, their centurions alongside
as they broke all formation and began running for the greenery
behind the beach in eight-man units at best. Salvius Cursor turned
to Atenos and Fronto. ‘Poor discipline. What if they are
ambushed?’

Fronto
shrugged. ‘Scouts have been crawling around those hills for the
last four hours. If they were dangerous we’d know by now. If you’re
so concerned, go with them.’

Atenos saluted
and jogged off after his men. Salvius threw his commander a last,
bitter, disapproving look, then followed. Fronto smiled at the rest
of the units moving off the beach in an orderly manner. All well
and good, but someone there would end up camped on a thirty degree
slope among prickly plants. Not the Tenth. Leaving it all to Atenos
and Salvius, he turned and made for the small corral of officers’
horses, where an equisio was busy brushing down Bucephalus. He
could see Caesar and a few of the others already mounted and
heading off the beach towards a high spur to the north that should
grant a commanding view of the coast in both directions.

Retrieving his
ageing black horse and mounting with only a couple of groans,
Fronto walked him off along the beach after the officers. It took
almost half an hour to reach the vantage point, where two of the
legions’ scouts were already in position. Dismounting and handing
over the reins to a legionary who tethered the mounts, the small
knot of nine officers moved to a high, flat rocky outcrop that
jutted from the bushes and trees. The view was excellent. To the
north, the beach swiftly petered out and became a rocky shoreline,
with the hills dropping right down to the water’s edge. To the
south, the sands stretched some three miles before disappearing
around a promontory, the next bay and headland just visible in the
failing light. The beach was all-but empty now, a few small units
busy there, but the bulk of the legions busy setting up camp in the
hills behind.

The wind
blowing in off the Adriaticum was cold and becoming stronger all
the time, and was considerably more noticeable up here in such an
exposed location. Fronto turned to look out to sea. The fleet was a
mess. Not through lack of command ability, for certain with Brutus
on board. But with such a disparate group of vessels of different
sizes and capabilities, it was almost impossible to keep them
working in concert. Some of the vessels were designed to rely on
wind in the sails far more than any oars, and with an adverse
breeze blowing in off the sea, they were having some difficulty
making headway. Despite Caesar’s persuasive argument, Fronto was
beginning to think that Acilius had been right in advocating a
delay.

Something
ruffled the hairs on the back of his neck and he shivered. He knew
something was wrong even before the call went up, and was already
moving forwards, his eyes raking the sea’s surface.

‘Ships
sighted,’ bellowed one of the legionaries on sentry duty, pointing
away to the south.

The man had
damn good eyes. Fronto took some time to locate them, but when he
did, a cold stone of certainty settled in his belly. Disaster was
about to strike. Even as he peered into the distant evening light
he could see more and more of them. Perhaps fifty ships, perhaps
even more. All good, strong and well-equipped warships, too.
Bibulus’ fleet. The ragtag flotilla leaving the beach stood no
chance, even with the dozen warships escorting them. It was like
watching a pack of wolves racing towards a panicked flock of
sheep.

‘Can they
make it?’ Caesar breathed.

Acilius,
apparently a man with some naval experience, sucked in cold air
through his teeth. ‘No, Caesar. Perhaps the fastest and strongest
will be able to outpace them and make it to the relative safety of
open sea. The slower ones are doomed.’

Fronto nodded
unhappily, watching the disaster unfold. The commanders of the
fleet had clearly come to the same conclusion. At an unheard
command, far out to sea, the twelve warships and the fastest of the
civilian fleet began to pick up pace, abandoning the slower ships.
The flotilla resembled a frayed rope giving and then breaking. The
lead vessels raced away, making for the dark waters of open sea,
risking sailing without lights, which would increase the danger of
collisions, but make them much more difficult to spot at a distance
in the fading light.

The nearest,
slowest vessels clearly decided they could not make it out to sea
and would be prey to the enemy. Some dithered in open water, still
heading west, but too slow, too late. Others were turning, but
again indecisively and far too slow. Bibulus’ fleet was cutting
through the water like a sharp knife at an astonishing speed. A
small collection of ships were making for the beach now, a large
group out to sea and rapidly disappearing, a few unable to either
race away fast enough or retreat in time. They were clearly
lost.

Fronto
performed a quick count. Twelve ships were coming for the beach and
would probably make it. Surprisingly, one of those was a small,
fast warship, a liburnian that could quite reasonably have made it
out to sea, but had decided to herd the vessels back to land like a
sheepdog. Even as Fronto watched, the small, fast warship closed on
two of the dithering vessels and there was a brief exchange,
following which both began to race for the beach, jettisoning
anything they could to lighten the vessels and speed them up. So,
perhaps fourteen ships would make it back to the beach. Twenty or
thirty were in the dangerous area and easy prey for Bibulus – it
was hard to take a true count with the way they milled about in
panic and passed one another. All had now decided that the beach
was their only chance and were coming about and making for the
coast, but it was too late. They would never make it. The only
positive was that the numbers Fronto counted meant that more than
fifty vessels must have made it out to sea.

Tense, he
watched the pack of sea wolves bearing down on their prey. For good
or ill, Bibulus had focused on the easy target. His entire fleet
had set a tangential course that would bring them straight to that
gaggle of ships that would never reach the beach in time. Fronto
threw up a quick prayer that the enemy and the sea god would both
show mercy, for those ships would all fall. Yet in doing so, they
had bought time for the rest, a small flotilla returning to the
beach and a larger fleet out in the dark sea, racing into the
safety of night and open water.

Fronto kept
his eyes on the ships as the enemy triremes closed. With a sinking,
disgusted feeling, he saw golden flame beginning to spring up among
the Pompeian fleet. A moment later fiery missiles began to arc
through the air as the lead ships closed on the doomed vessels. The
first shots fell short, but Bibulus knew what he was doing. His
fleet began to fan out into a wide front, and bow-mounted artillery
joined a myriad of archers launching burning matter at the
Caesarian ships.

The arrows and
bolts and jars of pitch began to strike timber, and instantly the
beleaguered merchant ships caught fire. Fronto watched, sick, as
men leapt from burning vessels into the water. Seemingly heedless
of the danger they too faced from the flames, the lead ships of
Bibulus’ fleet picked up their pace, racing into the doomed vessels
at ramming speed. Smaller, flaming ships were smashed in two by the
large military ones which continued to launch their missiles at the
remaining vessels. Men in the water would be being battered by
floundering hulls and smashed into by enemy warships in for the
kill, and any sailor who’d jumped overboard and survived the
immediate clash would inevitably die anyway. It was Januarius and
the water was almost ice. No man could last long enough in that sea
to make it to shore. Every soul on those thirty ships would die,
either by fire, drowning, freezing or a deadly flaming iron
point.

‘I will see
Bibulus die for this,’ Caesar said quietly, and Fronto and the
others nodded as one. Caesar was renowned for his clemency, but
there were times when mercy had to be pushed aside in favour of
justice. The Pompeian fleet could easily have captured those
vessels and taken their crew. Even if they had no use for them,
they could have scuttled them and saved the men. Instead, Bibulus
had charged in with the clear intent to kill and destroy everything
in his path. Did the man not remember that these too were Romans he
was killing?

This was
precisely the sort of thing Fronto had anticipated after Massilia
and which had led him to the initial decision to retire once more.
He’d agreed, under duress, to serve for another year, and had
almost fallen into the trap of the comfortable military life once
he’d been back with the Tenth. Now, watching Roman sailors burned,
crushed and drowned by other Roman sailors, the sickness of it all
came back in wrenching waves.

Thirty or so
ships were now little more than burning kindling in the water, the
enemy vessels circling them and adding to the carnage whenever they
spotted a survivor. There was no sign of the escaping ships that
had made it out to sea. At least one of the senior officers would
have been aboard them. And another fourteen vessels were even now
pulling up onto the beach, grounding themselves as their crews
leapt ashore and raced for the perceived safety of the hills and
the military camps therein.

‘Once Bibulus
has been made to pay, though,’ Fronto said quietly, ‘we need to
make a last attempt to end this all with words. What’s just
happened down there is like a bar fight compared with what’s coming
on land. If we can avoid the slaughter of thousands and thousands
of Roman lives, it’s our duty to do just that.’

Caesar nodded
seriously. ‘Quite so, Fronto. But not at the expense of laying bare
our belly to Pompey and handing him the knife.’

Men were
rushing across the beach now and Fronto could just, in the dim
light, make out two senior officers with a troop of legionaries
having left the liburnian, hurrying towards the high place where
the officers stood watching.

‘Who, do you
suppose?’

‘Calenus and
Brutus,’ Caesar said quietly.

‘Why not
Marcus Antonius?’ Fronto replied.

‘Because
Calenus would have accompanied one of the others, so one must be
him, and Brutus is always concerned about his charges. Only Brutus
would have chosen to stay when he could have run, and help the rest
reach safety. And you know Antonius. The moment a decision had to
be made, he would focus on pushing forwards, his eyes set on
Brundisium and the rest of the army. No, that was the work of
Brutus and Calenus, bringing back what they could to safety, and
the vision of Antonius forging out into the darkness.’

Fronto nodded.
There was no denying that summary of the two men. The burning
wreckage of the ships was now beginning to thin out as what
remained sank beneath the icy surface, joining the bodies of the
frozen crewmen. Bibulus and his commanders seemed to have decided
that there was no further use in hanging about with the wrecks and
already the fleet was moving off. Fronto half expected them to
close on the beach and attempt to fire the ships that had escaped,
but they did not, presumably nervous about the forces already on
land and what might happen to the ships if they came too close to a
shore controlled by Caesar. Similarly, they made no attempt to race
off into the growing dark in search of the ships Antonius was
taking back to Italia. The captains, once safely out of sight,
would have drawn the fleet together and performed several course
changes, making it almost impossible to track them across the
water. They were safe unless they happened to bump into trouble by
accident.

‘Looks like
we’re in for a long stay,’ Acilius said quietly as the enemy fleet
split up and began to disperse both north and south, a few vessels
seeking good position in the locale.

‘What?’
Fronto muttered.

‘They’re not
leaving. They’re moving into blockade position.’

‘What?’

‘With a fleet
like that he can control the water all the way from Pietas in the
north to Buthrotum in the south, especially when he retrieves the
other vessels under his command. Antonius suggested this was just
the ones he could get his hands on immediately. With perhaps double
this fleet or maybe more, he could stop anything coming in or going
out for well over a hundred miles, plenty more if he stretched
himself.’

Fronto
shivered. ‘Could he stop the reserves getting through?’

‘Without a
doubt. There will be few warships among them, even if extras have
been found. With the pride of Pompey’s navy here, we might just be
on our own from now on.’

‘You paint a
bleak picture, Acilius,’ Caesar said quietly.

‘Apologies,
Caesar. Staius Murcus and myself both served in Pompey’s navy
against the pirates of the east some twenty years ago. We were only
young men then, but I doubt there are two men in your army who know
Pompey’s navy as well as we do.’

‘Congratulations, Acilius,’ Caesar said with an iron-hard
expression. ‘You just bought yourself and Murcus the command of the
Illyrian shore. If Bibulus thinks he can pen us in and keep the
reserves out, then let’s besiege him at sea. See how long his fleet
can last if they cannot put to shore for food and fresh water. See
to it that the land is denied him all along the coast.’

Acilius
grinned. ‘A pleasure, General.’

‘Won’t he
just resupply from one of his cities? Dyrrachium, for
instance?’

Caesar nodded.
‘Dyrrachium in particular is a thorn in the side. Taking it would
be advantageous. But for now, if Bibulus truly has that sizeable a
fleet, supplying it from a city via merchant ships will be a slow
and laborious business. I think his ships will go hungry and
thirsty much faster than he will be able to supply
them.’

‘Can we take
Dyrrachium with the men we have?’ Publius Cornelius Sulla asked
quietly.

‘Perhaps. But
we are not ready for it, and we have no siege equipment, and
Antonius seemed to think not. Besides, Pompey is on the way there
with his army. And if there is any hope of securing a peace with
the man, taking his winter quarters out from under his nose will
shatter that hope. I think… I think we need to meet Pompey in open
ground and neither of us atop the walls of Dyrrachium. It’s time to
send him a message.’

He turned from
the scenes below, full of purpose.

‘Find me
Lucius Vibullius Rufus.’


Chapter 3

 


Illyricum,
Martius 48 BC

 


 


‘Still
nothing?’

Fronto turned
to see Galronus strolling up the path to the now well-worn lookout
point. He shook his head. Of course there was nothing, he thought
irritably. He came here every morning in the hope of discovering
something that might change the situation, yet met with only empty
sea and disappointment each time. Not empty sea, he corrected
himself. Empty sea
would bear hope. This was a sea dotted with powerful ships, just
not the ones Caesar’s army longed to see.

After the
initial rush to command a position on the shore and the disaster
with the returning fleet, everything had come to a stop.

With just
fifteen thousand men, a fraction of the number they had commanded
in Gaul, it would be foolhardy and extremely dangerous to begin
prosecuting any kind of major action. The hotter heads among the
staff – and Salvius Cursor too, of course – advocated moving in an
attempt to take Dyrrachium or Apollonia, the two city-fortresses
that still dominated the coast in favour of Pompey. Fifteen
thousand men, though, was not enough to besiege such a great city
with any real effectiveness, especially when the defenders could be
resupplied easily by sea. At least in the siege of Massilia they’d
had Brutus’ fleet to blockade. Here it was Pompey’s ships that
created a cordon all along the Illyrian coast, effectively sealing
the Caesarian army in and preventing any hope of
reinforcement.

Bastards.

Two
months.

Two months
with no sign of Antonius and the rest of the army. No news had come
from the west. Had Antonius made it back across the Adriaticum? Had
he met with disaster from pirates or storms or even more of
Pompey’s seemingly endless navy? If he had reached Brundisium, had he been
unable to gather enough ships to bring the men across? Given
Pompey’s blockade it would be an ill-judged move to attempt a
breakthrough for the sake of just a few men. It would have to be
the rest of the army to make it worthwhile.

And that army
had not come.

There had been
a report early on, while the officers were still making initial
plans, that a Caesarian ship had limped into the harbour at Oricum
and there been burned by the Pompeian garrison, but it seemed
unlikely. Why would one ship come alone and, if it did, why would
it attempt to put to port in an enemy stronghold?

The army had
not arrived, and with the relatively meagre numbers at Caesar’s
command there was no point in trying for one of the coastal
strongholds. The forces here and there left from the army Antonius
and his brother had brought across the sea last year were few
enough that they’d barely hold a bridge, let alone fight a full
campaign. No, without the rest of the army from Brundisium,
Pompey’s fortresses were safe and Caesar was incapable of securing
the solid bridgehead he needed
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