
Soldier of Rome

The Legionary

Book One of the Artorian Chronicles

James Mace

Electronic Edition Copyright © 2012 by James Mace

All rights reserved as permitted under the U.S. Copyright Act of 1976, no part of this publication may be reproduced, distributed, or transmitted in any form or by any means, or stored in a database or retrieval system, without the prior permission of the publisher.

The characters and events portrayed in this book are based on actual events, but are used fictitiously.

Legionary Books

Meridian, Idaho 83642

http://www.legionarybooks.net 

First Edition: 2006

Revised and Reedited Edition: 2012

Published in the United States of America

Legionary Books 

The Works of James Mace

Note: In each series or combination of series’, all works are listed in chronological sequence

The Artorian Chronicles

Soldier of Rome: The Legionary

Soldier of Rome: The Sacrovir Revolt

Soldier of Rome: Heir to Rebellion

Soldier of Rome: The Centurion

*Empire Betrayed: The Fall of Sejanus 

Soldier of Rome: Journey to Judea

Soldier of Rome: The Last Campaign

*Centurion Valens and the Empress of Death 

*Slaves of Fear: A Land Unconquered

The Great Jewish Revolt and Year of the Four Emperors

Soldier of Rome: Rebellion in Judea

Soldier of Rome: Vespasian’s Fury

Soldier of Rome: Reign of the Tyrants

Soldier of Rome: Rise of the Flavians

Soldier of Rome: The Fall of Jerusalem

Napoleonic Era

Forlorn Hope: The Storming of Badajoz

I Stood with Wellington

Courage, Marshal Ney

The Anglo-Zulu War

Brutal Valour: The Tragedy of Isandlwana

Crucible of Honour: The Battle of Rorke’s Drift

Lost Souls: The Forgotten Heroes of Eshowe

* Stand-alone novel or novella

Table of Contents

Preface

Cast of Characters

Chapter I: Teutoburger Wald

Chapter II: Aftermath of Disaster

Chapter III: The Recruit

Chapter IV: From Civilian to Soldier

Chapter V: Preparations for War

Chapter VI: The Legionary

Chapter VII: The First Campaign

Chapter VIII: Ambush and Philosophy

Chapter IX: Destruction of the Marsi

Chapter X: Return to Teutoburger Wald

Chapter XI: Frustration and the Roads Home

Chapter XII: At the Ahenobarbi Bridges

Chapter XIII: The Trap is Sprung

Chapter XIV: Winter Quarters

Chapter XV: Ambushing the Raiders

Chapter XVI: The New Optio

Chapter XVII: Into the Heart of Germania

Chapter XVIII: The Weser River

Chapter XIX: Calm Before the Storm

Chapter XX: Idistaviso

Chapter XXI: For Wrath, For Vengeance

Chapter XXII: The Rout and the Aftermath

Chapter XXIII: The Stronghold and Final Justice

Chapter XXIV: Redemption

Chapter XXV: The Bittersweet Aftermath of War

Chapter XXVI: Return to Rome

Chapter XXVII: The Soldier versus the Gladiator

Chapter XXVIII: The Rewards of Triumph

Chapter XXIX: Soldiers of Rome

Appendix A: Roman Military Ranks

Further Reading / Bibliography

	[image: ]
	 	[image: ]


[image: ]

​Preface
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In the year 9 A.D. three Roman legions under Quintilius Varus are betrayed by the Germanic war chief, Arminius, and destroyed in the forest known as Teutoburger Wald. Six years later, Rome is ready to unleash her vengeance. Emperor Tiberius sends his adopted son, Germanicus Caesar, across the Rhine with an army of forty-thousand imperial soldiers. They come not on a mission of conquest, but of annihilation. Within the ranks is a young legionary named Artorius, for whom the war offers a chance to avenge his slain brother. Deep within the forests of Germania, Arminius and his allies prepare to face the legions. Defeating the Romans will require all of his cunning, tactical savvy, and plenty of well-placed brute force. The Roman Empire holds its breath as Germanicus and Arminius face each other in the most savage conflict the world has seen in a generation; a conflict that will end in a holocaust of fire and blood.
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​Cast of Characters
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Soldiers:

Titus Artorius Justus – A legionary serving with the Twentieth Legion

Magnus Flavianus – Artorius’ best friend and fellow legionary, he is of Nordic descent

Statorius – Decanus (sergeant) of legionaries and Artorius’ section leader

Marcus Vitruvius – Chief Weapons Instructor of the Second Century

Flaccus – Tesserarius of the Second Century

Camillus – Signifier of the Second Century

Platorius Macro – Centurion of the Third Cohort’s Second Century

Valerius Proculus – Commander of the Third Cohort

Calvinus – Commander of the Fifth Cohort

Flavius Quietus – Centurion Primus Pilus of the Twentieth Legion

Pontius Pilate – A Military Tribune of the Twentieth Legion

Praxus, Decimus, Valens, Carbo, Gavius – Legionaries

Noble Romans:

Tiberius Caesar – Emperor of Rome

Livia Augusta – Mother of Tiberius and widow of Emperor Augustus Caesar

Vipsania Agrippina – Former wife of Tiberius and mother of Drusus

Germanicus Caesar – Adopted son and heir of Tiberius. He is the legate of the Twentieth Legion and the Commanding General of the Army of the Rhine

Caecina Severus – Senatorial Legate and Deputy Commanding General of the Rhine Army

Drusus Julius Caesar – Son of Tiberius and his first wife, Vipsania Agrippina

Claudius – Brother of Germanicus; he suffers from lameness and speech impediment

Livilla – Sister of Germanicus and Claudius and the wife of Drusus

Antonia – Mother of Germanicus, Livilla and Claudius; she is the daughter of Marc Antony and widow of Tiberius’ brother Drusus Nero

Agrippina – Wife of Germanicus and half-sister of Vipsania, she mistrusts and despises the Emperor

Germans

Arminius – War Chief of the Cherusci and leader of the united tribes of Germania. A former Roman ally, he betrayed them in Teutoburger Wald

Ingiomerus – Uncle of Arminius and a veteran of many wars against Rome

Segestes – Father-in-law to Arminius, he is a staunch Roman ally. Warned Varus of the pending disaster in Teutoburger Wald

Thusnelda – Daughter of Segestes and wife of Arminius

Barholden – War Chief of the Marsi; allies of the Cherusci

Haraxus – A sub-war chief

Flavus – Estranged brother of Arminius, he still fights for Rome
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​Chapter I: Teutoburger Wald
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Teutoburger Wald, Germania

August, 9 A.D.

***
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What a fool you are, Quintilius Varus!

The mass of trees grew thicker, the sky darker, and what had started off as a mild summer shower had turned into a torrential downpour. The small contingent of Roman horsemen was already soaked and shivering, their Germanic guides laughing at their plight. Soon after entering the forest, they came upon a bog. The mud was thick and slimy, the water smelled rank with stagnation. The group halted as the Germans gazed around. Their leader’s face broke into a sly grin as he saw the path he was looking for. They were getting close.

“How much further?” one of the troopers asked, the rain continuing to drench them, in spite of the tree canopy.

“Not far,” the lead guide answered, “I promise, it will all be over soon.”

“The gods curse this weather,” another Roman muttered.

“Which gods?” still another one grunted.

As the cold rain slowly trickled down the back of his neck, the barbarian guide laughed to himself. The weather will soon be the least of your worries, he thought. Just then a Centurion rode up to him.

“What in Hades is the holdup?” he asked, irritated. “You were supposed to find the most expedient route for our column, and instead we’re at a standstill!” He was soaked and freezing, though he did not notice, so hot was his anger. Centurion Calvinus hated and deeply mistrusted the Germans. He could not for the life of him figure out how Varus had ever grown to trust them. The barbarian calmly turned his mount around to face him.

“It was your commanding general who entrusted us with the leading of your men through the Wald. I am sorry that a little summer shower has soured your mood; however, I take it you are not questioning his judgment.” There was a sneer of defiance on the German’s face, something that only further enflamed Calvinus. 

He brought his horse alongside the German’s and leaned forward so that their faces were just centimetres apart. “Don’t think just because you wormed your way into Varus’ inner circle that you can take on airs with me, Arminius. If you don’t find us a way through this bloody mess right now, I will gut you myself!” 

The threat was very real, though Arminius’ face remained calm.

“I already have,” he replied mildly, “there, past that fallen oak and the cluster of rocks, the path that will lead you straight through Teutoburger Wald.” 

Calvinus gazed over to where the barbarian was pointing. Sure enough, there was a path that led through the bog. However, it was very narrow, only wide enough for three to four soldiers to walk abreast in places. Steep rock formations rose up on the left side further down.

“You want us to march along that?” His anger was boiling over. With the rocks on one side and an impassable swamp on the other, the path was the perfect lane for setting up an ambush. “One would have to be either insane or a complete half-wit to attempt that.”

“Your own auxiliaries are already up on the slope, protecting your flank, but if you think you can find a better way, feel free,” Arminius replied with a bored sigh. “In the meantime, I suppose I should go and tell Quintilius Varus, Senator and Governor-General of Germania, that one of his centurions does not trust his judgment and, indeed, thinks him to be half-witted.” 

As Arminius started to turn his horse back around, Calvinus grabbed him roughly by the tunic. “I smell treachery on you, barbarian. If you in any way prove me right, I will follow you straight into the pits of hell and destroy you, be you Quintilius Varus’ friend or no.”

“Shouldn’t you be getting back to your cohort, centurion?” Arminius asked as he jerked away from Calvinus’ grip. As he rode away, he thought to himself that it didn’t matter if this Roman trusted him or not. In fact, it did not matter if the entire army mistrusted him. All that mattered was what Varus thought, and he had Varus in the palm of his hand. 

Arminius was a Germanic warrior of great distinction, War Chief of the Cherusci, and had previously served as an auxiliary commander of Germanic cavalry for the Romans. This had greatly appealed to the impressionable Varus, so much so that he had even taken Arminius to be one of his closest confidants.

What a fool you are, Quintilius Varus, Arminius thought. Your head and your eagles will soon be mine! He took a glance over his shoulder to see if the rather troublesome centurion was still behind him, but Calvinus had gone.

“That Roman’s become too suspicious,” one of the other scouts remarked as he rode up alongside his war chief.

“It matters not,” Arminius replied, “his bones will soon be trampled into the mud, along with the rest of the Army of the Rhine.”

As Calvinus made his way back to the column, his cohort commander rode out to meet him. The man had his cloak wrapped around him, though it was soaked completely through. He was shivering and miserable, as were the rest of their men.

“What’s the delay up there?” the senior centurion asked impatiently.

“The barbarians claim to have found us a way through, but I must tell you that I sense a trap.” 

The cohort commander lowered and shook his head. Here we go again, he thought. “Calvinus, for the last time...”

“Gods damn it, why won’t any of you listen to me?” Calvinus barked in a complete breach of protocol. He was at his wits’ end and tired of being ignored. For weeks he had been warning his fellow officers about his suspicions, and he was desperate not to allow the Army to take the path that he knew in his heart led to certain death. 

His commander’s eyes grew wide in anger at the sudden outburst from his subordinate, but Calvinus was not about to back down.

“I keep telling you about all the signs that say ‘this is an ambush,’ yet no one will listen! I smelled a rat as soon as this expedition was announced. A few zealous tribesmen murder a Roman tax collector and his staff and we send three legions after them? Then Arminius assures Varus that there would be no resistance, that the tribes were mostly docile. Since when have Germanic tribes ever been docile? And was it not Arminius who convinced Varus to allow the soldiers to take their families and camp followers with them? That is the biggest breach of Army procedures I have ever heard of in my career!” 

The cohort commander listened impatiently to the same rant he had heard nearly a dozen times in the last week alone. 

“And how about that older German, Arminius’ father-in-law, Segestes? He even warned Varus that Arminius plans to betray us. I’m telling you...”

“No, I’m telling you, centurion!” The cohort commander growled. “If you do not cease and desist immediately, I am going to drag you before the commanding general myself. Do not forget that Varus wanted to strip you of your rank and position the last time you were rude to one of his native guests, and it was my intervention which prevented it. And now you dare to get insubordinate with me? I will deal with you later, Calvinus; though I must tell you, you will be lucky if you leave Teutoburger Wald with your rank intact if I have anything to say about it. Now return to your century!” 

As Calvinus rode away, he turned back to his commander. “Sir, we’ll be lucky if any of us leave Teutoburger Wald with our lives intact.” He turned away and rode back to his men, rightly suspecting that he would never see his cohort commander again.

“We’ll ride ahead and make sure the way is clear,” Arminius told the bedraggled Roman contingent that still accompanied his scouts. They hardly even acknowledged him, each man off in his own little world as he fought the rain and the cold. Arminius and his Germanic companions galloped off, leaving the Romans behind. As they rode along the path, he heard the sound of a crow cawing. They brought their mounts to a halt as one of his scouts answered the call. Arminius looked to his left, along the top of the rock outcroppings. He saw an older warrior step out from behind a thicket of bushes. He was bare-chested and carrying a broadsword. It was his uncle, Ingiomerus. Arminius waved and dismounted his horse. His scouts did the same and followed him up the steep slope to where the rest of their fellow warriors lay waiting. 

What a fool you are, Quintilius Varus!

Metellus Artorius Maximus looked around in disgust. He was thoroughly miserable as the legions passed deeper into Teutoburger Wald, a thick and nearly impenetrable forest with concealed swamps. Arminius had assured the Romans that this was a safe and more expedient route. 

Right! Metellus thought. He was cold, soaked, and had absolutely no idea where they were going. 

At nineteen years of age, Metellus had been in the army for a little over two years. He was a strong, intelligent, good-looking soldier with a promising career ahead of him. He wrote often to his family about how proud he was to be serving in the Seventeenth Legion. His younger brother, Artorius, had so wanted to come with him, to live the life of the legions. Metellus laughed briefly at the memory.

“If only you knew what you’d be getting yourself into, little brother.” he said to himself as he tried to wipe the rain from his eyes. Leaves and branches slapped his face constantly as he struggled to move through the quagmire. He looked around in search of his century. 

His friend, Clodius, was close by, head hung low as he plodded along. The rest of the century was starting to scatter. This was not boding well in Metellus’ mind. Intervals and formations were becoming non-existent in the confusion and the rain. As he looked behind him, he stepped right into a swampy mess, sinking halfway up his calf.

“By Mars, I’m going to kill the bastard who convinced Varus to take this route.” he swore in a low tone. 

Clodius stifled a laugh as he reached down to help his friend. “What a damn shit hole,” he observed as he pulled Metellus out of the stinking mire.

Looking ahead there was nothing but trees and swampy marsh to be seen. “I thought that barbarian, Arminius, was supposed to be showing our reconnaissance cavalry the quickest way to go. I can’t believe this is the path they picked!”

“And just how in Hades do they expect the baggage trains to get through this?” Metellus asked. “Not exactly the best job of planning.”  The rain was coming down harder and his irritation was increasing. It wasn’t supposed to rain like this during the summer.

“And what idiot said that we wouldn’t need our leather rain covers for our shields?” With no cover on his shield, it had become waterlogged and felt like it weighed a ton. His leather pack felt as if it was overflowing with water as well. He sighed and started walking again. 

They moved out quickly, trying to catch up to the rest of their century. Metellus was also concerned because it seemed that no one was paying attention to anything going on around them. Normally, Centurion Calvinus would have already been in his face, beating him with the vine stick for having fallen out of formation. Where was he, anyway?

Soon they came upon a narrow path, the only place that did not seem to be overflowing with water and swamp slime. Soldiers were already moving in a narrow file along the lane, oblivious to everything around them except the pouring rain and the ground at their feet.

“No way will the baggage carts be able to use this,” Clodius observed. 

Metellus shrugged. “At this point, it’s not really our concern.”

Clodius raised an eyebrow at that. “It will be if we end up sleeping on the ground tonight.”

Arminius watched the dishevelled soldiers pass before him. It was time. The moment for him to strike at the very soul of Rome and shatter her sense of invincibility had arrived. 

Now! War horns sounded, battle cries deafened anyone within earshot, spears and arrows flew, and what seemed like every Germanic tribe charged in a mass of men and spears. The force of their charge shattered the Roman lines like a demonic beast. So caught off guard were they that only a few were able to throw their javelins before they were overwhelmed. Formations were completely forgotten, and soldiers soon found themselves isolated and having to fight individually. Like a tide coming over the sands, they soon disappeared in the wake of their doom. The Romans who survived the initial shock were now in a fight for their lives against insurmountable odds. The outcome was never in doubt. The force of the wave of barbarian warriors knocked many Romans into the swamps, their heavy armour and weapons dragging them to a murky and watery grave in the blackness below.

Metellus was surprised and appalled when he heard the sound of the war horns. He looked to his left and saw a horde of barbarians pouring down from the hillside.

“Where are those damned auxiliaries?” he shouted to himself, referring to the native fighters enlisted to fight alongside the legions. 

They had been tasked with providing some semblance of flank security and should have given ample warning of any potential threat. He soon had his answer. For no sooner had he spoken those words than he saw a large number of auxiliaries amongst the charging barbarians. They were still dressed in mail armour, wearing legionary style helmets. So much for loyalty.

“Treacherous bastards!” he snarled through clenched teeth. He watched in horror as his century disappeared amongst the throng of men and metal. This couldn’t be happening! 

Metellus had been reared on the concept of Roman invincibility from the date of his birth. Fighting together as a cohesive unit, his century had always been unbeatable. Nothing could stand up to them. But, by Jupiter, where were they now? In the confusion of the battle, he could not see anyone from his unit. He then realised that he and Clodius were alone. His friend was seething in rage.

“Traitors from Hell!” he screamed as he threw a javelin at one of the turncoat auxiliaries.

The weapon slammed into the side of the man’s neck with such force that the shaft whipped around and tore his throat away. The auxiliary fell to his knees and then to the ground, his head practically severed from his spine. Clodius then drew his gladius and charged headlong into the fray. Metellus watched horrified as a huge barbarian bear-hugged his friend and pinned him against the side of the rocks. Clodius spun his gladius around and stabbed the man in the small of his back. He then disappeared from view in the sea of struggling bodies.

As soon as he lost sight of his friend, panic swelled up inside Metellus. He did the unthinkable for a Roman soldier; he turned and started to run in terror. So great was his overwhelming fear, he was not even aware of what he was doing.

He ran for what felt like hours. His legs ached, and his lungs burned as he tried, in vain, to suck in enough air. He found he could no longer hold on to his shield or his pack. Without even slowing down, he dropped everything he was carrying, including his javelins, which had become tangled in the thick underbrush. He didn’t even know where he was running to. All he knew was that he had to get away from that swarm of death and destruction. As he passed through a tangle of branches, he tripped over a tree root and fell into a marsh, completely submerging himself. Again, he panicked, thinking that he was drowning. He clawed his way to the surface, gasping for air. He looked around and saw that all was black around him. It must have been getting late in the day. Combine that with the thick canopy of trees over him and the black clouds that dominated the sky, and he found that all was dark. He could scarcely see his hand in front of his face.

As he stood trembling in the water, his breathing started to slow down. The rain had stopped, and a cool gentle breeze seemed to rip into his very soul. Suddenly, he was filled with something stronger than fear. He was filled with utter shame. He had committed the ultimate sin; he had run away from a battle. He had left his comrades to their doom. He placed his head in his hands as he fought back tears of despair.

He looked around and saw he was alone. He could not see the battle, though in the remote distance he could still hear the clash of arms and the hellish screams that accompanied it. Nothing like this had ever happened. He had never been on his own in a battle. His unit had always fought together, working as one had made them invincible. To fight on one’s own was unthinkable. Now he was alone. 

Suddenly he found his resolve. There was only one thing he could do to find redemption. He had to find his companions. Surely somebody from his century was still alive. Metellus found it impossible to comprehend they might all have been wiped out. He started wading through the swamp, slowly making his way towards the sounds of the battle. It was so dark that he tripped and fell face first against a gnarled tree, catching the nub of a branch, gouging his cheek. He swore quietly as he tasted the blood that was seeping from the wound. Reaching up, he ripped off a piece of skin that was hanging from his face. This, in turn, caused him to swear even more as he continued to struggle to find his way out of the swamp.

Once he reached a bank, he lay on his stomach and found some stray branches with which to pull himself out. He found that the mud and slime had plastered itself to his sandals and legs, weighing him down. At this rate, the battle will be over before I even get back to it, he thought.

Once he was out, he pulled himself upright and sat back against a tree, catching his breath. He leaned over as he heard the sounds of many running feet heading towards him. Not knowing whether they were friend or foe, he laid flat alongside the tree. In the gloom of the thick forest, he could not see a soul, but soon he heard voices, voices that were not speaking in Latin. Their tone was excited, and their unholy war cries caused him to shiver.

He closed his eyes and tensed up as he heard the excited voices of numerous Germanic warriors running by. Slowly, he unsheathed his gladius and braced himself against the ground, ready to spring. Soon the sounds moved past him, and he started to breathe easier. Then he heard a loud crash and splash as someone fell into the swamp from which he had just crawled. He heard the sounds of cursing; unlike anything he had ever heard before. He listened intently as the irate individual slogged through the water, heading directly towards where he hid. Metellus held his breath as he caught the form of a man pulling himself out of the water. He could just make out the long club the barbarian carried, and he could also see the unkempt mop of hair on his head.

It would have been easy to just lie there and wait for the man to pass him by, but he felt that he had to do something to atone for his earlier cowardice. As the German struggled to pull himself up, Metellus lunged forward, smashing his helmeted head into the barbarian’s, knocking the man senseless. He then fell on top of the German, and with one hand over his victim’s mouth, he rammed his gladius into the side of his neck. The barbarian thrashed about in his death throes, blood spurting over Metellus’ hand. He worked his gladius in a rough sawing motion, trying to hasten his enemy’s death. So violent were the barbarian’s convulsions that Metellus was almost thrown off. Once death had finally claimed the man, he slowly staggered to his feet and starting moving in the direction the barbarians had gone. For where they went, surely his friends would be.

Had it been hours that passed or days? Metellus was not sure. Though the rain had long since stopped, the sky was still black. He heard the sound of crying, as if from a young child, and instinctively ran towards it. He saw that it was a toddler, standing next to the bodies of his murdered father and mother. A burly German was laughing over the corpses and was preparing to stab the child with his spear. Metellus rushed forward; however, he was not fast enough. The warrior ran his spear through the wailing child. He then hefted his spear with the child hanging off it, laughing as if he had skewered a wild boar. In a blinding fury, Metellus grabbed the barbarian, spun him around and drove his gladius into his guts, ripping up to the heart. As the man fell dead, Metellus bent down to console the child whose cries had subsided, still alive but coughing up blood and convulsing violently. Metellus’ heart was filled with anger and sorrow at the same time. It was not the child’s fault. Damn his parents! Damn all who had condemned their children this way! How could anyone have thought that a campaign was the appropriate place to bring one’s family, especially young children? He looked up to see a group of Germans pointing at him through the trees. They turned and started running in his direction. He realised that he could not hope to save the child. In spite of the guilt that burned inside him, he turned and ran.

“Please, forgive me,” he said as much to himself as to the child, whom he knew was to soon be murdered. As he ran, he turned back and watched, unable to avert his gaze as one of the barbarians hacked the child’s head off with an axe, laughing all the while. Metellus vomited, sobbed quietly, and turned away wiping his mouth with the back of his hand. As he crashed through a thicket, he came to a small clearing where he saw a sight that gave him cause for relief. There stood Centurion Calvinus, Commander of the Fourth Century. Metellus had hoped to see the rest of the century with Calvinus. However, there were only two legionaries with him. 

This can’t be right, Metellus thought. Where in the name of Jupiter and Mars is everyone else? As he ran into the clearing, Metellus saw that there were, indeed, only the two legionaries with Calvinus, and that all three were engaged in mortal combat with five Germanic warriors. Three of these were attacking Calvinus. Seeing his distinctive armour and the crest on his helm, they had recognized him as an officer, a centurion no less. Killing a Roman centurion would bring much prestige and glory to the warrior responsible. 

Metellus gave a loud cry and rushed forward to save his centurion and friends. He lunged forward, plunging his gladius into the nearest barbarian’s chest. The man tried to scream as his lungs quickly filled with blood. As he collapsed to the ground, Metellus’ gladius became stuck in the ribcage of his stricken foe and was ripped from his hand. Ignoring this, Metellus attacked another German with his bare hands. He quickly got inside the warrior’s shield and spear. An elbow to the wrist knocked the spear away; one to the face dazed his adversary long enough for Metellus to grapple him to the ground where he hammered his fist into the man’s face and head. He tried to choke the barbarian, but the German was incredibly strong and not so easily dispatched. He bucked violently, nearly throwing Metellus off. His left hand came loose and banged against the dagger on his belt. His dagger...of course! With a flick of the wrist, Metellus drew his dagger and plunged it as hard as he could into the man’s eye. Warm blood and brains spurted all over Metellus’ hand and wrist. He rolled off the German, who was thrashing on the ground as his body convulsed. Metellus grabbed his gladius and with a violent jerk pulled it free from the other barbarian’s chest. Blood dripped from the blade. He then looked up to see Calvinus thrust his gladius under his remaining assailant’s jaw. The two legionaries had dispatched their attackers and were looking to their centurion for answers to their dilemma.

“What the fuck do we do now, Calvinus?” one of them asked. His voice was near panic. He was clutching his arm as blood oozed through his fingers, having been punctured by a German spear and in obvious pain.

“We find whoever else is still alive, and we cut our way out of here,” Calvinus answered, panting slightly, but still surprisingly calm.

“Where’s the rest of the century?” Metellus asked.

“They’re dead. Everyone’s dead.” the other legionary answered. His hands were on his knees, his head sagging.

“Sir?” Metellus asked, looking to his centurion.

Calvinus lowered his head, nodding. “I’m afraid so. And as far as I can tell, the four of us are all that remains of the cohort, maybe even the whole damned legion. Cassius Chaerea of the Nineteenth seems to be the only senior officer in the entire army that hasn’t lost his head. He’s established a rally point not too far from here and hopefully hasn’t been overrun. We’ll find him and then fight our way out from there.”

“If we can even find him in this gods’ forsaken nightmare,” the wounded legionary complained. 

Calvinus ignored the man’s remark. The sounds of Germanic war cries and men crashing through the woods alerted their senses. 

“Alright, let’s move out.”

Calvinus was more than a Centurion and commanding officer to his men. To them, he was like a second father, hard as iron, yet compassionate to the needs of his men. A tough, battle-hardened veteran with nearly fifteen years in the Army, he was the one who always had the right answers and knew the solution to any situation, no matter how desperate. He would get them out of this.

As they ran through the dense woods, they saw the bodies of most of their century and cohort. They were a ways from the narrow lane through the bog, and Metellus realised that they must have been conducting a fighting retreat, for there were many barbarian corpses amongst the slain legionaries. Had it all been in vain? Had the barbarians’ numbers been too great? Were there no other survivors? Metellus tripped over a corpse and fell headlong into the dirt. He rolled over to see that it was the body of Clodius. His face was caved in down the middle with an axe embedded in it, his mouth frozen in shocked horror. Flies were already crowded around the gaping wounds. 

“Clodius,” Metellus whispered, a tear coming to his eye. “No!” 

The overwhelming despair of the disaster was becoming unbearable. A jerk from one of the legionaries pulled him to his feet and back to his senses.

“Come on. There’s nothing you can do for him.” 

The sound of their Germanic pursuers was getting closer. As they moved through the thickets and undergrowth, they came upon even more carnage. Here, many of the camp followers had been slain. The bodies of soldiers were strewn amongst the dead, cut down as they tried to protect their families and loved ones. Metellus saw one dead soldier with his throat cut, lying on top of the bodies of a woman and young girl, the wife and daughter he had tried, in vain, to save. He thought briefly of the child he had failed to save. It was obvious that both women had been viciously raped and then mutilated. The young girl had even been decapitated as a final insult. Metellus shuddered at the sight, realizing that the soldier had probably still been alive and forced to watch the horrifying spectacle before his own life was brutally ended. Metellus thanked the gods again and again that he had declined the opportunity to bring his beloved Rowana on the expedition with him. At least she would be safe. 

Metellus suddenly felt that he would never see her again. This, in turn, caused a wave of anger and despair to wash over him. It wasn’t going to end this way. He thought back to the day he said goodbye to her.

“Promise me you’ll be careful,” she had said as she clung to him. “I need a live husband, not a dead hero.”

“Do not worry yourself, love. It’s simply an expedition to rout a few rebellious barbarians. Besides, I am with the best armed and best trained army in the world. Nothing can stop the Seventeenth. I will see you again.” With that, he had given her a lingering kiss before he turned and walked away. Not once did he allow himself to look back. Metellus started to feel a sense of desperate determination at the memory. He could not allow that to be the last time he would ever see her. He had to keep his promise.

Suddenly, he saw his deliverance: Cassius’ rally point was in sight, a mere three hundred meters away. So close, yet seemingly impossible to reach. There were maybe one hundred twenty legionaries lined up in a box formation, the last bastion of Roman might, and all that remained of the Army of the Rhine. Their shields were linked together, swords at the ready. Most of the barbarians ignored them, looking for easier prey. Occasionally, a zealous group would crash into the formation, only to be beaten back. 

“There it is.” Calvinus pointed the position out to his men. With renewed energy, they rushed towards their comrades. A call came out from the rally point. Some of the legionaries started to move towards Calvinus, but were quickly pulled in by their officers. Maintaining formation was their only hope. Calvinus and his men would have to make the final dash to safety on their own. The legionaries in the formation shouted encouragement, frustrated that they could not rush out to help. They started frantically pointing to the left of Calvinus’ small band where another swarm of barbarians was running out of the woods towards them.

“Stand ready!” Calvinus shouted as he set into his fighting stance. The legionaries quickly followed suit. The soldiers in Cassius’ formation couldn’t bring themselves to look away as Calvinus and his men disappeared from view. They readied themselves to charge forward and help, only to have an even larger band of warriors crash into their lines once more.

In spite of lacking a shield, Calvinus still used his left hand to punch one of his assailants before ramming his gladius hard into the man’s groin. The centurion then grabbed him by the hair and threw the barbarian, who was howling in pain, into his companions. Metellus and the other legionaries fought with equal tenacity, each man holding his own against the onslaught.

One barbarian carried a massive cudgel, which he swung as hard as he could at Metellus. The club caught him a glancing blow on the side of the head, knocking him to the ground and tearing off his helmet. Blood streamed from behind his nearly severed ear where the helmet had torn a nasty gash. The blow gave Metellus blinding vertigo, and he retched violently. Dazed and confused, he struggled to his feet, his head throbbing. Through his blurred vision, he saw two legionaries attack his assailant and stab him repeatedly. He also saw Calvinus cut down two more Germans in rapid succession. Their fellows suddenly halted their attack, their uncertainty apparent. Calvinus gave an unholy howl and lunged at his nearest adversary. He slashed hard with his gladius, something Romans practically never did. Yet so ferocious was his blow, it cleaved the man’s head from his shoulders.

Dizziness overcame Metellus again, and he fell to the ground. He pushed himself up, staggering to his feet, and saw his companions sprinting away. He ran as hard as he could, yet he found himself unable to clear the stabbing pain from his head as he stumbled and fell further behind. The men in Cassius’ formation had beaten off the latest attack by the barbarians; however, they were in a desperate state and could not hold out much longer.

“Calvinus!” he heard Cassius shout, “We have to get out of here now!” 

Just then, Metellus felt a sharp blow to the small of his back which knocked him to the ground. A spear, thrown with great power, had been deflected by the bottom band of his armour. As he slammed into the damp earth, he somehow managed to hold on to his gladius. Suddenly, he was awake, alert, every fibre of his being fighting for survival. He rolled over to see a burly warrior bearing down on him with an axe. He could smell the man’s rank breath and foul body odour. He quickly raised his gladius to block the attacker’s blow. Unfortunately, he managed to only partially deflect the strike. The axe slid down his gladius and impacted hard on his right thigh, opening a deep gash. Metellus howled in pain and in desperation swung his gladius up in a backhand slash. The blade connected with the German’s throat, slicing it open. The warrior fell to his back, hands at his throat, his screams muffled by the gurgling sound of blood gushing from his mouth.

Metellus slowly pulled himself to his feet, clutching at the wound on his leg where dark crimson blood flowed freely. He did not even bother trying to stifle his cries of agony. He knew there was no chance of stopping the bleeding. The wound was mortal. Metellus was in great pain, and his leg refused to function. Calvinus was immediately at his side, his own helmet now gone, bleeding from a long gash that ran from his left eyebrow down to his cheekbone. The entire side of his face was purple and swollen, his eye forced shut. Calvinus grabbed Metellus by the shoulder, examined his wound, and then looked away. Turning back, he looked Metellus in the eye. Both men knew the wound meant his death.

“Go,” Metellus gasped to his centurion, while looking at the two legionaries nearby. “You have to get these men out of here, sir. Just...please...tell Rowana...” his words were cut off as he choked up and found himself unable to continue.

“I will,” Calvinus answered as he clutched Metellus by the shoulder. He nodded in acknowledgement and ran back to his remaining soldiers. The war cries and din of battle behind them was growing ever louder. Before resuming their flight to Cassius’ detachment, all three soldiers turned back briefly and saluted Metellus with their swords. Metellus returned their salute and then turned to meet his fate. His vision was starting to blur, the loss of blood quickly taking its toll. He saw an entire band of Germanic warriors coming his way. He struggled into a fighting stance, his weapon at the ready, his eyes smouldering with hate. They would not take him so easily. He just hoped he could cut down a few before he succumbed to his wounds.

At the head of the charging horde was a young, slender barbarian, body painted blue, wearing nothing but a torque around his neck. The man looked like a demon possessed, and he was clearly much quicker than his fellows. Metellus readied himself to fight the man, but was surprised when the fleet-footed German ran right past him. He was ignoring Metellus, eyes on the bigger prize ahead, the centurion with his back turned. Metellus realised his companions were oblivious to the barbarian pursuing them. They had no chance of outrunning him. With the last of his strength, he turned and flung his gladius, falling to his hands and knees as he did so. His vision was now almost completely impaired, yet he still managed to see his sword tumble end over end, embedding itself deep into the base of the sprinter’s spine. Metellus smiled weakly to himself. He knew then that his friends would be alright. His breath was coming in deep gasps now. He could no longer see or hear the battle around him. The forest, his friends, the German hordes, Cassius’ formation had all but disappeared in the darkness that was overtaking him.

Calvinus and his men rushed through the ranks of the formation. The legionaries gave a cheer, taking solace that someone else survived. Cassius ran over to Calvinus, the tribune placing his hand on the centurion’s shoulder. Calvinus was bent over, hands on his knees, gasping for breath.

“You alright?” Cassius asked.

“We’re alive, if that counts for anything,” Calvinus replied, looking up at the tribune. He noticed right away that Cassius, too, had lost his helmet. 

His face was cut in numerous places, and his gladius and armour were coated with blood. Cassius bit his lip hard and nodded in acknowledgement. He then patted Calvinus on the shoulder before turning back to his own men.

“Alright, listen up.” he shouted. “We’re going to work our way back, heading due west until we reach the river. We will then head south to our bridges and pray they have not been overrun. Keep it tight, men. If we stick together, we will survive. Move out!” He then turned his attention back to Calvinus as the formation started its slow march. “Come, old friend,” he said, “let’s leave the stench of this accursed place forever.”

“You may be leaving this accursed place,” Calvinus muttered under his breath as Cassius walked away, “but I will return.”

For Metellus, he knew he was breathing his last. He wished for the end to come, though he sorrowed at the thought of what effect his death would have on his Mother, his Father, little Artorius...Rowana. Then, out of the shadows, he saw Rowana walking across the glade. He closed his eyes tightly and opened them again, but this was no dream, for there she was. She may not have been there in the horror of Teutoburger Wald, yet somehow, across time and great distance, the merciful Fates were allowing him to see her one last time. She turned towards him and stood in the middle of a beacon of light that shone through the darkness. She wore a white gown, her auburn hair flowing freely around her shoulders. Her arms wrapped around herself. Her eyes filled with infinite sadness. 

She knows, Metellus thought to himself.

“My love, I’m so sorry,” he whispered, reaching for her with his right hand. He felt the soft touch of her hand as she placed it over his, her cool, gentle touch lifting his pain. Suddenly, a German spear was slammed through the back of his skull. His world went black, and he knew no more.
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In his dispatch back to Rome, Cassius told of the heroics of one legionary who had saved the life of one of his centurions.
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​Chapter II: Aftermath of Disaster
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What a fool you were, Quintilius Varus! Arminius surveyed the carnage that spread as far as he could see. The ground was littered with fly encrusted corpses, both Roman and German. The stench made his stomach churn. 

Here was the greatest feat of arms in our time, he thought to himself. Three entire legions had been destroyed. The Army of the Rhine virtually ceased to exist. Now was the time to strike into the heart of Roman territory. With the Army of the Rhine destroyed, the provinces in Gaul were left practically undefended. A rapid invasion could annex all that land for the Cherusci and their allies. However, when it came to dealing with the Germanic tribes, nothing ever came rapidly. It had taken Arminius years just to unite the tribes to strike as they did against Rome. Now, when the opportunity to achieve so much more was within their grasp, it was quickly slipping away before the bodies of the slain had even cooled.

The warriors would plunder the Roman dead. That would take time. The tribal chiefs would then bicker and squabble over their share of the wealth. Thankfully, there were no slaves to be had, as that would take even more time and resources to deal with. All who had survived the battle would be sacrificed in reverence to their deities, in thanks for giving them this victory. Once the arguing over plunder ended, there would be further quarrels regarding what to do next. Arminius and his closest allies would push for immediate invasion of Gaul while their army was still intact. Others would wish to ravage and plunder the entire province around the Rhine bridges. Still other tribes would simply go home, basking in the glory, yet shunning responsibility when time came for retribution. To go home and do nothing else was the worst course of action that Arminius could imagine, and yet it was the one they would most likely take. Unless he could keep all of the tribes united, he would not have the forces necessary to invade Gaul.

Then there would be Tiberius to deal with. Arminius shuddered at the thought. He knew after such a disaster as this, the Emperor Augustus would not hesitate to send his best General to deal with the situation. Varus had been a coward and a fool. Tiberius Claudius Nero was another matter completely. Had Tiberius been in command of the Army of the Rhine, Arminius highly doubted he would have contemplated such a bold move as that which had just brought him victory. Surely the outcome would have been different with Tiberius in command. Arminius’ father and uncles had all faced Tiberius and his brother Drusus in battle and felt the full effect of their wrath. Two uncles had been slain, one by Tiberius’ own hand. Mercifully, Drusus died in a horse-riding accident years ago, but his brother had lost none of his skill or venom. Arminius’ one surviving uncle, Ingiomerus, still walked with a slight limp from a javelin wound in the thigh, suffered in battle with Tiberius’ army. 

Lesser known was Tiberius’ nephew, Germanicus, so named in honour of his father Drusus’ military achievements in Germania. Arminius scoffed at the very notion. Germanicus was the protégé of Tiberius, having served directly under him in Pannonia. There was little doubt he would accompany the General, possibly even in a position of high command. Still, while Germanicus was virtually an unknown factor, Arminius knew he had been trained by his uncle, who surely passed on some of his cunning, tactical savvy and ruthlessness on the battlefield.

If I face Tiberius on the battlefield, I will have sealed the fate of the entire Germanic nation, Arminius thought to himself. While he was brave, knowledgeable in the tactics and techniques of the Roman Army, and had won one of the greatest feats of arms in memory, he was no fool. He knew his limitations, and he was not too proud to admit when he was outmatched. Tiberius was skilful, his troops superbly drilled. Most battles were virtually over before the first blow was even struck. No, against Tiberius there could be no victory, even if he were able to keep the numerical advantage. At that moment, he made his decision and would pull his army back across the Rhine. They would continue to conduct raids and skirmishes to harass the Romans, of course. But above all, they would pray to their gods that Tiberius would not venture across the Rhine.

[image: Gladius]

News of the disaster came hard to Rome. Families wept, mourning the loss of loved ones, and a general panic ensued. Many citizens were convinced that with no army to speak of on the frontier, it was only a matter of time before the barbarians reached the gates of Rome. Such thoughts were nonsense to the sensible person, however, so had been the destruction of the Army of the Rhine. How could this have happened? How could an entire army have been annihilated? Stories ran rampant of how Germania was a land of seven-foot tall giants who could crush legionaries with their bare hands. And there were thousands of them. Tens of thousands ...no, hundreds of thousands. They spawned in those dark forests, watching, waiting for the moment to strike. And now they would come for the head of Rome itself.

None took the news harder than Augustus Caesar, Emperor of Rome. Three of his legions, the Seventeenth, Eighteenth, and Nineteenth were gone. The barbarians had taken his beloved Eagles, the sacred symbols of each legion. Such a disgrace was unbearable. Equally appalling was the sheer loss of life. Twenty thousand Roman citizens had perished in the carnage. Now, the Emperor had to make some rapid decisions before the barbarians invaded the provinces in Gaul. Retribution was a given; the barbarians must be made to pay for this atrocity. However, the first thing that needed to be done was securing the Rhine bridges and eliminating any chance of invasion. And, by all the gods, someone had to quell the masses that were panicking and spreading stories borne more out of fantasy and fear than fact! For these things, he looked to Tiberius and Germanicus. They would save Rome or else nobody would. The Emperor was so consumed with grief and despair, he could do little to help in preparations for war. In the midst of council, he would suddenly cry out, ‘Quintilius Varus, give me back my legions!’ The 72-year-old Emperor would be of little help when it came to planning the actual campaign. Late one night, Tiberius and Germanicus were poring over a map of the Rhine frontier when Germanicus brought this point up to his uncle.

“Let Augustus mourn,” Tiberius said without looking up from the map. “And let the public see that he mourns with them. Reprisal, securing of the frontiers, and salvaging the public’s sanity is now our responsibility.”

Germanicus nodded in assent. “We have two legions, Second Augusta and Twentieth Valeria, we can send to the frontier almost immediately. Auxiliaries can be picked up at garrison stations along the way. I suggest we expedite the move by leaving the artillery wagons, at least temporarily, and stripping all baggage trains to the bare essentials.”

“Leave the auxiliaries,” Tiberius said. “They take too long to get organized. What we need right now is speed. They can be picked up later with the follow-on forces. Right now, all that matters is getting to the bridges as quickly as possible. I’ll take both legions and start immediately. I’ve already sent dispatches to the legates of each. Once we reach the frontier, we’ll secure and reinforce whatever forts remain. Supply won’t be an issue while on the march. It may be another matter once we reach the Rhine. We don’t know what’s been plundered from the frontier forts nor do we know if the countryside has been scavenged or not.”

“I’ve already taken care of that,” Germanicus replied. “I’ve sent word to the auxiliary commanders to send out as many foraging parties as they can. They’ll have extra stockpiles of rations available for pickup. We can use them to escort the baggage trains and artillery wagons once they come up, thereby freeing up more legionary forces. I’ll bring them as soon as I can rally at least another legion.”

“You’re not coming,” Tiberius said, “at least not right away. There has been much panic since word of the disaster broke out. Augustus feels that you’d be best suited staying back to calm the masses for the time being.”

“My place is with you, uncle,” Germanicus protested. “My place is with my men.”

“Your place is where the Emperor tells you it is.” Tiberius snapped. 

Germanicus looked crestfallen. Tiberius was a hard, practical man, but he was not entirely unsympathetic. He remembered what it was like to be left behind on an important campaign. In his case, it had been the campaign where his beloved brother died. Oh yes, he understood how his nephew felt. He suddenly felt the need to console the young man who had served him so well in the past. 

“Germanicus, I know your quality as a soldier and as a leader of men. You have learned your lessons, both in study and on the battlefield. I dare say you rival your father as a tactician.”

Germanicus smiled at the compliment. 

“I also know,” Tiberius continued, “that you have a way with the people of the city. They look to you for inspiration and guidance. The Emperor, while dearly loved, is an old man. He is tired. He looks to the young to breathe life and hope back into the city. You alone can do that. You have the gift. It is the gift many lack, to include myself.” 

Tiberius, while a capable administrator with strong ethics and principles, lacked the ability to convey these to the public. He was seen as a bitter, spiteful individual, preferring solitude over companionship. This, of course, was an exaggeration brought on by the gossips. His closest companions were philosophers and scholars, and that damned astrologer of his. At forty-nine, he was still in amazing health, though his face bore the scars of acne and his body the ravages of war. Drusus, his late brother and the father of Germanicus, had been a good-looking and charming young man with the same gift for words that his son now possessed. The force of his aura and personality could inspire even the bleakest of souls to do great things. He had been adored by the public and was loved like a father by his men. And he had been one of the few people Tiberius, himself, ever truly loved. While he did possess a certain fondness for his own son, also named Drusus, for some reason the feelings just didn’t run as deep as they should have between a father and son. 

Besides his brother, only two other people in his life were loved. The first was his father, divorced by his mother while she was pregnant with his brother. He died when Tiberius was still a boy. The other was his now ex-wife, Vipsania, whom Augustus forced him to divorce years ago. Tiberius had then been forced into a loveless marriage with Augustus’ daughter, Julia. That was amongst the prices he had had to pay in order to ensure his succession, and it was something he would always regret. In reality, Tiberius had no desire to be Emperor. He was especially bitter that he was selected to be Emperor by default, every potential successor having died a very premature death. Yet, in spite of everything, he still loved Rome. The city and the empire were in his soul. And though he had no desire to rule the known world, he truly felt he was the one most capable of it, and therefore obligated to take the reins of power. He knew he would serve Rome until his dying day.

In his heart, he wished that years ago he’d had the courage to tell Augustus what he could do with that whore of a daughter of his. The result would have been forced retirement from public service; no longer would he have been able to serve Rome. And, of course, there was the possibility of banishment. That he could have handled, for at least he would have still been with Vipsania, and perhaps he could have been a more active father in their son’s life. It was the one time he truly felt he had been a coward. But sadly, he could not undo the past. Vipsania remarried. Julia had been banished to a desolate island when her father discovered the truth concerning her adulterous ways. Drusus, the younger, grew up practically alone. All that was left was a lonely man destined to rule the world someday.

Germanicus, like his father, was attractive, extremely athletic, fair-haired, and almost Apollo-like in appearance. He was scholarly when it came to military study, and at the same time aggressive and adaptable when it came to practical application. Like his father, he was loved by the public and seen as a father by his troops, in spite of the fact that he was younger than many of them. His wife, Agrippina, was the younger half-sister of Vipsania. He was very much in love with his wife, and his children were the source of his pride and joy. He was also very protective of his younger brother, Claudius, who walked with a limp and had a serious speech impediment. But above all, he was a statesman and a soldier. He would do his duty, whatever that may be. He left to face the hysterical mob that had formed outside the palace.
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It was a warm, sunny day. A young boy ran through the glades, waving his toy sword about. He pretended he was with his brother, off in the legions, fighting for the glory and honour of the Empire. It was getting late in the afternoon, and he would soon have to come in for his lessons. He did not particularly enjoy these, especially on days such as this. However, it was something he knew was necessary if he were to live up to the promise he’d made to his brother before he left two years before. He thought about his brother as he walked towards his home. What was life in the legions really like? His brother had sent him letters telling him about his home on the Rhine, of his brothers-in-arms, even of the beautiful young woman he had fallen in love with. Though Roman law did not recognize the marriages of soldiers below the rank of centurion, it did not stop these men from settling down and starting families. He wondered if Metellus intended to start a family with this woman. It was something eleven-year-old Artorius thought to be silly. After all, he was not yet at the age when girls became interesting, though his closest friend was a young girl named Camilla.

As he ran down the hill towards his home, he saw a pair of riders on the road. They were heading towards his home. He couldn’t be sure, but it looked like they wore the uniforms of legionaries. He was immediately filled with excitement. Could it be Metellus, come home for a while? Did that mean the stories he had overheard about a disaster on the Rhine were not true? He immediately started sprinting towards home. His elation was cut short when he saw the riders dismount and hand a parchment over to his father. His mother was standing with her hands covering her face. What could be wrong? Did these men bear news concerning his brother? If so, what could it be? He slowed to a walk as he approached the house. The two soldiers looked less than pleased with the task of delivering their message and seemed anxious to leave. One stood with his head downcast, clutching at the bridle of his horse. The other shifted nervously from one foot to the other, unsure of what they were supposed to do next. Artorius walked over to the man who was standing with his horse.

“Are you a friend of my brother’s?” he asked, looking up at the man. 

The soldier closed his eyes and turned away. “Your brother was a brave man,” he mumbled. He was obviously shaken.

“Artorius,” his father said with his arms now around his wife. “Go inside, lad.” 

Instead, the young boy turned and walked away towards the river nearby. Incomprehensible thoughts crossed his mind, and he started to run. His father did not try to stop him.
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Several weeks later, Tiberius stood at the gate of the Rhine fortress that now housed the Twentieth Legion, Valeria. A small band of refugees was being escorted in. Rumour had it these were more survivors from the Teutoburger disaster. A reconnaissance party had spotted the ragtag bunch and almost attacked them until one of them starting shouting in perfect Latin that he was a member of the Eighteenth Legion and had survived the massacre. There had only been a couple other groups of survivors found so far. The largest had been led out by Cassius Chaerea, a tribune with the Nineteenth. One hundred twenty had been with that group. Another group of about fifteen who escaped being captured turned up a week later. This latest group looked like it had been hit the hardest. There were only six of them, and they were a frightful sight.

Tiberius was stone-faced as he watched the men pass through the gate, yet his heart broke for them. Two were borne on litters hastily constructed by the reconnaissance party. The others stood, heads lowered in shame, their clothes tattered, bodies covered in partly healed bruises and infected lacerations.

“What are we going to do with them, Tiberius?” a centurion asked. “I mean, after we feed them and treat their wounds, of course.”

Tiberius’ expression remained unchanged. “We welcome them back. We tell them that the fault of the disaster is not theirs. The blame rests with one man alone, that damned Quintilius Varus, who now burns in hell. These men will take their proper places back amongst the ranks.”

“But, sir, what of the Emperor’s standing order about not accepting back soldiers who have been publicly disgraced? I pity them, yes, but I do not know if it would be proper, in the Emperor’s eyes at least, to accept them back as if nothing happened.” 

Tiberius turned to face the centurion. “Centurion, you, as a professional soldier and a practical man, should realize that with the loss of life we have suffered, we need every man we can get. The shame and disgrace lies not with these men.”

“Yes, sir.” The centurion smiled and nodded. He felt the same way, but had to be sure of his Commander’s feelings and intentions.

Without further delay, Tiberius walked up to each soldier in turn. He placed his hands on each man’s shoulders and kissed them all on the forehead. He next grasped each of the litter-bound soldiers by the hand in a sign of friendship. He then took a step back and with a sweeping gesture of his arm towards the camp, said, “Welcome home, my brothers and friends.”

The soldiers stood dumbfounded. After all, they had just returned from the biggest disgrace an army had suffered since any could remember. No one could recall a time when a single Eagle had been taken, let alone three. Indeed, none of these legionaries had been alive during the disaster in Parthia, under Crassus, a generation before. Yet here was the Commanding General of the Army of the Rhine, a man all of them knew was destined to be the next Emperor of Rome, welcoming them back. They slowly started to walk towards the interior of the camp where legionaries stood ready with fresh clothes, bandages and medicine for their wounds, hot food for their empty stomachs, wine and companionship to salve their shattered souls. Theirs’ was a bond only soldiers could understand. Yet one soldier stood fast where he was. Tiberius walked over to him. The man was young, in his early to mid-twenties. He had little to no facial hair, in spite of his lack of a shave. His eyes did not look as lost as those of his companions. Rather they were filled with stark awareness of horror and sorrow.

“Why do you not join your companions?” Tiberius asked the young soldier.

“What right do I have to join them?” the soldier asked, his voice breaking as he looked at the ranks of the Twentieth Legion. “We failed you, sir. We failed the Emperor, we failed Rome. Worst of all, we failed each other. I’ll never forget the savage horrors we witnessed. I can still hear the screams of the tortured as they begged for death. Some had their tongues cut out. The barbarians thought that by eating the tongue of a Roman they might learn to speak Latin. Some were crucified and gutted. Others they put in wicker cages and burned alive. My friends, my brothers, and yet I was helpless to do anything for them.” He closed his eyes hard as tears streamed down his face. He was beyond being shamed by them. “I swear their ghosts haunt me. I don’t know how I can ever forget the horror... the pain... the suffering. How do I live again, sir? How do I find redemption?” He was now looking Tiberius straight in the eye. 

Tiberius placed a hand on the man’s shoulder. “What is your name, soldier?”

“Macro, sir. Platorius Macro. Formerly of the Nineteenth Legion, Third Cohort, First Century.”

“Platorius Macro, you can live again by doing them justice, by ensuring that your survival was not in vain. Re-join your comrades in the ranks, and in time, I promise you will find redemption.” 

Macro nodded and without another word went to re-join the other survivors. 

As he walked off, Tiberius said to himself, “And you shall have revenge.”

Germanicus would join his uncle on the Rhine two years later. After capturing and repairing the Rhine bridges, Tiberius led many sorties into the frontier. These were limited at first, as he did not have the resources available for a massed campaign. As the months went by, fresh troops, mostly recruits, started to rebuild the Army of the Rhine. Varus was publicly damned and the numbers XVII, XVIII, and XIX were never again used to number a legion. Units were transferred from all over the Empire, increasing the army’s strength to eight legions. Soon they would be ready to launch an offensive unlike anything Arminius had ever witnessed. 

Late in the year 13 A.D., in the forty-second year of the reign of Augustus, Tiberius was recalled to Rome.
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As his chariot approached the gates of Rome, Tiberius looked upon the Eternal City with nervousness and dread. On the frontier, he never felt more alive. That was his true calling, to be on the front lines of Rome’s battles. He knew full well why he had been recalled. The aged Emperor was nearing the last of his days. The succession and transition of power would have to come swiftly and smoothly in order to prevent chaos and unrest. 

Many in the Senate pined for the days of the Republic, when they alone ruled the Roman Empire. In truth, very few could even remember what that time had actually been like. The political infighting, the corruption, and the unchecked abuses of power were conveniently forgotten. Augustus had ruled for so long that a large proportion of the masses knew of no other system of government and were very much reluctant to even think about returning to the days of the Republic, where in its death throes there had been numerous civil wars and much internal strife.

Rome expanded its borders so far as to make a true Republican system virtually ineffective. Someone had to keep the Senate and regional administrations in check, to ensure all worked together for the greater good, which now expanded far beyond the borders of Italy. From Gaul to Egypt, all known civilizations and peoples fell under the domain of the Empire. To effectively rule an Empire required an Emperor. The Emperor was dying, and his successor felt the full weight of the world coming down on his shoulders.

Tiberius stopped his chariot in front of the Imperial Palace. He knew right away where to go. Though he had been away from Rome and the Imperial estates for nearly five years, he knew the area like the back of his hand. Servants came and took the reins of the chariot from him as he ascended the steps into the palace proper. He saw his mother, Livia, pacing slowly back and forth in front of the door leading to the gardens.

“It is good you have returned,” she said without even looking his way.

“How did you know I was back in Rome?” Tiberius asked. “I’ve only just arrived.” 

Livia smiled a half smile. “I have my sources. They keep me well informed.” She had a determined, yet sad air about her. Though it was plain to see her one
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