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Prologue

AULUS
Vincentius stamped his feet in the cold morning air and blew into
his frozen hands, his eyes playing across his meagre domain while
the adjutant rattled on and on about supply routes and wagon
capacities, traders’ fees and endless excruciating mundanities. The
young, pink faced clerk seemed oblivious to his commander’s waning
interest as he trotted out figures and facts that went unheard.

Beyond the
eager fellow, the depot that had been Vincentius’ home and command
– and prison – for most of the winter languished under a frost that
had killed off all forms of optimistic life, as well as the
commander’s spirit. As a decurion, he had led a turma of cavalry in
the heroic actions at the foot of Alesia’s slopes mere months ago,
when the Gauls were making their last great bid for freedom. And
now? Now the only time he drew his blade was to check it for the
inevitable rust, which he would then have the young clerk polish
out for him while he rotted away in a sullen mood in his unpleasant
quarters. His eyes drifted to that building which, even though he
hated it with every fibre of his being, still looked inviting when
compared to the cold outdoors and the monotonous reports of the
adjutant.

Home. A simple
round structure with a stone base as high as the windowsill and
timber walls above, topped with a conical thatched roof that was
home to a million dreadful spiders and which let in more weather
than it kept out. And next to that: a small shed which was young
Plautus’ accommodation. Other than those two structures, the entire
complex consisted of six large supply sheds, one granary, a well,
and a stockade that would have trouble holding out against an
onslaught of octogenarians. And the goat. Mustn’t forget the goat.
The stinking, noisy, over-affectionate goat. He wondered
maliciously whether he should take pity on the goat and quarter it
with Plautus?

Since the
collapse of the great rebellion, things had calmed down
considerably in Gaul. There were still troubles here and there, and
there were endless rumours of new revolts that would be raised in
various quarters of the country. But Vincentius had seen the slave
trains at the end of last year, heading for Massilia and the
Graecostadia slave market in Rome. They had looked like hopeless,
dishevelled legions marching to war, there were so many of them.
And the burial pits after Alesia had been vast. After eight years
of war, more than half the population of this entire benighted
region had been either killed or enslaved. A new rebellion? By
whom… the cows? Because there were more of them now than men – or
there would have been had they not also been butchered and
commandeered by Rome. No, there might be a few small troubles to
deal with, but the considered opinion of all the senior officers
was that Gaul’s resistance had collapsed.

Why anyone
actually wanted this land in the first place rather baffled Aulus
Vincentius.

‘Sir?’

He looked ahead
once more, focusing on young Plautus. Young? The lad was probably
the same age as him in truth, but his eagerness for this dismal
supply depot duty made him seem so much younger.

‘What?’

‘Do we hire
four new men, sir, or do we wait for instructions from command?’
the man repeated with exaggerated patience.

Vincentius
huffed and blew angrily into his hands again. It had both surprised
and irritated him when he’d been given this command that he’d had
no Roman troops assigned to him. Legionaries would pass through
regularly of course, with the supply wagons, but his grand command
had consisted of four surly, ill-spoken, hairy, stinking locals who
resented his very existence. They had been paid monthly – more than
Vincentius thought they could ever be worth, but apparently they
were Aedui tribesmen and therefore the commanders seemed to think
they needed to be looked after. At least they spoke Latin, even if
only as well as a three year old. But then two days ago the four
men had gone off-duty, leaving the two Roman officers alone and
rather defenceless in the depot, and had gone to carouse in Decetio
across the hill. And they’d not come back.

Personally,
Vincentius couldn’t care less what happened to them, but for two
reasons. Firstly, a huge caravan was due in from Massilia heading
north to the winter quarters of the legions, which would require a
full complement of workers. And secondly, while he hated the
locals, and trusted them about as far as he could kick the goat, it
felt a lot less safe with only Plautus keeping him company.

‘Take the coins
from the pay chest and head into Decetio. There’ll be a few likely
lads that will jump at the chance of steady payment to ride out the
winter. See if you can cut the pay offer and still get strong men,
though, Plautus. Might as well skim a few coins from the top and
make this awful place worthwhile.’

As the young
cavalryman saluted and wandered off about his business, Vincentius
pulled his cloak – an item of apparel that made about as much
difference as a gossamer tunic in this weather – tight around him
and scurried off back to his hovel. As he approached, he noted with
some relief that at least his adjutant had got a fire going while
he’d been out for a shit and a wash. A grey column drifted up from
the smoke-hole in the centre of the roof.

With immense
gratitude, Vincentius pushed open the door of his accommodation,
pausing just inside for a moment to let his eyes adjust as the door
clunked shut behind him. The difference in comfort of the
interior’s fire-lit warmth – even if it did still smell of the goat
which had clearly lived here before him – was palpable, and he
dropped the ice-cold cloak onto the chest near the door and strode
over towards the small central hearth, rubbing his hands and
anticipating the warm orange glow.

He barely
noticed the movement in the periphery of his vision, but some sense
made him look up away from the fire, the lights still dancing wild
in his retinas, just as the figures emerged from the shadows at the
edge of the room. Three thoughts ran through his mind in quick
succession.

Where is my
sword?

Are these my
missing workers?

Where is
Plautus?

The answers
were clear, and not encouraging. His sword was by his bed at the
far side of the room, along with anything else of use. There were
more than four men here, and they did not have the same churlish
air that he’d come to recognise from his Aedui workers, radiating
more menace than irritation. And Plautus would be somewhere out in
the compound going about the endless tasks that kept him busy.

He tried to
shout out in alarm, but a huge hand clamped across his mouth and
stifled the noise. How many figures there were, he couldn’t tell,
but he could see half a dozen before him, and felt the presence of
more behind. They moved like hunting cats, with grace and silence –
so eerily, in fact, that he wondered for a moment if they were
lemures – the restless dead – come to claim a living victim.

But these were
no spirits, for all the terror with which they filled him. Each
wore a dark wool cloak that had blended with the shadows at the
room’s edge, rendering them almost invisible, and beneath the hoods
as they looked upon the Roman commander, emotionless, staring cold
faces peered out. Identical ones, too. Masks, he realised with what
might have been relief had he not been quite so terrified. All of
them wore masks much like the cult ones he’d seen the natives using
at their religious ceremonies.

Gauls then?

He felt his
bowels and bladder fighting him for independence, and struggled to
free himself, but the man who held him had a grip like iron and was
enormous, his shoulders at Vincentius’ head level and his arms like
sides of beef.

Who are you? he
wanted to ask.

Please don’t
hurt me was what he wanted to say most.

The very idea
that they might be here for anything other than violence was
ridiculous. Especially as the man before him stepped forward and
his cloak billowed out to reveal a heavy Gallic sword at one side
of his belt and a sickle – a sickle! – tucked into the other.

‘You and I,
Roman,’ gurgled a voice like boiling pitch bubbling up from
Tartarus, ‘are going to have a talk. And if your words please me,
you will die quickly.’

 


Plautus sighed
as he shouldered his saddle, buffed to a gleaming state of which
even his father would have approved. It was not that he hated his
lot in life. After the carnage he’d taken part in at Alesia, this
duty was a pleasant rest, really. It was just Decurion Vincentius’
attitude and bad temper that got him down. No matter what Plautus
did to try and improve matters, the officer just didn’t seem to
care. Or even to notice.

Still, despite
the man’s attitude, Plautus had managed to strike up a reasonable
rapport with a few of the locals, who, he had discovered, if you
treated them as equals, returned the favour. He knew an inn at
Decetio where the owner kept a stock of not-unpleasant wine, and
was even happy to extend him credit if Vincentius was slow with the
pay. And there was a very friendly girl in Decetio, too. He decided
that the decurion had pissed him off enough already today that he
would be inconveniently late back from the city, giving him plenty
of time to enjoy the local comforts. He could spin out any old tale
of delays to Vincentius. The man never listened to him anyway.

Taking a deep
breath and preparing for more scorn, boredom and insults, he rapped
on the decurion’s door and walked inside.

His saddle hit
the floor, raising a cloud of dust and goat-hair as he stared at
the tableau before him.

Decurion Aulus
Vincentius sat before him next to the fire. All around was a pool
of gleaming dark liquid in which he sat, unmoving. His feet and
hands had been removed – Plautus realised suddenly what was causing
the smell of roasting pork, and vomited copiously – and the
officer’s torso had been opened up with a razor-sharp implement and
ravaged, so that his innards were strewn before him on the
floor.

Plautus
shivered and stared, panicked and sickened, and barely even
registered the dark shapes detaching themselves from the shadows at
the room’s edge and converging on him.

 


* * * * *

 


Fronto shuffled
in his seat, the cold marble surface barely improved by the single
threadbare cushion the brusque attendant had sold him, at a price
that had made him mutter and chunter all the way through the
corridors and stairwells until he arrived in the stands and at his
assigned seat. He glanced left and right. Lucilia seemed perfectly
happy, riveted to this performance and with a small smile of
satisfaction playing about her lips. Balbus, his father-in-law,
ageing and with more white hair on his eyebrows than his head,
seemed quiet and content. But then he’d been asleep for the past
ten minutes, so he had every right to look relaxed.

Down in the
circular orchestra area a man with a ridiculously over-balancing
fake bosom tottered around on huge wooden-heeled shoes shrieking
out in a ‘feminine voice’ that sounded like a cat being punctured.
The chorus hovered at the edge of the stage, their masks permanent
frowns of dismay.

‘From the
mountains I brought this tendril of freshly cut ivy,’ honked and
warbled the excruciatingly unfeminine actor. ‘Our hunt was
blessed!’

The chorus
thrummed their response, which Fronto missed, submerged beneath his
unstoppable yawn which raised a flash of anger from his wife. It
wasn’t his fault. Well, it was partially his fault, admittedly. He
never did like tragedies. Miserable, bloodthirsty tales that whiled
away a few hours in pointless tedium. Not like a good ribald Roman
comedy full of bouncing breasts and humorous misunderstandings and
slaves who kept falling over things. But the Greeks really did love
their tragedy. In fact, Greek comedy was usually more depressing
than Roman tragedies. There was always someone who didn’t deserve
it getting their eyes put out or being hacked to pieces. Only a few
moments ago in this dire rubbish, some messenger in a smiley mask
(he’d obviously picked up the wrong prop!) had wandered onto the
stage to tell the chorus and the crowd how old Pentheus had been
torn limb from limb by ravaging maenads.

Lucilia was
always telling him off for relating true stories of the campaign
across Gaul that had been so much a part of his life for the last
decade, telling him to watch what he said in front of the boys and
that he could try and tone down the blood and guts in his stories.
Yet while his leisure pursuits tended towards the humorously
hedonistic, Lucilia was more than content to sit through hours of
Greeks with bad fake boobs ripping pieces off each other and
tearing out tongues. If he lived to be a hundred, Fronto swore he
would never understand women.

He was aware
that his attention had now entirely drifted from the play.

He’d have loved
to see some good Roman comedy, but that was one problem with living
on the edge of Massilia. Though the land his villa stood on had
been claimed as part of the province by Rome, the boule – the
council – of Massilia still claimed it as theirs. And Massilia was
Greek. It may be surrounded by the republic, and there were a
number of Roman business concerns in the city, along with a large
number of Roman citizens, but the place was still an independent
Greek city, and proud of the fact. Consequently there were no
uplifting Roman plays to be seen here – just the endless soul
destroying tragedies of Greece. There were no bouts in the arena…
there was no arena. And even the narrow defile that served as a
stadium was only used for horse racing at best, far too narrow and
tight-cornered for chariots.

Thank Fortuna
that the city was seething with thermopolia. The small bars and
eateries that lurked in most of the city’s central streets served a
very cosmopolitan array of food and drink and Lucilia had been
surprisingly lax in terms of keeping him under control all winter.
He kept waiting for the noose to tighten, and had begun to suspect
that she was allowing him his one solid bad habit in an attempt to
limit the number of lesser habits in which he could have been
indulging.

And perhaps she
was just being kind, in fairness. Since Alesia, his sleep pattern
had been erratic at best. Something deep inside had been triggered
during that nightmare of blood and bodies, and he could count on
one hand the number of full, uninterrupted nights’ sleep he’d had
over the winter. In fact it had now gone far enough that he’d begun
working on the principle that three to four hours a night was his
norm. He knew it wasn’t doing him good, too. The black smudges
beneath his eyes were evidence of that, as was the fact that some
time last week he had dozed off with so little warning that he’d
fallen face first into his stew. Only Lucilia’s quick reactions had
stopped him drowning in mutton gravy.


‘Aaaaaahhhhhhhhhh!’

Fronto
flinched. What was it with these Greeks? The ‘woman’ was shrieking
again now, his/her awful voice given terrible reach and strength by
the excellent acoustics of this Greek-style theatre that formed a
horseshoe shape around a circular performance area. He blinked as
he realised that she was actually screaming now, not singing some
drivel about Pentheus and perverts hiding in trees. And he could
see why. The white front of her dress was soaking through with a
blooming circle of dark red as blood gushed out into the fabric.
The screeching shifted up a tone as something happened and a steel
point, gleaming with the crimson of fresh blood, emerged from the
front between the fake breasts. The actor shuddered and gurgled as
the strange cloaked figure behind rammed in the sword point and
twisted for a confirmed and most agonising kill.

Fronto stared
in horror and turned to Lucilia, who was applauding slowly, her
face sombre but pleased. What in the name of…?

Fronto woke
with a start and almost fell forward off his seat into the audience
members in front. Lucilia gave him a disapproving shake of the head
and rolled her eyes. ‘You need to see another herbalist. There are
some very highly recommended ones in the town.’

Fronto
shuddered at the memory of that last imagined scene as below, in
the orchestra, the man/woman on the tottering heels was swinging a
head made from a tragic mask wrapped in a wig. Tendrils of red and
brown rags hung from the fake severed neck in a surprisingly
effective imitation of ravaged flesh and blood. He shuddered again
as the woman warbled in her cracked masculine voice to her father,
waffling on about animals.

‘Why does she
have a head?’

Lucilia blinked
and frowned at him. ‘How long have you been asleep?’

‘I don’t know.
Since November, I think.’

‘The head is
her son’s. She and her maenad sisters tore him apart in the tree
top.’

‘Ah yes. I
remember that. And what’s this about the lion?’

‘She thinks
it’s a lion she’s carrying. Not her son.’

‘She needs to
study her wildlife a little more, then.’

Lucilia’s glare
could have outstripped Medusa’s gaze, and Fronto quailed.

‘Sorry. Look,
I’m not enjoying this.’

‘It’s almost
over.’

‘Even your
father’s gone to sleep, and he was looking forward to it.’

‘My father is
past his sixtieth summer, Marcus. You have not the excuse of
age.’

‘I have the
excuse of exhaustion and boredom. I’ll see you out by the exit in
half an hour. I need to find some refreshment.’

‘Try not to
have so much ‘refreshment’ that you can’t walk home this time.’

Fronto sighed.
‘I’m not debauching myself, Lucilia. It’s just that the more I
douse myself, the better chance there is that I might sleep through
until at least past midnight.’

He realised
that his voice had become gradually louder as he talked and that
other spectators nearby were glaring at him. Shrugging at them
apologetically, he patted Lucilia on the shoulder, gave her a quick
kiss on the cheek and scurried out from the seats, making for the
exit.

It wasn’t just
the bad dreams since Alesia that were killing his healthy nights.
There was business, too. Four months into his new career as an
importer of wine he was finding out just how hard it was to make a
profit in the mercantile world. Especially in a thriving Greek port
where Romans had no special advantage. Balbus had helped subsidise
his business from the start, but even the unconventional old man
had been slightly disapproving of Fronto, with all his rank and
position, lowering himself to the world of commerce. The gods alone
knew what his sister and mother would say when they found out. His
hope had been to fund it himself, or at least with Balbus’ aid, and
not to have to dip into the family’s coffers. That way he could
keep his dealings from the family until his business was thriving
and he could simply put a factor in charge of it and sit back to
reap the profits. That was a good old Roman way. But the longer the
winter dragged on, the less it looked like the wine import trade
would thrive. In fact, if he didn’t find another source of income
soon to help support it, he might have to give up and try something
else.

And that didn’t
bear thinking about…

His mother,
sister, wife and father-in-law had all expected him to either take
up some important provincial posting, perhaps when the Gallic war
was a memory and the newly-conquered lands had been defined as a
province in itself, or at least to take a leading role in
Massilia’s own government.

And although he
would prefer to sit and debate with the democratic council of the
Greek city than to idle in the curia of Rome and listen to senators
trying to outdo one another, still it held little interest for him.
Perhaps, if the wine trade failed, he could persuade the boule of
Massilia to take a step into the world of gladiators or chariot
racing. Then he could start up a faction of chariots or build a
ludus to train fighters. He’d even considered going back to the
army, when the markets had first almost broken him. Balbus had
bailed him out, but not before he’d already half-written the letter
to Caesar.

It wasn’t even
the dreams that were stopping him from going back. It was the
knowledge that there was no place for him there. Soon the great
army that Caesar had led around Gaul for eight years would disband.
Caesar would return to Rome to take up a consulship, those legions
that had come with his proconsular position would be assigned to
his replacement. The ones granted to him by the senate would be
returned and probably disbanded, as would be all those Caesar had
levied himself. Without the great spectre of Gallic revolt, there
would be no need for the army. So there was no point returning to
an army that would be split up and disbanded within the year.

He sighed and
reached up instinctively for the thousandth time to fondle the twin
figurines at his throat, and once again sighed that they weren’t
there – one broken and the other given to the Arvernian noble at
Alesia. He was convinced that the absence of Fortuna from his
person was at least partially responsible for his business’
failure, if not for his poor sleep. He’d tried replacing them at
the markets of Massilia, but to no avail. The Greeks did not
recognise Fortuna. Oh, they sort of did. But they called her Tyche,
and in the few usable figurines he’d found of Tyche, she was
wearing a flouncy Greek-style himation dress and holding up what
appeared to be a misshapen club. Not at all like his very sober
Fortuna in a stola and palla holding the cornucopia with a wheel of
fortune at her knee. Somehow he felt his patron goddess might be a
little insulted by the oddness of the shift. But he would have to
do something about it. And the Greeks recognised Nemesis the same
as the Romans, but even in Rome she was rarely actively worshipped
outside of gladiator circles, and so no Nemesis pendant had shown
up across the months.

He huffed his
despondency into the cold afternoon air and his heart sank slightly
again as he spotted Aurelius making for him across the square. The
former legionary had a face like Jupiter’s arse after too much
Greek food, which boded badly. And he was carrying a ledger, so it
was something to do with the business again.

He looked up at
the leaden-grey sky and wondered whether the sky looked any better
at Samarobriva four or five hundred miles to the north, where the
army wintered. As he stared into the clouds, trying to ignore
Aurelius’ clamour, the first drop of rain hit him in the eye.

 


* * * * *

 


Quintus Atius
Varus sat at the small table, an uneaten platter of pork and bread
going cold before him as he watched the parade of misery trudge
past.

‘That’s the
third one this month,’ Brutus noted from the far side of the
table.

Varus nodded as
he watched the column of slaves shuffling forward, roped at the
neck, legionaries hurrying back and forth along the lines, keeping
them moving. Behind them, carts were rolling along, loaded with
supplies for the arduous, interminable journey – over four hundred
miles to Massilia, and then a sea-voyage to Ostia and Rome, where
they would further deluge the already flooded slave market. Reports
of slave prices plummeting were rife in missives from home, and the
nobles of Rome apparently did little but mutter about Caesar
devaluing their own stocks and of the potential for yet another
slave uprising, given that they now outnumbered the free folk in
the city.

‘This one’s not
as big. Seems to be the last, too. Look: they’re sickly and weak.
These are the ones who were too weak to travel during the snows
last month. They’ve been fattened up a bit and now they’ll march to
the sea, but I’d wager you twenty denarii that more than a third of
them die before they get there.’

Brutus sighed
and stole a piece of bread from Varus’ platter, dipping it in the
rich brown stock and savouring the taste in this cold, grey world
of northern Gaul as the cavalry officer continued.

‘That
particular train, you might notice, has Caesar’s mark. The profit
from those slaves is not going to the army and the province, you
know? It’s filling the general’s personal coffers alone.’

‘Who can blame
him, Varus? In a year or so he’ll have to lay down his command and
return to Rome. He’ll want to take a profit with him.’

Varus grunted
noncommittally. ‘Very wise men are saying that more than a third of
the population of Gaul has been sent to Rome in chains.’

Brutus
swallowed noisily, winced at a twinge of indigestion, and replied,
‘and other wise men say another third are dead. Gallic corpses will
be feeding the plants of this land for years. That’s probably why
the whole place is so green and fertile.’

‘That and the
rain.’

‘You’re in a
cheerful mood today, Varus.’

‘I’m sick of
winter.’ He grunted again and slapped a palm on the table. ‘And I’m
sick of war, and I’m sick of Gaul. We should have followed Fronto’s
lead and become civilians. Sunning ourselves on the southern coast
with nothing to worry about other than whether our jars of wine
have gone bad.’

‘That time is
coming soon enough, Varus. As soon as Caesar returns to Rome we’ll
all be going with him. I’m bound for a praetorship, I think, though
if Caesar has enough pull in the senate when he’s made consul, I
might even secure a provincial governorship early. Somewhere warm
like Cilicia or Crete sounds like a damn dream after soggy Gaul,
eh? And what of you, Varus? Back to Rome for good, or will you try
to secure a province with your newfound riches and the general’s
goodwill?’

‘Let’s try and
make it through Gaul first.’

‘Gods, but
you’re fun today.’

Varus sighed
yet again and turned to his companion. ‘Don’t kid yourself into
thinking this is all over, Decimus Brutus. We broke them at Alesia,
but we’ve got plenty of fights ahead of us yet before this place
can be safely left and settled. How long have you been watching the
Gauls? Do you think the people we fought at Gergovia and Alesia are
going to just lie down and accept defeat?’

‘You don’t
think they’ll try again, surely?’ Brutus replied incredulously.
‘After their land’s been stripped of two thirds of its population?
They’re going to find it hard with this few people just making it
through the next few harvests. They couldn’t possibly consider
fighting on.’

Varus coughed
in the cold air and watched the resulting cloud of frosted breath
dissipate. ‘The farmers and craftsmen? No. Nor the women, the
children and those who still have a family to protect. But remember
how many leaders and warriors there were on that hill where the
reserves waited opposite Alesia? They left bitter and angry. That’s
never a good combination in anyone, but to the Gauls it’s fuel. The
land will never rise again like it did under that Arverni son of a
war-dog Vercingetorix, but there are plenty of lesser chieftains
who’ll fight on just through sheer bloody-mindedness, determined to
make us pay for every foot of land we control. Mark my words,
Decimus: before the spring thaw we’ll be putting out small fires of
revolution all over the bloody place.’

Brutus paused,
clearly seeing the truth in his friend’s words, the cavalry
officer’s gloomy mood beginning to infect him too. ‘And Caesar
can’t afford to leave Gaul restless when he goes back to Rome. All
those fires will have to be out within the year.’

‘See what I
mean? Caesar’s preparing for his consulship. He’ll have the
position and the money, and he’s always had the plebs behind him,
especially when he wins something big. But if he goes home to the
adoration of the Roman people claiming to have brought them Gaul as
a province, he can’t afford to have rebellion flare up in his wake.
Then even the plebs might turn against him.’

‘So what do you
plan to do?’

Varus shrugged.
‘I plan to eat my cold pork, drink some sour wine, then go and
brush down my horse, and make sure my slave’s got my saddle
polished and all my kit in good order. I’m going to need it soon
enough, I reckon.’

Brutus nodded
wearily and watched his friend chew on a piece of poor quality meat
before turning back to the slave column. At a conservative estimate
of thirty denarii, even for these poor quality specimens, the
column just leaving camp represented perhaps thirty or forty
thousand denarii. If Caesar’s factor in Rome was worth his salt,
the net gain could even go up to hundred thousand denarii. And this
was the meagrest of the slave columns so far.

By the gods,
Caesar really was feathering his nest…


Chapter
One

CAVARINOS,
nobleman of the Arverni, former chieftain and general in the great
war against Rome, perked up at the familiar voice and rose from his
chair, taking the mug of frothing ale with him to the window, where
he peered out.

The central
square of Uxellodunon was suddenly thriving after an hour of
near-emptiness. Perhaps two dozen nobles from a number of different
tribes were striding resolutely across the packed earth towards the
large inn where Cavarinos had lodged this past week. He could see
men of the Cadurci, his own Arverni and the Ruteni, whose lands
bordered these to the south. There were others too. He couldn’t
precisely identify them, but would have been willing to bet they
were Carnutes, Bituriges and Aedui. Their warriors trooped along in
an unruly bunch behind them all, eyeing each other as suspiciously
as they would had the men next to them been wearing a toga. But
even the sight of a gathering of nobles from different tribes was
not what made Cavarinos shake his head sadly. That was the sight of
Lucterius of the Cadurci – avid anti-Roman, habitual rebel and
former close friend of the great king Vercingetorix – leading them
all, with great purpose in his step.

That boded
badly for all concerned.

Cavarinos
stepped back slightly as the group approached. Since the disaster –
the wake-up call? – of Alesia, the Arvernian noble had moved around
almost continuously, only pausing for a few weeks here and there.
The simple fact was that he knew not what to do with himself. He
was no longer truly Arverni. He had continued shaving off his
moustaches in an effort to remove himself from his brother and the
past, and had cast his serpent arm-ring into a wide river on his
travels. The Arverni were not what they had been, and they would
never be proud again. And if he stopped thinking in tribal terms,
and started to think like a Roman, which sooner or later all the
people would have to do, then he was not really a ‘Gaul’ any more
either. Because what the Romans called ‘Gauls’ had ceased to exist
as a people after Alesia. Now they were slaves or Roman provincials
who just didn’t yet recognise the fact. Consequently, there was no
home for him in this land, whether inside his tribe’s territory or
without.

Yet the idea of
leaving somehow seemed impossible. Even if he could endure the
wrench of breaking those bonds with his ancestral lands, where
would he go? To the northern island, where the tribes were all
cousins of the Belgae, hard and bloodthirsty, and the land was
inhospitable and swampy? Across the river to the lands of the
Cherusci or the Suebi, who the Romans called Germani, where life
was cheap and death a daily occurrence? To the tribes south of the
mountains, in that parched, brown land of bronze and blood, where a
war with Rome had been ongoing for more than a century now? To Rome
itself, the enemy who had vanquished his people?

And so he had
wandered, and he had observed, and he had learned. And most of what
he had observed was a dying culture that knew it was about to be
eclipsed and eradicated. And most of what he had learned was that
he no longer really cared.

The vast
majority of people he had seen had been hopeless and dead-eyed,
trying to eke out an existence in the impoverished, war-ravaged
fields that they were too weak and too few to make work for them.
And here and there he had come across small pockets of anger, where
a noble who claimed to have been on that hill at Alesia – and they
were invariably lying – stirred up trouble among the disenchanted,
dispossessed warriors who were truly too few to make any difference
now. Even had Vercingetorix remained free and spoken to the masses,
there was no longer any hope of success.

The former king
had disappeared after the surrender of the oppidum last autumn.
Some said he had been quietly murdered in the aftermath, though
Cavarinos doubted that. Not only did it not seem to be the Roman
way, but also the Arverni king would be too valuable as a symbol to
merely kill without pomp and show. But what had happened to him was
still a mystery as far as the people of his former army knew.

The familiar
voice of Lucterius was closing on the door now, and Cavarinos
retreated to the corner of the room and slumped into his seat with
his beer. There was nowhere to hide from the gathering of nobles,
and he couldn’t really see any reason to hide anyway. He was no
more their enemy than he was their friend.

The door
clicked open and the four other occupants looked up in passing
interest before going back to their drinks and food. Lucterius was
finely arrayed, though not in armour. His sword, however, remained
at his side, as did those of the other nobles accompanying him.

‘It is all a
matter of time and location,’ Lucterius was saying to his cronies.
‘If only we could trust Commius and bring him in to our plans, he
could prove extremely useful, but after his flight and cowardice at
Alesia, we simply cannot rely on him.’

‘What use is
Commius anyway?’ snorted one of the nobles in an accent that was
either Carnute or Senone. ‘He has ever been but a lap-dog of
Caesar. One summer of riding in Vercingetorix’s shadow does not
make him a hero.’

Lucterius
nodded his agreement. ‘He is weak and untrustworthy. But he has
influence and power. While he languishes up among the Belgae, it is
said he already begins to put together an army to lead against
Rome’s ally, the Remi.’

‘There are not
enough Belgae left to fight in a tavern brawl let alone a war!’

Nor are there
enough of you, thought Cavarinos silently.

‘But,’
Lucterius countered, ‘Commius, as I said, has influence. There is
talk that he will cross the narrow sea and bring his cousins from
the northern isles to war against Rome. And his people are related
to several of the tribes across the eastern river.’

And you think
our lands would still be ours if an alliance of the Britannics and
the Germanics pushed Rome from it? You fools.

‘Then perhaps
we should approach him anyway?’ an Arvenian noble hazarded.

‘No. But
perhaps we can use him. Our friends among the Carnutes and the
Bituriges will bash their shields and light their fires to draw the
Roman gaze, but we cannot afford to lose those lands.’ He turned to
the outspoken Carnute noble. ‘As soon as the Romans are engaged in
trying to quench your flames, we need to draw his attention to
Commius. Between the two regions the Romans will be kept busy, and
we will have time to build our army in the south.’

Cavarinos
flashed a glance to the Carnute and Biturige leaders in the crowd
and was not surprised to see misgivings written on their features.
It sounded an awful lot like Lucterius was sacrificing them to give
himself time to raise a force unnoticed. The idiot. As if he could
find the manpower to fight off two or three legions, let alone
ten!

‘Be reassured,
my friends,’ Lucterius continued, apparently also reading the
nervousness of his sacrificial animals. ‘We will not lose you. Make
much noise. Rebel and shout, but when the Romans come, run to the
swamps and the forests and keep your people safe. The time will
come when we need them.’

They did not
look altogether reassured, but the men at least nodded their
acceptance and understanding. Cavarinos took another swig of his
beer, shaking his head at the idiocy of it all. The man was so
arrogant in his self-belief that he didn’t even hold such plotting
in private, but spoke of rebellion aloud in an inn. Of course,
Uxellodunon was Lucterius’ home town and he was lord here, but only
a foolish lord believed his domain impregnable and secure from
spies. Cavarinos would not be at all surprised if one of the shady
fellows in this bar ran off to tell the Romans in hope of a reward.
For a moment, he considered it himself. His personal war was over
and, while he still felt the base pride of his tribe somewhere down
in the pit of his stomach, he now recognised that the good of his
people lay in capitulation and peace. Further struggle would only
end in worse conditions and more dead. The only hope for the tribes
now was to embrace their fate and make it work for them. Become
more Roman than the Romans and thereby keep both their pride and
their control.

But despite
that, he would not run to the Romans and tell them. Someone should,
but it would not be him. Not now, anyway. The time was coming to
leave Uxellodunon and Cadurci territory. He would travel back east
for now, to his own Arverni lands. He had not been there since the
autumn, directly after Alesia. Perhaps things had improved there
over the winter. Probably not, he decided.

His attention
was drawn again by the word ‘prisoner’, and he looked up at the
gathering of nobles.

‘If they are of
no use, why do you not simply dispose of them?’

Lucterius
frowned at the speaker – an unknown man with a western accent.
‘Only a fool disposes of an asset, even if it is seemingly of no
current use. They have already been tortured for anything they
know. There are less than thirty of them and they are starving and
broken. They are no threat and require very little guarding or
maintenance, so we will keep them until we have won or lost. When
Esus rises once more we will ride high on a mound of Roman bodies,
my friends.’

Cavarinos
closed his eyes and took another pull of his drink. Did Lucterius
really think he could be an ‘Esus’ raising the tribes to war once
more? He could only ever be a pale imitation of the great
Vercingetorix. And his army would be but an echo of that which had
held the ground at Alesia.

The issue of
prisoners was interesting though. They could not have been taken at
Alesia, for the Romans controlled the field at the end of that
fight. And while there was every possibility that they had been
taken from some supply depot or roving patrol in recent months,
Cavarinos doubted it. If Lucterius was trying to hide his
army-building from the Romans, taking prisoners would be stupid and
dangerous, and would almost certainly attract unwanted attention.
And the Romans had not fought down into Cadurci lands in recent
campaigns. But Gergovia was a mere two days to the northeast, and
the Cadurci under Lucterius had played a large part in that
victory. Cavarinos would be willing to put money on the prisoners
being survivors of Gergovia.

Paying no heed
to the inn’s other occupants, Lucterius approached the bar and
collected a drink, leaving the others to deal with their own
refreshments as he launched off into a tirade over Roman cowardice
compared to the cowardice of treacherous tribesmen who should know
better.

Cavarinos
quickly became aware that although the nobles had paid no attention
to who might be overhearing their plotting, the warriors in their
retinue as they entered were beginning to look around the interior
and focus on the occupants. Cavarinos was clean-shaven – a state so
rare as to be noteworthy – and clearly not Cadurci, and trouble
could very well be looming on the horizon. These warriors were the
best their tribes still had to offer, and any one of them would be
a tough proposition in a fight. Standing, he picked up his bag,
nodded his thanks to the innkeeper, and made his way as
nonchalantly as possible to the door. There he waited for the
warriors to enter, and once the entire bunch were inside, packing
the sizeable interior, he slipped past them and out into the chilly
late afternoon air. Time to move on. Sooner or later someone would
mention his presence to Lucterius, and it was faintly possible that
this new self-professed ‘Esus’ would remember the Arverni noble who
had shaved off his moustaches before the final capitulation at
Alesia.

The oppidum of
Uxellodunon sat rigid and unlovely in the winter cold, with rime
coating every surface and the muddy furrows hardened to the
consistency of iron, threatening twisted ankles and falls at every
turn. As high and powerfully defensive as a smaller Alesia or
Gergovia, Uxellodunon was far less advanced within, its
organisation owing little to the influence of foreign design, and
more resembling the settlements of the tribes centuries ago. Houses
were mostly of mud-daub and timber-frame, built upon a bed of two
or three stone courses. Farmland covered much of the interior and
animals roved the plateau arbitrarily, mixing with the few people
about on such an unforgiving day. Grass and mud. No paved streets
here.

The beauty of
such a basic layout was that anything unusual stood out, and
Cavarinos was quite surprised he hadn’t spotted the stockade when
he’d first arrived, let alone during the days he had wandered
around the oppidum. Down towards the south-western gate, which
stood at a sharp point in the defences on a spur of rock, a timber
ring had been installed in recent months, the tips of the posts
still sharp and pale.

Wandering
across the rutted track, Cavarinos untied the reins of his horse
from the hitching post and threw his bag across its back, then
began to walk the beast down towards the southwest gate. It was not
a natural way to leave the oppidum when heading east, but it would
serve two purposes. Firstly, he could have a glance at the
prisoners on the way, and secondly, if Lucterius realised he had
overheard the conversation and decided that that was a bad thing, a
false trail might be of some help.

Slowly,
apparently unconcerned, he descended the slope, sticking to the
rutted frozen mud and making for that gate. Before he reached it,
however, he pulled his scarf up over his nose – a mode not uncommon
in this sort of weather, but with the added benefit of hiding his
shaven features. Veering off the path, he made for the stockade.
The gate to the prison was a simple timber affair held shut with a
bar and presenting no hole large enough for a man to pass through.
The two locals who were apparently set to guard it looked cold and
bored, and neither even bothered to challenge him as he stepped
towards the gate, motioning a greeting at them.

Slowing his
horse, he bent and peered through the wooden posts of the entrance.
The locking bar was clearly unnecessary, which partially accounted
for the lax attitude of the pair outside. He could count twenty
three Romans in the circular stockade, each filthy and most
freezing and naked, a few clinging to the rags of their russet
coloured tunics for warmth if not modesty. Each man within was
tethered by the wrists to an iron ring driven into the heavy timber
posts of the stockade. None of them would be able to move more than
a few feet, and they clearly had no hope of escape. Many of them
had clearly been beaten, burned and tortured, but his eyes fell
specifically on a bull-shouldered bald man sitting opposite. His
attire was no different from the rest, but one look at his defiant,
solid posture and the strength and complete lack of fear and
surrender in his eyes told Cavarinos what he was: he was a
centurion. The Arverni noblemen had seen enough of them in his
time. The hardest bastards in the Roman world, bar none, gladiators
included. They bent their knee to no one except their commander and
the gods. The man had clearly been beaten and torn to within an
inch of his life, but his eyes remained clear and defiant as he
locked them on the visitor at the gate.

Cavarinos
sighed, heaved in a deep, cold breath, and turned to his horse.

Poor
bastards.

Not his
problem, though. He had enough of them without adopting more. With
a last glance up at the oppidum’s centre, he turned to the gate and
left Uxellodunon and Cadurci lands. Cavarinos was going home.


Chapter Two

 


VARUS squinted
into the grey blurry morning, the world lit by a watery,
inefficient sun. This oppidum of the Bituriges – the latest in a
long list – had a name, but he’d long since stopped bothering to
commit such names to valuable memory, given that they flew by in a
steady stream of campaigning. The low, elongated hill sat between
two narrow stream valleys, its northern and southern edges
protected by a wide ditch below the walls, the eastern and western
by the valleys themselves.

On the Kalends
of Januarius, Caesar had responded to a plea from the loyal
factions of the Bituriges who had been ousted by rebels of their
own tribe, and he had led out Varus’ cavalry wing, collecting the
Thirteenth from Avaricon and the Eleventh from their own camp,
heading west. The column of ten thousand men and horses had waded
into Bituriges territory with, in Varus’ private opinion, a
less-than-discriminate manner, and in the ten days since the army
had marched, eleven such settlements had fallen. The rebellious
nature of their early targets had been somewhat uncertain as far as
the cavalry commander was concerned, for few men raised any kind of
resistance to their attacks.

The enemy had
been suicidally optimistic, attempting revolution in lands this
close to Roman winter quarters. They had so few warriors among them
anymore that a Roman action against them was like pitting hungry
bears against condemned criminals in Rome’s entertainment pits. The
two legions had barely broken a sweat, which was something to be
grateful for, given that winter still had Gaul firmly in its icy
grip and that none of the men were thrilled at leaving comfortable
winter quarters and marching out into the wilds before the
campaigning season had even appeared on the horizon.

But here they
were.

Laniocon – that
was the place’s name, he seemed to remember – stood defiant and
proud on its turf mound with its strong Gallic walls surrounded by
ditches and narrow defiles. And yet that defiance was mere show at
best, if that. For atop those ramparts a spear point gleamed every
few hundred paces. Five years ago, when Gaul had still been a wild
and unexplored land for the legions, this place would have blinded
onlookers with the number of shining bronze weapons and helms
visible above the parapet. Now, after eight years of exhaustive
war, most of its defenders were old men and children, and even they
would be too few to hold back a scout party, let alone two legions
and a wing of cavalry. It was almost laughable that one rider in
twenty in this mounted force had been drawn from these very
Biturige settlements over the years, though now their allegiance
was tied strongly to Caesar, who had made them wealthier men than
many of their former leaders could ever hope to be.

Laniocon was
ripe for the picking.

A cavalry
prefect rode towards him from the southern fields, freezing dew
settling on his helmet and mail and giving him a strangely ethereal
sparkle in the misty grey. Beside the prefect, three of the Gallic
princes who commanded the native levies waited hungrily. And well
they might, for each oppidum that fell made those men richer and
more influential. Even the native auxiliaries knew that Caesar’s
time as proconsul was almost up and that soon he would return to
Rome. When he did, Gaul would become the command of some fat
politician and things would settle into status quo, so every man
who sought advancement in the land was currently jostling for
position and gain in order to secure a better future in what would
clearly soon be a Roman province. And those who weren’t thinking
like that – the few who still laboured under the impression that
Gaul would return to being a tribal land – would be disappointed,
disenfranchised and poor when the inevitable happened.

The Bituriges
in the last oppidum they had advanced on had seen their future
clearly enough, and had delivered to Caesar the half dozen men they
claimed had taken control in defiance of Rome. The six rebel
leaders had sneered at their Roman captors and spat at the
countrymen who had sold them out, but in response Caesar had been
generous, and that oppidum had suffered no ill effect other than
the expense of feeding the legions for a night before they moved on
west towards Laniocon.

Here, though,
at least Varus was more sure of the need for castigation, for the
gates had closed with a resilient thud at the sight of the Roman
forces marching against them. Despite the fact that their doom hung
over them like a dark cloud among the endless grey, they had
seemingly decided to hold out.

‘What are your
orders, sir?’ the prefect asked, reining in his steed.

Varus squinted
at the hill again, shrouded in a world of soul-crushing grey.

‘There’s little
for the cavalry to do here, Prefect. Have the force split down into
standard alae and assign them sectors of the circuit beyond the
ditches and streams. We’ll form an outer cordon and watch, just in
case this land has managed to muster up a few hundred
reinforcements to send them. Remember Alesia, eh?’

The prefect
nodded and sighed. ‘Why do they persist, sir? Surely they can see
they’re beaten?’

Varus rubbed
his forehead and wiped away the fine film of dew that had settled
on it. ‘The Gauls are just as proud of their history as we are,
Prefect. Can you imagine in the same situation a Roman city just
handing their heritage over to an invader?’

‘I suppose not,
sir. It just seems so bloody futile, pardon the language.’

Varus sucked in
air through his teeth. ‘Just a little longer, Prefect. The general
thinks that the main stronghold of rebellion is at Argatomagon
perhaps thirty miles west. Beyond that it’s mostly forests and
farms until you’re in Pictone lands, so there’s no point in
marching legions out there to round up a few cows and the odd
toothless farmer. We’ll be back in quarters in a week.’

The prefect’s
spirits rose a little at that thought as he saluted, turned and
began to distribute orders among the princes with him before
returning to the decurions of his own command.

The Eleventh
had played the active role in the last fight while the Thirteenth
had formed the defensive cordon, so this time the Eleventh under
Rufio had split into cohorts and formed a ring around the oppidum,
within Varus’ planned outer cavalry cordon, while the Thirteenth
had formed up for the assault. Some few hundred paces south of the
Gallic outer ditch, Sextius’ legion shuffled into tighter ranks as
their centurions moved up and down the lines, jabbing mail-shirted
chests and bellowing at occasional lax men. An opportunistic archer
somewhere up on the rampart loosed a single arrow, which arced up
gracefully past the defensive ditch and then plummeted into the
thick grass between there and the waiting legion. Sextius had been
careful to muster his force well beyond arrow range, but Varus
acknowledged the fact that, standing on that wall and watching the
army form ready, he’d have been tempted at least to try, too.

As the whistles
and shouts of the officers continued in preparation, a horse broke
from the command unit where Caesar in his red cloak murmured into
the cupped ear of Aulus Hirtius, his secretary and confidante.
Varus frowned as the rider made straight for him and hauled on the
reins, pulling up his sweating mount and saluting.

‘Complements of
the general, sir. He would like yourself along with a few turmae of
regulars to follow on the heels of the Thirteenth and make sure the
oppidum remains untouched. Caesar wants no repetition of
Sidia.’

Varus rolled
his shoulders. ‘I heartily agree.’ Sidia had been a notable fight
four days ago, and the rebels there had managed to actually do some
real damage to the Eleventh’s vanguard. In response, despite
Caesar’s standing orders, the soldiers had gone in like Nemesis
herself, taking out their avenging fury on the inhabitants, raping
and burning freely. They had left Sidia a shadow of its former
self, half the town a charred and smoking ruin.

This was not a
campaign of occupation or suppression. These towns were nominally
loyal to Rome now, and had simply been taken control of by a few
bad elements. Consequently, Rome could not afford to have the
settlements destroyed. The legions were here to liberate, not to
violate.

Varus waved
over one of his messengers. ‘Go and find decurions Oculatius,
Granius and Annius. Tell them to muster their turmae to the rear of
the Thirteenth in battle order.’ The courier saluted and rode off,
and Varus continued to watch for long moments until he noted the
three cavalry units forming and the Thirteenth settle ready for the
advance. In that eerie silence that filled the field of battle
while the army awaited the order to move, the commander turned his
horse and trotted off across the wet, springy turf to join his
men.

Barely had he
reached the cavalry contingent when the general’s call went up by
buccina and the various officers blew their whistles and yelled
their commands, the men falling easily into their mile-eating step.
Varus watched from his mounted position as the lead elements
approached the oppidum’s defensive ditch, and he marvelled once
again at the hardened professionalism of those men at the front. He
had been in a few life-and-death fights himself, but it was
different for a horseman, especially one in a position of command.
It could never be compared to being given a shield and a sword and
told to march straight at a wall into a hail of arrows, probably
over agonising obstacles. It took a special kind of guts to do that
and not falter.

Slowly the rear
ranks of the Thirteenth began to move, following on with no less
valour than their mates at the front, and Varus set his riders off
at a stately pace in response. They advanced, the oppidum beginning
to loom despite the low angle of the slope, and he found himself
willing the centurions in the van to give the order. He’d seen
where that opportunistic arrow had fallen. The front men must be in
range now?

Despite waiting
for it, Varus felt his heart flutter at the sudden call for testudo
given by the lead centurion just as they closed on the ditch. In
near-perfect timing, the front ranks shifted into their individual
centuries, and several hundred shields clonked into position
forming a defensive shell around and above the men. Not even a
pause or a missed step. The Gauls up on the ramparts reacted almost
instantly, sending out a cloud of missiles at the advancing army.
Again, Varus could not help but compare the five or six dozen
arrows whispering through the air towards them with the arrow
storms of thousands of shafts that had hailed out over oppidum
walls earlier in the campaign. It was pitiful by comparison, but in
reality they still represented a very real danger, as the odd
blood-curdling scream attested. No matter how well-trained or
efficient a century might be at forming the testudo, there would
inevitably be a few gaps, especially when terrain dictated a change
in elevation, and on occasion stray arrows found those gaps.

As the testudo
centuries reached the lip of the defensive ditch and began to
descend, the formations broke up a little, and the falling missiles
found more and more targets. Varus couldn’t see the action from his
position at the rear, even on horseback, but he could picture it
after so many other sieges and counter-sieges over the years. Those
men who fell would probably take down one or two others with them,
and here and there the formation would collapse, but as soon as
things fell apart, the centurions and their optios would be there,
calling out and blowing their whistles, sending men to plug gaps.
Indeed, a moment later he saw the first men cresting the far side
of the ditch and beginning the march up the slope, their formations
quickly put back together and once more largely impervious to
missiles.

The arrow
storm, now joined by sling stones, continued to thud down on the
shields as the legion approached the south rampart, and Varus was
afforded a good view of the action up the slope as he continued his
sedate advance with his riders at the rear. The walls here looked
to be a little higher than they had at Sidia, and Varus found
himself worrying that the new tactics the two legions had adopted
would be insufficient to gain the rampart. His fears were allayed
as the whistles of the leading centurions sent out the orders and
the lead testudo broke into a run as though they intended to barge
the oppidum’s wall aside.

As they had
practised many times this past week, the lead centuries reached the
walls and came to a halt still in solid testudo formation, with
their shield-roof up and interlocked, and the rear men in the units
dropped to a kneeling position, their raised shields forming a
lower step. At that same command, the second centuries following on
behind broke into a run, their own testudos unfolding as they
charged, using the lower shields as the step they formed and
leaping up onto the precarious roof of shields.

Here and there
a man slipped, his hob-nailed boots raking the painted surfaces of
the shields, and plummeted off to the grassy slope at the side. But
the majority of the men, now well-practised, ran up the roof of the
testudo and at the Gallic walls, with which they were now more or
less of a height.

The defenders
panicked, suddenly faced with the presence of Romans right under
their noses instead of at the base of a high wall. A few of the
braver or smarter ones fought off the attackers for a few moments
before succumbing, but many simply stepped back in consternation,
uncertain of what to do now that their defences apparently counted
for nothing.

What happened
next was a matter of conjecture for Varus, as the cavalry officer
and his riders at the rear of the legion reached the defensive
ditch and had to carefully manoeuvre their beasts down the slope
and then back up the far side, losing track completely of the
struggle at the front. By the time the riders were back up onto the
gentle slope and making for the oppidum’s defences, the ramparts
were already swarming with legionaries and a mix of alarmed Gallic
cries and victorious Latin shouts announced that the southern gate
had fallen.

The legion
surged forward up the slope with renewed energy, the missiles now
falling only occasionally, and even then loosed wild and in panic.
Varus held his men back as the centuries swarmed over the walls and
through the gate into the city, and as soon as the gatehouse stood
open, he pushed his way in behind them, leading his riders.

It seemed that
the rebels still had some fight in them since the battle continued
to rage in the streets as the doomed enemy fell back through the
narrow streets of the oppidum, trying to hold back the Roman tide
while seeking somewhere to either hide or make a stand. Varus
looked this way and that, painfully aware of the fact that once an
army got its blood up and was in the mood to pillage and burn it
would take more than an officer with a loud voice to pull them back
into line.

Fortunately, it
seemed that most of the centurions had their men under tight
control, and those units who had lost a centurion in the advance
were continuing under the able command of their optios. Here and
there a man would run into a clearly empty house with the intent to
pillage, and Varus would send two of his men to bring the man back
out.

Things were
becoming more complicated as the local loyalists, who had been
languishing in a town under the control of violent rebels, came
rushing out into the streets, waving their arms and trying to
explain desperately to the attacking force that they were not the
enemy. Fortunately, after so many days of such actions the
legionaries were experienced in this type of fight and avoided
combat with women and children and anyone before them who was
clearly unarmed.

To aid the
swift return to control, Varus was pleased to see a few of the more
enterprising loyal townsfolk pushing the fleeing rebels back out
into the street before the Romans where they could be cut down
without a chance to hide, and more than once he spotted locals
busily kicking a captured rebel to death. After all, these men had
brought a legion to their doorstep, and the loyalists blamed their
revolting kinsmen for this much more than they did the Roman
officers.

As the horsemen
reached the central square of the oppidum with some sort of temple
facing them, Varus sent his decurions and their units off in
various directions with a remit to keep the peace and make sure the
legion was behaving itself. Oddly, as the legionaries continued to
push the few remaining rebels back through the streets and the
loyal inhabitants largely stayed safely out of the way, Varus
watched his horsemen melt away into the oppidum and found himself
more or less alone in the packed earth square, just his standard
bearer and tuba-player and a small honour guard of regular
cavalrymen in attendance. The sounds of battle now seemed strangely
distant and muted, though no birdlife yet filled the cold, damp,
grey air. He leaned his head to one side, listening carefully to
see if he could pick out any area of trouble where he might have to
take a more personal command to ensure Caesar’s orders were
complied with.

The sound had
almost been a scream, but had then dropped to what sounded like a
muffled whimper. Varus’ eyes narrowed as he peered around the
square, still listening intently. A scraping noise could have been
entirely innocent, though something was troubling the cavalry
officer and he dropped from his horse, handing his reins to a
trooper as he strode towards the temple from where he was sure the
noises were coming.

A two-storey
building perhaps twenty feet square and constructed of timber and
daub with thatched roof, the temple was dusty, unsophisticated and
wet. The door facing the square was closed and its iron hinges were
rusty. Varus approached and slowed as he neared the door. His hand
went to the pommel of his sword and he momentarily wished he wore a
shield, but he had not been part of the attack and had not bothered
arming properly for combat. There was no noise issuing from the
temple, but he was now absolutely sure something was amiss. The air
had that leaden silence that tells of people deliberately holding
their breath. His fingers slid down to the carved bone grip of his
sword and closed into a fist. Slowly, carefully, he drew the blade.
Perhaps he should shout for his men?

No.

Knowing that
despite the grey dullness of the January weather, the interior of
the temple would be extremely dim, he closed his eyes for a count
of twenty, allowing them to acclimatise to the darkness, and then
reached up with his free hand and unlatched the door, pushing it
open even as he stepped forward.

He opened his
eyes as he entered, cutting down the exposure to the outside light
to a minimum. His nostrils were assaulted with a smell of mixed
ordure, sweat and old blood. The temple consisted of a single room,
the second storey more of a small tower with roof lights that
illuminated the ground floor. A fire pit occupied the very centre,
full of blackened wood, soot and ash, and the walls were daubed
with crude designs and figures. At the far side, two tall stones,
each higher than Varus, stood close to the wall, each carved with
lumpen, misshapen figures, and a statue of a moustachioed man,
highly stylised, with bulbous limbs and bulging eyes, stood between
the stones.

On the floor,
beneath the statue, a legionary knelt, his tunic hoisted up and his
pale buttocks exposed in the light. His shield lay off to one side
with his helmet and sheathed sword. As Varus’ eyes picked out every
last detail, he registered the girl’s legs beneath the legionary,
the heels thumping the packed earth of the floor desperately. At
the sudden intrusion, the legionary looked around and Varus caught
sight of the soldier
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