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Dramatis Personae

 


The Romans:
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Marcus Falerius Fronto

 


Legate of the Tenth Legion,
husband of Lucilia and father of twin boys, veteran of the Gallic
Wars, confidante of Caesar and protagonist. A long-standing veteran
who has been with Caesar since his early command in Spain, Fronto
is a career soldier with a habit of speaking his mind, even to his
own detriment.
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Gaius Julius Caesar

 


Proconsul of Cisalpine and
Transalpine Gaul and of Illyricum. One of two notables (the other
being Pompey) who currently vie for supremacy within the republic.
Caesar is a brilliant tactician and popular general with a knack
for lateral thinking. Arrogant and dangerous, he has fought for six
years to subdue Gaul whilst attempting to keep Rome in his
pocket.

 


[image: tmp_e3a0d8978bbe9e441164cc795f800e4b_l_wh56_html_3eb05144.jpg]

 


Marcus Antonius

 


A distant cousin of Caesar’s,
Antonius is known to be a profligate alcoholic and womaniser, but
also a brilliant military officer. Called to Gaul the previous year
to command the cavalry, he has become the second most senior
officer in the army and a friend to Fronto.

 


[image: tmp_e3a0d8978bbe9e441164cc795f800e4b_l_wh56_html_m23e78f84.jpg]

 


Quintus Atius Varus

 


The commander of Caesar’s
cavalry, Varus is now a veteran of six years of warfare in Gaul.
Popular with his men, he leads small units of regular Roman cavalry
as well as a huge complement of native levies serving as
auxiliaries in the Roman army.
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Masgava

 


A Numidian warrior from Africa,
Masgava had survived for years in Rome as a gladiator before being
bought and freed by Fronto to train him in physical exercise and
the martial arts. Currently serving as one of the two commanders of
Fronto’s Singulares (bodyguard unit).
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Palmatus

 


A former legionary in the armies
of Pompey, Palmatus had retired to Rome before a chance meeting
there brought him into the employ of Fronto as a bodyguard. Since
that time, he has become another of the commanders of Fronto’s
Singulares.


The Gauls:
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Vercingetorix

 


Chieftain of the Arverni tribe,
former allies of Rome who occupy the land in the south of Gaul,
close to the border with Narbonensis. Vercingetorix is the son of a
man who attempted to become overlord of all the Gallic tribes and
over the past two years, with the support of the druids, has been
building an army and numerous alliances in a bid to break Gaul free
of Roman control.
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Vergasillaunus

 


The cousin of Vercingetorix,
Vergasillaunus is also a higher noble of the Arverni. He is known
as a thoughtful man and a great general. He has been at his
cousin's side since the beginning and is the most trusted of his
men and second in command of the rebellion against Rome.
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Cavarinos

 


An Arvernian nobleman from the
oppidum of Nemossos. Along with his brother, Critognatos, he is one
of Vercingetorix's most trusted men. An intellectual and deep man
who does not trust the druids or their gods, Cavarinos' belief is
in the strength of flesh and of will. At the opening of our tale,
he commands a contingent in Vercingetorix's force.
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Critognatos

 


The brother of Cavarinos,
Critognatos is a more forthright and less thoughtful man than his
brother - a powerful warrior and renowned leader whose sights are
set on the goal of a free Gaul, and who will not allow anything to
divert him from that goal. Critognatos is also a commander of a
contingent.
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Teutomarus

 


The elderly king of the
Nitiobriges tribe from Aquitania, Teutomarus is one of the more
senior and respected leaders of the Gallic rebellion.
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Lucterius

 


A chieftain of the Cadurci tribe
from the border region with Rome, Lucterius has long been an ally
and supporter of Vercingetorix. His tribe are fiercely loyal to
him, and he to his leader. Lucterius has a reputation as a more
than able military leader, his cavalry being famous throughout the
land.

 


 


 


 


 


[image: tmp_e3a0d8978bbe9e441164cc795f800e4b_l_wh56_html_15098f5.jpg]

 


[image: tmp_e3a0d8978bbe9e441164cc795f800e4b_l_wh56_html_m2e5cf192.jpg]

 


[image: tmp_e3a0d8978bbe9e441164cc795f800e4b_l_wh56_html_m5ea94118.jpg]

 


[image: tmp_e3a0d8978bbe9e441164cc795f800e4b_l_wh56_html_m201db70.jpg]


‘Everything
comes gradually and at its appointed hour’ - Ovid

 


‘And when it
comes it invariably kicks seven shades of shit out of you’ -
Fronto


Prologue

 


The ‘plain of mud and blood’.
Summer 52BC.

 


The Gallic warrior clutched his
stolen Roman blade tightly, moving stealthily between two
particularly tall clumps of wormwood - very little flora had
survived on the plain, between the seemingly-endless fighting, the
Roman siege works and general plant clearance. The legionary on
guard duty was far from his camp and his officers, and barely
within sight of his nearest compatriot. He leaned on the top of his
shield, which rested on the ground, his pilum jabbed into the rich
earth and standing free. He was clearly fighting off the reaching
arms of Morpheus.

The Gaul frowned at his own
audacity. He didn’t really want to kill the lad. There had been
enough killing to last a thousand lifetimes - enough blood shed to
drown the thirstiest of battle Gods. And the poor lad was young.
He’d been through enough. But the Gaul had only the one free hand,
and that held his sword… the other fist gripped so tightly his
knuckles shone white in the night.

He waited for the lad to
straighten and turn, briefly checking the terrain towards the
plateau and, taking advantage of the turned back, ducked from the
wormwood to the narrow bole of an ash tree that would be dead
before winter, its trunk deformed from sword blows where the Romans
had practiced their killing. As he reached the cover of the tree,
he looked out again and almost smiled. The sentry had stood his
shield free, hung his helmet on the tip of his pilum and had
hoisted up his tunic to take a leak into the dip.

No killing after all.

With a deep ragged breath, the
Gaul sprinted across the open ground, slowing as he approached the
unwitting Roman lad, busy shaking himself clear. Careful not to
make a sound, the Gaul lifted his sword arm and raised it high,
bringing it down pommel-first just as the sentry began to turn to
retrieve his kit. There was a heavy thud, with the dull clonk of
bronze on bone, and the young man folded at the knees, collapsing
face down into the mud.

Too much death.

The Gaul crouched and rolled
the Roman onto his back to make sure he didn’t suffocate in the
cloying mud and moved on.

The burial ground was neat.
Everything the Romans did was so organised and effective. That was
why they would one day rule the world and all the old peoples would
be gone. No, the Gaul corrected himself, they would become Roman
too. The legions’ dead were in ordered rows on one side of the flat
field, the Gauls on the other. Not the bulk of the departed, of
course. There were simply too many to give this kind of respect.
The ordinary soldiers of Rome were in a mass grave - a great pile
of ash and bone from the enormous funeral pyres that had burned for
three days and nights, filling the world with the smell of Roasting
pork. The Romans had fed the pyre ceaselessly with both timber and
bodies, and only when the last legionary was dust, they had swept
it into the centre of the excavated ditch and piled earth upon the
top, erecting a monument formed from captured spears, helmets,
shields and banners by which to remember the fallen.

For all their fearsome
reputation, the Romans had treated the native dead with exactly the
same respect. The larger pile of native ash lay beneath another
mound on the far side of the plain.

But here in the middle lay the
ordered rows of the notable dead. Romans commemorated with a wooden
marker carved with their name, helmets, swords, torcs and the like
hanging from the top to help identify them and the rank they held.
Sons of Rome who led armies of thousands would be buried there,
alongside their standard bearers, centurions and optios.

The Gallic honoured dead were
considerably fewer, of course. Hardly any had their names marked,
for the Romans knew not who they were. They were mostly
commemorated only by the richness of their gear, displayed above
the resting place of their ashes, only the few leaders that had
been identified by the prisoners bearing a named marker.

The Gaul shook his head at the
insanity of it all, and set off among the ordered lines.

It didn’t take him long to find
the grave he sought. It was strange to think that such a vital man
could have become ash and nothing more, just one among hundreds
lying here in the earth. If the Gaul had had any truck with Gods,
he might think the man and his silent companions had gone on to
some divine after-world, but he knew in his heart of hearts that
ash was all they would be. Ash and darkness, and unfeeling
silence.

He looked down at the wooden
marker with a sense of sadness tempered only by the knowledge that
this man had been his enemy. A glittering sword hung on the wooden
marker. In coming days that weapon would be stolen by one of the
numerous scavengers who would move in when the Roman force left.
Its beautiful orichalcum hilt, embossed with shapely Gods,
identified it as a very valuable item.

‘I never wanted this. You know
that,’ the Gaul whispered. ‘I argued against the whole thing.’

He was hardly surprised when a
tear leaked from the corner of his eye and drove a channel through
the caked dirt, sweat and mud on his cheek. He looked down at his
clenched fist and, with seeming reluctance, turned it over and
unfolded the fingers. The bronze pendant of the Roman Goddess
Fortuna gleamed in the faint moonlight. He had apparently been
gripping it so tightly it had cut his hand in half a dozen places,
and a patina of watery crimson tinted the metal.

How appropriate.

‘Luck apparently wasn’t with
us.’ He prepared to cast the bronze figurine onto the grave, but
paused with a sad smile.

‘Actually, I think I’ll hang
onto it a while yet. After this disaster, I think any of us could
use a little extra luck. Go to your Gods peacefully.’

Fastening the thong around his
neck and tucking the figurine into his tunic, he fetched out of his
purse the other thing he had brought - that had brought him here?
Two shattered shards of slate, etched with shapes and strange
arcane words that had once formed a whole. With a sigh, the Gaul
crouched and jabbed the two shards into the freshly-turned earth
above the buried jar of ashes. Standing once more, he placed his
worn boot-sole upon the dreadful broken thing and pushed it down
into the grave, out of sight.

‘Let it end there, in silence
and darkness.’

He looked up and across the
flat ground, towards the oppidum of Alesia that rose above the
valleys and the plain like an upturned ship. Land of the lost.

‘Let it all end here.’

With a last sad look at the
grave and the beautiful, rich sword, the Gaul turned, away from the
man’s resting place, away from the silent rows of the slain, away
from the Roman host, away from the last stand of Gaul and towards
an uncertain future.


PART ONE: OPENING MOVES

 



Chapter 1

 


Massilia, some months
previously.

 


Fronto missed his step and
stumbled, brushing painfully against the wall. For a moment he
paused, hardly daring to breathe, and listening intently for any
sound. His eyes automatically strayed along the wall to the
location of one of the hidden weapons and he silently chided
himself for such a reaction. The background hum of the building’s
occupants was barely audible from outside, and after a count of
twenty he decided that he was safe and that no one had heard.
Allowing himself a long, slow exhale which plumed in the cold
winter air, he straightened from the wall, reaching out to one of
the columns in the colonnade. Very carefully and being as quiet as
possible, he looked down at the crusty dark red stain on his leg.
Damn it!

As carefully as he could he
lifted his foot, causing the faintest of scrapes from the gravel
underfoot.

‘Stop sneaking around like a
thief and get back inside.’

Fronto felt himself jump,
leaving the ground in shock for a moment, and turned to note in
particular the arched brow of Lucilia where she stood behind him,
her fists on her hips in the universal sign of a disgruntled
spouse. The army could use a couple of hundred of her, he thought,
aware that after two decades of military service and at the peak of
his physical fitness he had not even reached the safety of the gate
before messing up and making a noise, and yet this delectable - if
irascible - young woman had managed to plant herself right behind
him absolutely silently.

His heart seemed to be
attempting to set some kind of speed record as he plastered his
most ingratiating smile across his face.

‘Listen, beloved…’

‘Be quiet,’ she said in a calm,
quiet voice that somehow managed to contain all the power and
command of a military order backed by horns and standards. He had
shut up before he had even thought about whether to… Lucilia
certainly had that quality about her. She pursed her lips and
Fronto experienced a moment of hope that he wasn’t in trouble, but
then realised it wasn’t a matter of absolutes, but the degree of
trouble that she was considering.

‘You agreed to the deal,
Marcus. One more season… perhaps two. But you are a father now, and
not getting any younger, and as soon as Caesar has this new
province calmed and this rebellion you keep whiffling on about is
put down, you are handing over your command and settling. Even
Galronus has taken a step back from the army.’

Fronto felt the lurch that he
experienced every time he thought of retirement and almost spoke,
but stopped himself in time.

‘And once you have done that,’
she went on, ‘whatever you decide to do…’ she held up a warning
finger, ‘and no, it will not involve any kind of arena or stadium,’
Fronto felt his spirits sink a little lower again, ‘you will need
connections and the goodwill of the leading figures in the city.
Remember, Marcus, that we are not in Rome now. In fact we are not
even in the Republic as long as Massilia remains an independent
city. We are subject to their laws and decisions.’

She pointed an angry finger at
the doorway that led inside. It had never looked more like an
executioner’s blade to Fronto. Her voice jacked up a notch.

‘My father - your friend - has
put a lot of effort into getting those men here tonight. Five of
the city’s most important men, and they are all here to see you.
All so that you can form a network of allies in local government
rather than blundering along as you normally do, like a blind
hedgehog in a maze. It has been almost ten minutes since you went
to the latrine, and if I have to listen to my father make one more
embarrassing ‘pushing out a difficult one’ comment, I swear I will
not be responsible for the murder spree of Olympian proportions
that will ensue.’

Fronto quailed under that gaze
and found that he was nodding meekly, again without having
consciously made that decision. Somehow without Galronus around to
add a little strength to his backbone, he seemed to cave all the
easier.

‘Now get your sorry backside
back into that villa and put on a show of being an erudite,
grateful and entertaining social host so that all this effort is
not for nothing.’

Fronto nodded again and watched
as her eyes fell to the stain on his leg.

‘But go via the atrium and
clean off that leg quickly in the impluvium pool. And it’s dripped
on your shoes too, so change them for your spares - the soft ones,
mind, and not those clod-hopping nailed military abominations.’

Fronto managed to recover a
little and smiled disarmingly. ‘Beloved, you need to lower your
voice,’ he said in a quiet and calm fashion. ‘You’ll wake the
boys.’

‘The boys,’ she replied in a
dangerous tone, ‘are out for the night now. You exhausted them
earlier, and don’t think I didn’t see you dipping your finger in
the wine and rubbing it on their gums. I told you before that when
I saw you do that again I would have you dipped in the horse trough
and you could sleep in the stables for the night.’

Fronto’s meek nod returned as
his resistance drained. Things had been so different at the villa
since Galronus had taken ship for Campania a month ago. He had lost
his support and had never felt quite so exposed to feminine
control. Damn the man!

‘Where were you going
anyway?’

Fronto swallowed. If he even
dared mention the Dancing Ox, his favourite little tavern down in
the city, he knew he would wake the next day with a world-shaking
headache. ‘Erm…’ he said, his mind racing to try and find an
acceptable reason to be out in the front courtyard in the dark of a
Ianuarius evening.

‘I thought I heard horses,’ he
rattled out, trying hard to sound convincing and, as he saw Lucilia
narrow her eyes, he cupped his hand to his ear. Yes. Definitely.
Running horses. A lifeline to grasp for.

‘You don’t think I would leave
you alone tonight? I went to the latrines, but I was taking the
long route back for fresh air when I heard them. Do you hear
them?’

Lucilia gave him another
dangerous look. ‘Yes. Though unless they’ve been running on the
spot for the last few minutes or you have developed godlike
hearing, you are talking utter rubbish.

‘Shh…’

Her eyes widened and blazed as
Fronto put a finger to his lips and frowned, turning in the
direction of the increasing noise of drumming hooves.

‘Don’t you dare…’

This time, Fronto placed his
finger on her lips and the look he shot her stopped her anger in
its tracks. ‘What is it?’ she whispered.

‘Those are cavalry, not
civilians, and armoured, too.’

‘Really? Whose? Ours? Gauls?
How do you know?’

Fronto simply peered out into
the night. The regular, syncopated drumming hooves of three riders
who were familiar and comfortable with a shared pace. The sound of
mail shirts shushing with the horses’ motion. The rattle of metal
fittings, scabbards and helmets. Almost certainly Roman. If they
were Gauls they were the more Romanized variety and using similar
kit, but then there were tribes like that. Probably no threat, but
then, as Lucilia had just reminded him, they were not actually
within the republic’s bounds here.

Wordlessly he crossed to a
large plant pot from which grew a well-trimmed shrub and reached
down behind it, into the narrow gap against the wall. With a
measured breath he withdrew a plain, traditional soldier’s gladius
and slid it from the scabbard.

‘When did you put that
there?’

Fronto, still peering off
across the dark ground beyond the villa’s low wall, shrugged. ‘I
have a few in handy hiding places.’

‘You’ll move them before the
boys start walking,’ she hissed.

‘Lucilia,’ he replied, pressing
his finger harder against her lips as he raised the sword ready,
the thunder of hooves so close now their noise was almost deafening
in the quiet night air.

The figures resolved slowly as
they rounded the small copse of trees that marked the edge of the
villa’s grounds and the fork in the drive that separated the road
to their home and that of Lucilia’s father. Fronto tried to pick
out the details of the three men, but all he could tell was that
they appeared to be cloaked and mailed and moving at pace. He
hefted the blade again, glinting in the moonlight.

The three horses pounded along
the gravel road and through the gate. Fronto stared at these
intruders. They could hardly be hostile, for their blades were
still sheathed, but they were hairy, tangled, messy fellows,
wrapped in travel cloaks and stained armour and…

He frowned, and the furrowed
brow slowly resolved into a wicked, dark grin. His sword
lowered.

‘What in the name of seven
fallen Vestals happened to you? You look like a hairy cow’s arse.’
Fronto leaned against the doorframe and shook his head with a grin.
‘No, no, no. You make a cow’s arse look good.’

Priscus slipped from the horse
and landed badly, almost falling. It was only then that Fronto saw
through the hair and the dust and dirt of the journey and realised
how bone-tired - how truly exhausted - and deadly serious his
friend was. He straightened, allowing all humour to drain from him
once more. The rather battered and scarred figures of Furius and
Fabius on the horses behind bore that same look, which made Fronto
swallow noisily as the pair slid from their saddles and joined
Priscus, one of them shutting the gate behind him and securing the
courtyard.

‘What’s up?’ Fronto
breathed.

Priscus straightened,
stretched, and nodded to the villa’s master. ‘This city still have
Caesar’s courier office?’

‘Of course.’ Now Fronto was
worried. ‘Why?’

‘Then let’s get down there. I
have to write a letter to the general and I’ll need your authority
to get it sent expedited.’

‘Tonight?’

‘Preferably yesterday, but
tonight will have to do.’

Fronto shook his head. ‘The
courier service doesn’t operate during the hours of darkness by
Massilian law, just like any other business. It’ll have to wait
‘til first light tomorrow. Besides, I’ve seen you write letters.
It’s like watching an ape reading Plautus: slow and painful. It’ll
take most of the night for you to write it!’

Priscus sagged a little.
‘Fronto, this is urgent.’

Fabius and Furius walked their
horses forward - on his nicely tended lawn, noticed Fronto - and
the latter clapped his hand on his commander’s shoulder. ‘It’s been
weeks, Priscus. One night more will make no difference.’

There was a long pause and
finally Priscus nodded. Fronto was about to reply with a cutting
remark concerning their hirsute barbarian appearance when Lucilia
stepped to his side, her eyes wide. ‘Gnaeus?’

Priscus gave an exhausted
smile. ‘Lucilia.’

The young woman, immaculate and
dressed in an elegant pale green chiton with gold accessories,
jabbed Fronto so hard in the ribs he wheeled on her, his eyes
bright.

‘What was that for?’

‘Being a terrible host.’ She
pushed open the front door, raised her voice and shouted inside.
‘Eudora? Send for the stable boy and tell him there are three
horses here to groom, feed and then settle in. And tell the cook
that we have impromptu dinner guests to add to our gathering. Three
soldiers with, I suspect, very healthy appetites.’ As Fronto stood,
flapping his lips wordlessly in the face of his wife’s stream of
commands, her handmaid Eudora appeared. Lucilia went on without
pause. ‘And make sure the furnace is stoked and the baths are
clean. Make up three rooms in the south wing with fresh linen and
water bowls, then send for Antinos and tell him there will be
plenty of armour and weapons wanting cleaning and oiling.’

Eudora nodded her
understanding, clearly having somehow memorised a list of which
Fronto had already forgotten all but the last two things, and
scurried off.

Fronto turned an embarrassed
and faintly apologetic look on the guests and was about to speak
when Lucilia hauled him inside.

‘Sorry for my boorish husband,
Gnaeus… and you too, Lucius and Tullus. The Gods alone know how he
manages with all the discipline and ritual of the legions, when he
can’t even manage the simplest of courtesies at home.

Fabius and Furius shared a look
that Fronto caught and noted down for future reference when they
pissed him off and he wanted an excuse. Priscus simply smiled.

‘I would dearly love to bathe
and change clothes, I have to admit. I have not bathed since we
passed through Narbo, and even that was a poor excuse for a bath.
Sadly we are standing in all the clothes we own right now.’

Lucilia shook her head. ‘Marcus
has a small mountain of new tunics, boots, socks and so on that he
never touches because they’re not ‘worn in and comfortable’.
Apparently, ‘worn in and comfortable’ means shabby, dirty and
almost past saving. Come in, you three, where it’s warm. The
Ianuarius air is unusually temperate, but it still carries a chill.
Since you’ve closed the gate, your horses can roam the lawn freely
until they’re tended to. Would that Galronus and my dear sister in
law were here to greet you, but they are back at Puteoli, with
Marcus’ mother. Family business,’ she added with a sly smile.

The three visiting soldiers
stepped into the atrium, and Priscus narrowed his eyes, looking
sidelong at Fronto as he scratched at several days’ growth of
beard. ‘There’s trouble afoot, my friend. We are in the proverbial
sewer and Jupiter just took a mountain-sized shit!’ He suddenly
remembered their company and turned an apologetic look to Lucilia,
who brushed it aside.

‘If you heard some of the filth
my father and my husband come out with together over a few cups,
you wouldn’t worry about a word like that.’

‘Priscus!’ hissed Fronto.

‘Sorry, yes. We were down at
Gergovia among the Arverni, managing to set up deals and
arrangements with a few of the native nobles who were apparently
still pro-Rome when Gaul basically erupted next to us.’

Fronto frowned.

‘Our friend Vercingetorix - who
we used to know as Esus - is on the ascent, Fronto. He took
Gergovia with a force of loyal rebels and put all dissenters to the
sword. We barely made it out alive, and we’ve been running ever
since, heading for yourself and Caesar.’

‘Via Narbo?’

‘We overheard the Gaulish shi…
scumbag… saying that they’d destroyed the mercantile station at
Cenabum and cut the supply lines up there, so we couldn’t trust the
Rhodanus valley. We came over the mountains and south. And it was a
bugger of a trip, too. Have you any idea how high the passes are.
There’s a lot of snow this time of year, too.’

‘Do you think it was just the
first move in the game?’ Fronto hazarded. ‘Are they starting to
pull things together at the moment, or do you think they’re already
moving and putting their plan into action?’

Priscus pursed his lips and
regarded Fronto levelly. ‘What do you think? They’ve just taken
over the Arverni by force, and they’re obviously allied with the
Carnutes now, ‘cause it was them who flattened Cenabum. How long
would they now have to plan before any tribes still allied to us
took action? No. They must already have had most things in place
before a move as overt as this. The big rising we’ve been expecting
is already happening, and we’re totally unprepared, despite
everything we’ve done.’

The legate of the Tenth nodded
his agreement as a slave arrived carrying a tray bearing two jugs
and four cups, hovering expectantly. Fronto grabbed the tray and
placed it atop the lararium - the altar to the household spirits -
that stood close to the door. As the man scuttled off, Fronto
poured four cups of wine and left the others to water their own,
tipping barely a mouthful of dilutant into his own. He may have
already spilled on his leg, but it was not through drunkenness.

‘If they are making their move,
the bastard’s timed it nicely. Caesar’s in Aquileia, the legions
are in the north, and the officers are scattered about either up
there or on furlough down here. It’ll take time to pull everything
together, and I’d be willing to bet that’s what the Arverni turd’s
counting on.’

Lucilia gave the four men an
indulgent smile and excused herself, ducking back through into one
of the interior rooms. ‘I shall just go and inform father of your
arrival and explain to the others.’

Priscus gave Fronto a
questioning look and the legate shrugged. ‘Half a dozen knob-heads
from the local government Lucilia wants me to brown-nose. I’ve half
a mind to take you in to meet them like this. Would do them all
good to see what a proper soldier looks like.’ He sighed. ‘But
Lucilia would tear me a second arsehole for that. Anyway, before
you bathe and meet politicians, back to the problem at hand.’

‘It may be a problem,’ threw in
Fabius as he reached for the water and topped up his mug before
draining it in one long gulp, ‘but we still have an advantage.’

‘Oh? How so?’

‘On our journey we confirmed
that the supply lines have been severed. No word has reached the
south of anything strange, despite at least one major Roman depot
burning. None of the merchants have returned from the north,
either, and the traders in Narbonensis are already whispering of
trouble and pulling out any interests they have upriver. Given
that, it’s reasonable to assume that the rebels are sitting happy,
believing that the legions and the general are both living in
ignorant bliss of any trouble. But we do know. And soon, so will
Caesar. Perhaps we can turn that unpreparedness into an
advantage?’

‘But the general will still be
mired down with Rome, surely? What with Pompey and Clodius and so
on.’ Priscus frowned, and Fronto gave him a strange smile.

‘Of course, you won’t have
heard! Clodius was killed in a scuffle on the Appian Way a month or
so ago, and Pompey is winding his neck in a bit now, for fear of
any flying blame sticking to him, since it appears Milo was
involved. If ever Caesar had a lull to deal with Gaul, this is it.
The timing is propitious and owes much to Fortuna.’ He took a gulp
of wine and nodded. ‘I like your thinking, Fabius. Knowing more
than the enemy believe you do is always an advantage.’

As the four men swigged their
drinks, a slave appeared, bowing. ‘The bath house is ready,
Domine.’

Fronto nodded and gestured to
the others. ‘Go and get yourselves cleaned up, then you can keep me
sane while we entertain a few local donkeys, then when we’re done
with that farce, we’ll sit down over a few cups and hammer out the
details of this message to Caesar. The couriers can have the
despatch with him in about four days, and I would lay bets that in
the same amount of time again, the general will be at my door on
his way north.”

As the other three wandered
off, following the slave to the baths, Fronto glanced back towards
the door through which Lucilia had retreated.

And that would give him little
more than a week with her and the boys before the never-ending wars
in Gaul drew him northwards once more.

 


* * * * *

 


The oppidum of Gergovia in
Arverni lands.

 


Cavarinos rubbed his chin
reflexively. He’d had a thick beard tugged downward by a copper
ring ever since he had grown to manhood, and it was taking some
getting used to the absence of the same, his bushy, bristling
moustache doing little to make up for its loss. He stole a sharp
glance at his brother, Critognatos, who stood waiting, looking a
little bored and fidgety, stroking his luxurious facial mop, and
Cavarinos grunted irritably. He should never have shaved the damn
thing off, but it had been the last straw when someone had mistaken
him for his brother so thoroughly that he had been unable to
convince them of their mistake. No, the beard had had to go for
that reason alone. It was little consolation that he now looked
more like most of the Arverni warriors, including their glorious
leader. He’d liked his beard.

Ripping his hand tetchily from
his chin, Cavarinos settled his helmet on his head, considered
tying the strap that joined the cheek-pieces, but realised how that
would feel on his bristly chin and gave up, drumming his fingers on
the pommel of the heavy sword at his side.

‘Can you hear Lucterius and his
Cadurci warriors on the move already, while we sit here and wait?’
Critognatos snapped angrily as he stomped over to the window and
peered through the gap at the scene outside. Cavarinos could hear
the assembled warriors waiting expectantly, horses snorting and
stomping, mail shushing and metalwork clunking. It was irritating
him too, but he was determined to draw as definite a line as
possible between his brother and himself. Patience.

‘There’s no rush, brother. The
Bituriges aren’t going anywhere.’

Critognatos snorted, his face
contorting into a boar-like snout of spite. That was better - now
they did not resemble one another at all - and turned from the
window.

‘We should not be fighting
other tribes. We should be fighting Romans. The Gods have brought
us to this place and time because they despise the Romans and their
childish idols.’ He snorted again. ‘You’ve seen the statues in
their temples… great God-fathers who look more like women-folk.
Wearing togas’ - he spat the word with venom - ‘and carrying mere
sticks. No wonder great Taranis waits to ride his chariot over the
beaten body of their womanly Jupiler!’

‘Jupiter.’

‘What?’

‘Their Gods-father is called
Jupiter. Or Jove, I believe. Not Jupiler.’

Critognatos narrowed his eyes
as he stormed across the room, waving an angry finger. ‘Who gives a
shit what his name is? The important thing is for the great lord of
Thunder to nail the bastard to a tree and tear out his
innards.’

‘You do talk absolute bollocks,
brother.’ Cavarinos curled his lip, calm in the face of the wagging
finger. ‘The Gods have not brought us to this place and time for
hatred of their Roman counterparts. The Gods have not brought us to
this place and time at all! Vercingetorix’s leadership and charisma
have brought us here, along with a healthy dose of desperation and
anger among the other tribes and the underhanded dealings of those
forest-shepherds the druids.’

Critognatos made several
warding signs against the displeasure of the Gods, glaring at his
brother. ‘Without the Gods…’

‘Without the Gods,’ Cavarinos
interjected with a roll of his eyes, ‘we would have been out from
under the shadows of the shepherds centuries ago and building a
world on the rule of ordinary men that would rival Rome. Romans
revere their Gods, but I do not think that they truly believe in
them. That is why they are practical and their empire is strong.
And do not mistake superstition for faith, brother. Faith is what I
have in our people and in Vercingetorix. Superstition is what you
have for the Gods.’

Again, Critognatos warded
himself, so vehemently that he stumbled against one of the pillars
that circled the central fire pit. He righted himself and Cavarinos
braced at the look of zealous indignation in his brother’s eyes.
Here came the tirade…

‘I trust you two are
behaving?’

The voice cut across the room
and immediately severed the invisible cords of tension. The
brothers turned to see Vergasillaunus striding in through the rear
door, his bronze armour gleaming, a blue cloak swirling from his
shoulders in a strangely Roman style. The brothers fell silent. In
the hierarchy of both the Arverni tribe and the Gallic host entire,
Vergasillaunus was second only in authority to Vercingetorix, his
uncle’s son. Despite the fact that Cavarinos and his brother were
high nobles and leaders of men in their own right from the nearby
oppidum of Nemossos, they both knew where the true power in this
place lay, and much of that flowed around the shining figure who
had just joined them.

Vergasillaunus gave an easy
smile. ‘Relax, you two. As soon as Lucterius and his army are down
the hill and clear of the oppidum we will be marshalling and ready
to move. We and our allies are about to show the world that the
Arverni serpent has two fanged heads.’

Critognatos’ lip curved into a
sickened look, as though he had eaten something bad. ‘Lucterius is
lucky. He moves against Narbonensis and the Romans. He will bathe
in their blood and win glory for himself and his men. What glory is
there for us bringing war against the Bituriges?’

Vergasillaunus frowned and
turned to Cavarinos. ‘I thought all this had been explained to
everyone the other day?’

The newly-bristly noble gave a
sarcastic-looking shrug. ‘For some people, knowledge has more bone
to pass through and less brain to settle in on the other side.’

His brother furrowed his brow
for a moment as though struggling to comprehend, and Cavarinos
barked out a short laugh. ‘Yes, brother, it was an insult.’

Before Critognatos could launch
himself at his brother, Vergasillaunus stepped into the way.

‘Listen to me, Critognatos. The
Bituriges are one of many tribes that still waver and hold true to
their oath with Rome. If we are to truly gather all the strength of
the tribes, we have to tear away the invisible ropes that bind them
to Caesar. We start with the Bituriges because they are close to us
and they are still weak, and because they lie between us and the
Carnutes, our staunch allies. We have but to take Avaricon from
them and the whole tribe will fold under the pressure and pledge to
us. And when they do, other tribes will follow.’

‘Like the Aedui?’ Cavarinos
asked, a calculating expression filling his handsome, bronzed
face.

‘Yes, like the Aedui. They are
Caesar’s strongest allies in our lands.’

‘Then that is why Litavicus of
the Aedui was here this morning, prowling around, lurking like a
bad smell? I never trusted that young madman, even when we and the
Aedui were close.’

Vergasillaunus chuckled. ‘You
do not miss a thing, do you, my friend? Yes, Litavicus was here to
speak to the chief on very private matters.’

‘I still do not like this,’
grunted Critognatos, rubbing his head vigorously until a few dead
insects fell out of it with the cloud of dust. ‘We began all this
to drive out the Romans, and yet we lead our warriors to their
death against other tribes who should be revelling in battle
alongside us. We should all be one army, marching across the
mountains down to Rome and doing what Brennus did centuries ago,
ripping the heads off their priests and pissing down their hollow
necks!’

‘Idiot,’ snorted Cavarinos, and
Vergasillaunus had again to make his presence felt as Critognatos
stopped scratting and lunged forward for his brother, his face
purpling with anger.

‘Now, now, children. Enough of
this.’ He stepped back, opening a small space between himself and
the furious nobleman, lifting his manicured hands and placing them
on the bigger man’s shoulders. ‘We would all love to march on Rome
and tear down their Gods, my friend, and some of the druids have
been advocating that very thing. But with ten legions encamped in
the north, what do you think would happen if we marched to
Rome?’

Critognatos glowered sullenly
but made no reply.

‘They would utterly destroy our
lands. When we came back there would be no homes to return to. We
would find only smoking ruins, murdered women, children and
greybeards, and many thousands of sated Roman legionaries.’

‘I still don’t like fighting
other tribes when there are Romans about who are more
deserving.’

Vergasillaunus, his face
starting to show rare signs of ire, grasped the trembling form of
Critognatos and with some force turned him towards the exit. Urging
him forward, he grasped the handle and ripped open the door. ‘What
do you see, Critognatos of the Arverni?’

Past the pair, Cavarinos could
make out the seething mass of Arverni warriors who waited patiently
for their chieftains to arrive and then set forth against the
Bituriges. Every man out there was ready for battle, from the older
men who wore their shirts of mail and gripped well-worn sword
hilts, past the rising cream of the tribe - the younger bloods who
bore their captured Roman arms and armour as trophies - to the
farmers and craftsmen and the youngest - not yet old enough to grow
a moustache and bare-chested, gripping their poor-quality spears.
Cavarinos bore the suspicion that Vercingetorix and his cousin had
plans in place to bring over the Bituriges without a fight, but if
it came to storming Avaricon, every man here would do so willingly
for their leader. It was glorious. It was a proud thing for the
Arverni. It was a potential waste of epic proportions, though he
would hardly voice any thought that seemed like agreement with
Critognatos. Cavarinos’ bitter thoughts were overridden as his
brother answered the question

‘I see an army that should be
fighting Romans.’

‘What you see here,
Critognatos,’ the senior chieftain replied patiently, ‘is somewhere
in the region of six or seven thousand men. Lucterius has just
taken two thousand more south and expects to triple that on his
journey. So this morning there were perhaps nine thousand men here.
How many Romans are quartered in the north this winter?’

Critognatos cleared his throat.
‘Ten legions.’

‘Yes. Ten legions. That means
fifty thousand men if they are at full strength, which they might
well be after months of idleness. And that is not counting their
auxiliary archers and slingers and the many thousands of horsemen
raised from the Belgae and other tribes who ally with them. It
would be foolish indeed to take nine thousand men against fifty
thousand, would it not?’

The grumbling brother made
faintly affirmative noises.

‘And even if we drew in all the
allies who have pledged to us so far, we will still not match their
numbers. We have to have the rest of the tribes on our side if we
are to beat Rome. And if we wish to do so, we need to catch them at
their lowest time, while they are still in winter quarters and
their general is still across the Alpes. We will be ready to move
before the spring, my friend, but we cannot move until we are
strong enough to be at least reasonably assured of success.’

He slapped the irritable
warrior on the shoulder in a supportive manner.

‘We all think we have different
ways to succeed, Critognatos, and Vercingetorix and I have
considered every possible angle and each idea that has been brought
before us, but this is the only sensible direction to take. Trust
us, my friend. We may all have different thoughts on the matter,
but we all have the same goal in mind: to crush the Romans and free
our lands for ourselves.’

Cavarinos watched as the pair
walked out into the cold sunlight and the door shut behind them
with a heavy thump as the conversation went on, Vergasillaunus
doing his best to persuade Critognatos of the sense of his
words.

For a long moment Cavarinos
stood alone in the room, trying not to let that same scene replay
itself in his mind which had been rising in his dreams so many
nights now. Yet again, he failed.

A tavern in the Aedui capital
of Bibracte less than a year ago. He and Vergasillaunus and a
number of the stronger warriors of the warband accompanying
Vercingetorix as he sat at a table and talked of matters with the
Roman officers who happened to be passing through.

He remembered the Roman
commander well. A man with the look of a survivor of many battles,
yet with eyes that glittered with intellect and who spoke to
Vercingetorix as to an equal. Dressed in Roman tunic, and yet with
a good torc of Belgic design around his neck. And with him not the
pasty-skinned senatorial officers from Rome, but a weathered
legionary who reeked of common sense and earthiness, an
ebony-skinned man from the lands beyond the south sea, and a noble
of the Remi, masters of horse.

Most of all, he remembered the
tingle of hope he had felt when Vercingetorix and the Roman had
spoken. There had been a level of respect and understanding between
them that he had not expected. When the great chief had broached
the subject of a peaceful solution, albeit one Vercingetorix had
never for a moment believed in, the Roman had seemed surprisingly
receptive.

From the first days when the
Arverni had watched Caesar’s legions march into the lands just
north of them, following the Helvetii, Cavarinos had been champing
at the bit to bring war against the legions, and it had taken five
long years for anything to happen, to bring the possibility of
opposition. Over that time the Roman presence here had grown each
year, with ever more legionaries stationed among the tribes,
bringing death and fire. And Cavarinos had left the oppidum of
Nemossos with his brother and joined Vercingetorix and
Vergasillaunus at Gergovia and begun the great task of uniting the
tribes.

But now he was beginning to
feel shaky on the whole subject, though he would never have
admitted as such to any of his companions. Since that meeting in
Bibracte with the Roman officer, he had time and again questioned
in his own head the need for a grand rising and battle, when
weighed against the possibility of peaceful terms. The very idea
that there could be concord without such bloodshed was tempting
fruit. But the shepherds of the people were rabid these days. They
would not stop now until they had opened the gut of every last
Roman on their flat stones. And Vercingetorix? What of him?
Cavarinos had long suspected that what had driven the great chief
had not been so much the need to drive out Rome, but rather the
desire to unite the tribes of what Romans called ‘Gaul’ under his
own royal thumb.

He shook his head.

It was just a dream of peace…
an ephemeral mirage that shifted under scrutiny and showed itself
to be in fact a scene of bare-faced war. Whether negotiation had
ever been a possibility, things had now gone too far. And even if
he had still clutched to the idea that terms might be agreed, now
Lucterius marched south with two thousand bloodthirsty warriors,
gathering other tribes as he passed with the Roman city of Narbo in
his sights. It would take weeks for the warband to reach
Narbonensis gathering men as it went, but the moment that warband
crossed the invisible but all-so-important line into Roman lands,
any hope of a peaceful solution was gone forever. Cavarinos might
not know Caesar and his like well, but he was clear on that
nonetheless.

Lucterius would destroy the
meagre garrison of Narbonensis easily and with that one strike he
would begin the war. Caesar would rush to wrap things up and return
to his legions, but by the time he moved to the north and reached
them, the army of Vercingetorix would be a rival for his legions;
the largest force the tribes had ever assembled.

The last battle was coming, and
before winter either Caesar or Vercingetorix would find themselves
in total control of the land. And how could Caesar possibly learn
of all this, mobilise and reach his army in the north before it was
all too late?

With a sigh, Cavarinos shook
all this foolishness from his head, walked to the door and stepped
outside, just in time to see Vercingetorix arriving to greet his
army.

 


* * * * *

 


Aquileia, seat of the Governor
of Cisalpine Gaul

 


Aulus Ingenuus, prefect in
command of Caesar’s praetorian cavalry guard, fiddled with the
buckle on his baldric, the missing fingers on his right hand making
the task difficult. Over the past six years since he had lost those
fingers in battle and found favour with the general he had managed
to train himself to write with his left hand. He was now a
reasonably effective swordsman with the left, and could manage
almost any task assigned to him, but a fibula - a decorative buckle
- was still troublesome.

‘Damn the thing!’ he snapped
angrily, almost dropping his sword on the floor, but his slave was
there instantly, grasping the scabbard and lifting it as he
fastened the buckle for his master. Recovering his mood, Ingenuus
nodded the little Syrian his thanks and adjusted the blade so that
it hung just right before stringing his belt around his middle and
waiting patiently while the slave fastened that too.

He really should just let the
slave do it all, but it was a constant niggle to the young
commander that such a simple, mundane task was still beyond him,
and he would never stop trying.

Brushing back his hair, which
would need cutting soon, he looked himself up and down in the
bronze mirror. A mature soldier with slightly haunted eyes,
well-muscled arms and legs, no few scars visible as narrow white
lines, and a strong jaw looked back at him.

‘Who are you?’ he whispered, in
his head still the young cavalry decurion who had distinguished
himself those six years ago.

‘Your pardon, Domine?’ queried
the slave.

‘Nothing, Elyas. Make my bed
and go into the town. See if you can procure me some fruit that’s
not an apple for a change.’

Ignoring the bow and retreat of
the slave, Ingenuus gave himself one last critical look in the
mirror and then nodded his approval before opening the door,
strolling out of the room and into the corridor beyond.

The palace was quiet, unusually
quiet for this time of the morning, and Ingenuus’ superstitious
mind told him that was a sign of bad times to come. Most of the
staff were not officially supposed to start this early, of course,
but the Proconsul slept little and light and was rarely still abed
when Aurora wafted her rosy fingers across the horizon. And with
Caesar being active early, it was a courageous underling who slept
later and took advantage of the letter of the law.

Squaring his shoulders, he set
off on his usual morning rounds. Through a series of corridors
lined with marble busts, painted in lifelike colours and recently
touched-up at the general’s request he strode until he reached the
front entrance to the palace and the steps down to the main street
of Aquileia. The two men on guard there were perfectly turned-out
and standing to attention just as he’d expected. His cavalry were
all good men. Over the years he had weeded out the few who were not
up to scratch and replaced them with chosen men from other mounted
units, drawn by the prestige and the pay in equal amounts.

With a nod to the two men, he
turned back inside and marched on through the corridors to the
office of his clerk, who was busy scribbling tiny scratched marks
on a wax tablet behind a desk overburdened with documentation. The
clerk only looked up as the door opened, but he was on his feet
before Ingenuus came to a stop, the stylus forgotten and lying on
the desk.

‘Good morning, prefect.’

‘Morning, Strabo. What’s the
news today?’

Without having to look down at
his records, the clerk cleared his throat. ‘Largus and Satrius
still in the hospital, sir. Largus does not seem to be throwing off
the illness, but there is no blood in his sputum, so the medicus
tells me it is only a matter of time and recuperation. Satrius is
now hobbling, sir, but will be out of action for at least a week
still, and will only be fit for light duties for a further two. You
have two pending requests for leave before the campaigning season
begins.’

‘And your opinion on those,
Strabo?’

‘Frankly, sir, I would turn
down Allidius, as his home is south of Rome and the journey time
would make any leave finish perilously close to when he might be
needed. Rectus is only from Cremona though, sir. He could be there
and back in short order.’

Ingenuus shook his head.
‘Cannot penalise a man on account of geography. If Allidius cannot
go because we are too close to marching season, then neither can
Rectus. Tell them that once the season is over I will sanction an
extended leave for them both.’

‘Very good sir.’

‘Anything else?’

‘All fine otherwise, sir. The
new bridles should arrive later today, barring unforeseen
mercantile delays, and the three spare mounts were delivered
yesterday by Olichus the horse trader and are now in the training
school.’

‘Excellent.’ Ingenuus
straightened. ‘Be about your business then, Strabo, and I shall see
you later.’

The man saluted and Ingenuus
departed the office, leaving the door to close with a click, and
strolled on. Next stop: Caesar. As he rounded a corner and found
himself in the wide vestibule that led to the Proconsul’s office,
lined with statues of the Julii clan and of Venus Genetrix, the
family’s divine mother, he was almost knocked sideways as a slave
scurried out of another side corridor. The small Spaniard - whom
Ingenuus recognised vaguely from having seen around in the palace
only recently - stared wide eyed and then dropped his head and
rattled out a string of apparently heartfelt apologies in his thick
Iberian accent.

‘Clumsy idiot,’ Ingenuus
grumbled, sweeping aside the matter with his three fingered hand as
he righted himself once more. The slave backed away and the
commander noted the hardened leather scroll case in his hand. An
official courier’s case.

‘That is for the general?’

‘Yes Domine. Arrived by
dispatch rider at the palace gate only a moment ago. I was
instructed that it was of the utmost urgency and to deliver it to
the proconsul immediately.’

Ingenuus nodded. He briefly
contemplated suggesting he take the scroll, but he had no authority
over the palace slaves and the messenger would not give up his
burden without argument.

‘Come with me.’

As he neared the end of the
vestibule, the scurrying slave at his heel, he nodded to the two
cavalry soldiers standing beside the office door. The men saluted
him, yet stepped half a step closer together and crossed their
spears over the door between them.

‘Docendo discimus,’ Ingenuus
said clearly and watched in approval as the spears uncrossed in
response to the password and the men stepped apart. Caesar had
argued against the need for guards and passwords on the door of his
office when the entire palace was under the same measure of
security, but Ingenuus had calmly pointed out how only a month
earlier the powerful and influential Clodius Pulcher had been
waylaid on the Via Appia and slaughtered in a bloodbath. Given the
current mood of Roman politics, Ingenuus was not about to
relinquish even an ounce of control over the general’s safety.

One step closer and the
commander rapped neatly on the door.

‘Come,’ came the muffled
command from within.

The young prefect opened the
door and stepped inside, bowing sharply and then striding over to
the proconsul’s desk where he came to a halt at an attentive
stance. The slave hurried up next to him and bowed deeply, clearly
unsure as to whether to approach before the two Romans had
spoken.

‘Give him the scroll you fool,’
snapped Ingenuus and harrumphed in disapproval as the slave fumbled
the scroll case and almost dropped it before managing to pass it
across to the proconsul, who took it without comment. The slave
bowed again and retreated from the room, closing the door with a
click and leaving the two men alone.

Caesar turned the scroll case
over in his hands and finally plucked the lid from it, addressing
Ingenuus without looking up.

‘Good morning, Aulus. Anything
to report?’

‘Nothing unusual, sir. Still
two men sick and none on leave. The new recruits are settling in
nicely and appear to have mastered the basics. Their horses are
being put through their paces again this morning and this
afternoon, I have decided to take them on an exercise up into the
woods.’

Caesar nodded, apparently only
half-listening as he slid the scroll from the case. ‘Good. Well
now, would you look at this.’

Ingenuus leaned forward as the
general rolled the scroll to face him. The officer took note of the
wax seal and the imprint of the goddess upon it.

‘Fortuna Conservatrix? With an
orb?’

‘The seal of the Falerii.
Fronto, in fact.’

Without further ado, the
general snapped the seal and unfurled the scroll.
‘Interesting.’

‘Sir?’

‘Fronto’s seal, but this
writing is Priscus’. I have spent years reading his reports.’

‘Then it is news from Gaul,
sir?’

Caesar’s eyes played back and
forth across the scroll, his eyes hardening as he read, his lips
drawing thin and tight. Ingenuus frowned. He knew that look.
‘Sir?’

‘It would appear that we cannot
wait until Martius for the tubilustrum festival and the start of
campaigning. The season this year has begun early.’

‘Sir?’

‘Priscus brings news of a new
rising in Gaul. Perhaps the ‘great revolt’ he has been
anticipating. It certainly sounds like it, for the Carnutes have
put the Roman merchants and the garrison of Cenabum to the sword,
severed all supply and communication lines to the north and have
elected Vercingetorix to lead not just the Arverni, but some great
army of all the Gauls.’

‘Then we must mobilise
immediately, sir.’

‘Agreed. I will leave Hirtius
to tie up my affairs in Aquileia and send out summonses to any
officers on furlough. We will move swiftly, picking up Priscus and
Fronto at Massilia. I wish to pry further into the matter before we
march across Gaul.’ He narrowed his eyes. ‘What is your opinion on
our route?’

‘Fast horse from here with the
guard changing mounts regularly to give all the steeds a rest. From
Massilia it is a simple matter to move up the Rhodanus valley and
rendezvous with the army at Agedincum.’

‘It is. Far too simple, in
fact. If the Gaulish rebels have severed supply lines and
communications then that means they are in command of at least part
of that route, and I cannot believe that they have left it
unguarded. To march straight up the Rhodanus, which is precisely
where they will expect us to move, is to invite trouble. No. We
must go another way.’

The general stood and turned to
the huge map hanging on the wall, tapping his finger on Massilia by
the sea, his eyes ranging up the valley beyond and then back and
along the coast.

‘This is the way we shall go,’
he announced, tapping out a dotted route along the southern coast
and finishing at an image of a castellated red blob.’

‘Narbo, sir? Isn’t that rather
a strange way round?’

‘It is. But it has three
benefits. Firstly, it is not the way any Gallic rebels will be
expecting me to go. Secondly, there is a garrison in Narbonensis
that we can mobilise and use against the Gauls. And thirdly, once
we cross the mountain passes it will deliver us directly into the
heartland of the Arverni, the tribe that seem to be at the heart of
this revolt.’

Ingenuus tried not to let the
surprise show on his face.

‘But general, we are too few to
bring war to the heart of Gaul until we meet up with the legions. I
have a good cavalry unit, but the Narbonensis garrison is small and
even with them we will be walking into the lion’s jaws.’

Caesar nodded and strode over
to the window, where he pushed aside the wooden shutters that had
kept the room shady, allowing the bright sunlight to flood in.

‘We will have adequate
forces.’

Ingenuus crossed to the window
and looked outside. This time he could not prevent his surprised
expression from becoming manifest. ‘Them, sir? But they’re new,
untrained, raw and untested. They’re trainees, sir. They haven’t
even been given a legion number or a standard yet.’

His eyes played across the
ranks of new, young legionaries standing in ordered rows for their
veteran officers to complete their morning inspection. The senate
had passed a law over winter authorising a levy of new blood for
the legions in the proconsul’s provinces, and almost two legions’
worth of men stood there now, well-equipped but with little more
than two weeks’ training under their belts.

‘Untried they might be, but
they are eager and well led by solid veterans of my old legions.
They are equipped with the best arms and armour and - most
important of all - they are here and available. The Gauls will
expect me to travel up the Rhodanus with a small escort unit. They
will not expect me to appear over the mountains from Narbonensis
with two legions at my command. Imagine the chaos that will ensue
within their carefully planned revolt at that surprise.’

Ingenuus simply nodded, though
as his gaze took in the sheer youth and scrawniness of the recruits
before him, chaos was about all that he could imagine coming out of
this.

‘Good,’ Caesar smiled. ‘Then we
are agreed. I will give the details to Hirtius while you have your
unit fall in on the parade ground with the new recruits where I can
address all the men at once. Speed has just become our watchword,
so we march Marian style, with every man bearing his own kit. No
wagons or supplies or artillery, and marching as fast as the new
men can manage. They can recover their breath on the intermittent
sea voyages. I wish to be in Tergeste watching the men board ship
for Ariminium by nightfall. We can be in Massilia en masse in eight
or nine days if all goes well.’

Ingenuus saluted, tearing his
eyes from the new recruits back to the huge map on the wall, where
they picked out the names of the known tribes north of Narbo. There
seemed to him to be an awful lot of them between Roman territory
and the Arverni, not to mention apparently a range of
mountains.

He muttered a silent prayer to
Minerva as he bowed his acquiescence to the proconsul.


Chapter 2

 


The Bituriges oppidum of
Avaricon (Modern Bourges)

 


Vercingetorix stretched and
scratched his chin thoughtfully, keen eyes peering out into the
chilly, damp morning. ‘What is the word from the scouts?’

Vergasillaunus rubbed tired
eyes, but his expression was full of alertness and energy as he
dragged his gaze from the oppidum in front of them and across to
his cousin and ruler.

‘It seems that we have them
sealed in tight.’

‘With the exception of the
riders.’

Vergasillaunus nodded and
Critognatos, who stood with his usual glower, curled a sneering
lip. ‘You were foolish to let those horsemen go.’

The two cousins turned their
gaze on the third chieftain present. ‘Everything I do is for a
reason, Critognatos,’ the Arverni king said calmly, his smooth
voice given counterpoint by the crows that filled the trees above
the camp and cawed out their displeasure at this intrusion into
their world.

‘Your reasoning baffles me,
Vercingetorix. Those riders were sent to seek aid for the Bituriges
before we had them trapped. We could have had this place sealed up
tighter than a Roman’s arse and the populace in a panic, but
because you let them get past, the men of Avaricon simply sit smug
and await the arrival of the Aedui to save them.’

Vergasillaunus grinned. ‘You
think the Aedui will rush to their aid?’

‘Of course they will. And it’s
been two days now. I’m surprised they’re not here already, trying
to stick spears in us. The
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