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“Neque enim Africam aut Italiam, sed orbem terrarum victoriae praemium fore; par periculum praemio quibus adversa pugnae fortuna fuisset.”

 


The reward
for victory was not just Italy or Africa, but all
the world. Yet for those that lost the
battle, the
risk equalled the reward.

 


- Livy’s
History of Rome, Book 30, 32.2


Chapter 1

 


Lilybaeum,
Sicily, 20th December 47 BC

 


Marcus
Falerius Fronto stood at the parapet of the wall, looking out over
the port and its shimmering, glistening black waters. To the north
of the city proper a great natural harbour dotted with inhabited
islands stretched out along the coast. Scores of ships of varying
sizes lay calmly at jetties, rocking only slightly in the
protection of the sheltered waters under a troubled sky. Even at
night, winter was insistent it be remembered, and the thick black
clouds dashed across the sky as though pitted in a race. Fronto’s
eyes slid towards the harbour entrance. Beyond, he could spot the
open sea, churning with white-caps.

Even men who
were at home on the rolling waves said it was madness travelling in
mid-winter, and the waters around Sicilia and southern Italia were
notoriously bad any time past early autumn. Fronto could feel his
stomach knotting into a cramped-up ball even thinking about
floating out onto that roiling surface in a timber death-trap. In
some ways he felt that at his age he should really be sitting in
that vineyard near Tarraco and sipping wine on a veranda rather
than campaigning, but the age argument held no water when the
general was older than he, and yet the old man was twitching to be
off.

Indeed, as the
six legions, the cavalry and the various auxiliary units had
arrived at this staging post, they had each been directed to
quarters aboard ships in the harbour. No great legionary camps lay
around Lilybaeum. Caesar wanted his army ready to sail at a
moment’s notice. Fronto was grateful to be quartered in the command
tents on land, and could only imagine how horrible it was spending
night after night aboard those gently rocking ships, waiting for
the off. He shuddered and shifted his gaze from the water to the
town. Footsteps drew his attention a moment later and he turned to
see a soldier in light kit hurrying along the wall towards him. No
guesses required as to what the man wanted.

‘Commander,
the general requests your presence in his tent.’

Fronto nodded
and waved the man away. Of course he did. The only people up at
this time of night were sentries, thieves, owls and the general.
And old soldiers who no longer slept so well in camp cots and were
prone at the moment to nightmares about drowning. Stretching, he
turned and began the mile long walk from here to the general’s
accommodation at the sea edge of the officers’ compound. Caesar’s
headquarters was not in its usual position at the heart of the
legions, not because of their unusual position aboard the ships in
the harbour, since the general had positioned himself long before
the legions had arrived. His tent was pitched so low on the beach
that Fronto had half expected it to be washed away on the first
night. But it was not a love of the water that was responsible,
either. The choice had been a deliberate statement of
intent.

They had left
Rome on the tenth of December, with only a cavalry force of Gauls
and Germans led by Galronus, crossing to Sicilia and arriving at
Lilybaeum on the seventeenth. Over the next few days six legions
had arrived, along with sundry auxilia and cavalry, and had found
the general lodged so close to the water that it looked as though
he planned to swim to Africa on the morrow. Each had been directed
to on-board accommodation. No man arriving in Lilybaeum could have
questioned Caesar’s intentions.

The remaining
great bastion of opposition to Caesar lay only a short sail across
those rolling waves: Africa. Oh there was still minor resistance in
Hispania, too, but that would be easy enough to control, for Africa
was where all the men of import had gathered now.

Fronto moved
from the walls and began to stride across the beach. Over the past
few days, he had attended a private meeting with the general every
night, and it was becoming somewhat wearing. There was nothing
really to discuss, after all. Disposition of troops and ships had
been settled upon their arrival, and planning the campaign ahead
was somewhat difficult to say the least and had been constantly put
off. In Fronto’s opinion it was more that the general, who was a
martyr to insomnia anyway, simply needed someone he knew of old to
talk to. Someone of an age and with at least a modicum of
intelligence. And that was Fronto.

Over the years
there had been plenty of people Caesar had confided in, apart from
Fronto. Labienus, of course was a prime example, though now that
great lieutenant of his sat in Africa awaiting them, a sizeable
force of horsemen at his command who he had taken with him when
he’d gone over to Pompey’s side. Marcus Antonius had always been
the general’s close friend, but for the past few years the man had
remained in Rome as ‘Master of the Horse’ and more or less kept
control there. Cassius who, for all his ethical opposition to
Caesar, had proved to be a loyal and talented commander, had simply
refused to go to war with any more Roman armies and had bid them
farewell in Rome and retired to his estate until all of this was
over. Sensible man, Fronto thought. Then there was Brutus, a close
relation of Caesar’s, and therefore too valuable in other roles to
bring here. Brutus now controlled all shipping and logistics
across the east, ostensibly to prevent any resurgence of
opposition, though many whispered that he was assigned to keep a
protective eye on the queen of Aegyptus and the son she had now had
with Caesar.

Really, all
the old guard were gone now. Of those who gathered for the morning
briefing, apart from Fronto, the only men who had been with them
over those days in Gaul were Aulus Hirtius, who was more secretary
than commander anyway, and Lucius Munatius Plancus. Fronto
remembered Plancus from those earlier days, when he had been an
exceptionally average officer. Whether it was that age had matured
the man, or perhaps simply being placed among all these untested
youngsters, Fronto had grown to appreciate Plancus now, who had
arrived with one of the legions, unexpectedly to put his sword once
more at Caesar’s command.

That was it.
Fronto and Plancus. Oh, and many others, but no one else of great
note. There was Rabirius Postumus, a rodent faced man with a
chequered past, who’d been imprisoned in Aegyptus a few years
earlier for complicity in financial mismanagement by Gabinius.
Publius Vatinius, florid of face and inscrutable of expression,
whose history held a plethora of accusations of extortion, theft
and threats of violence. Sallustius Crispus, a shrewd man, and a
clever one, but more bookish than martial, and whose history
included strong support of Pompey. Publius Saserna and his brother
Quintus, scions of the noble Hostilii, but very young and with
little in the way of military experience. Gaius Messius, only here
on the recommendation of Antonius, whose client the man was.
Likewise, Lucius Cispius, a man with a very bucolic country drawl
who was here on the strength of his links to Brutus, given that he
had served under him all those years ago in Gaul against the Veneti
ships. And finally Nonius Asprenas, who seemed to be here simply
seeking military experience to further his political career. Not an
auspicious high command, in Fronto’s opinion.

Reaching the
small gathering of tents on the beach, he nodded to the praetorian
soldiers on guard and, being waved on, strode over to the tent
close to the waves. The whole place had that shoreline smell of
dead fish, brine and seagulls which made Fronto’s stomach turn over
a few times. Rapping on the timber frame of the door, he waited for
the general to call him, and then made his way inside.

The tent’s
interior was lit by two oil lamps and a brazier, and the smell was
acrid and thick, of hot coals and, for some unknown reason, goat’s
cheese. Still, it was a marked improvement on the smell outside.
The general stood behind his campaign table, hands clasped behind
his back, face folded into a frown as he pored over a map of
Africa, also showing Sicilia and several smaller islands. Wax
tablets and vellum lists in Hirtius’ scrawl littered the table. No
sign of a plate of cheese, which further confused Fronto as he
breathed that smell in again.

‘You sent for
me?’

Caesar nodded
without looking up.

‘I shall wait
no longer, Fronto.’

Not what he
wanted to hear, though far from unexpected. Without waiting for
permission, Fronto crossed to a cabinet and poured himself a cup of
rich wine, cutting it with minimal water. These days, he tended to
water it well, but if he was going to be going out on those waves
tomorrow, who cared what he was throwing up. Might as well be
hungover and seasick as just seasick. Besides, the mix of dead fish
and goat’s cheese was starting to make him feel queasy anyway.
Caesar gave him a pointed look at his presumption, but said nothing
as Fronto wandered back to the table and slumped into a chair
opposite the general, taking a sip. One advantage Fronto had noted
to being the senior officer and only here under sufferance was that
Caesar gave him an unprecedented amount of leniency.

‘Shall I
reiterate all the reasons not to go, General?’

‘You really
need not bother,’ sighed Caesar, but Fronto was already counting
off on his fingers.

‘Numbers.
Latest intelligence puts their main force alone at ten legions plus
thousands of cavalry, without the various other armies floating
around and potential allies in Numidia.’ Second finger went up.
‘Command. Your officers are largely untried, while what awaits us
is the cream of Rome’s tactical might.’ Third finger. ‘Season. No
one fights in winter. Africa is not Aegyptus. It doesn’t smoulder
all year round. Across that strait it still rains and snows and is
cold.’ Fourth. ‘No sailor would advise you to sail at this time of
year. It’s just too unpredictable.’ Fifth. ‘Lack of information and
planning. We have no set plan of attack, and don’t even know their
dispositions.’

He looked
irritably at his five spread fingers and at the cup in his other
hand and then stuck up a foot. ‘Sixth, we have no idea what’s
happening in Numidia.’ Other foot. ‘Seventh, Italia is still
unsettled, and you don’t know how much you can count on the
legions.’

He stopped. He
had a feeling there was an eighth, but he’d run out of appendages
anyway unless he put his wine down. That last point had made
Caesar’s face wrinkle in distaste as he looked up and away into the
distance beyond the tent walls.

Mutiny. More than once Caesar had
been forced to impose his will on troublesome legions, the first
time only a year into the war in Gaul, but mutiny was never well
received, and this one had been particularly unpleasant. Upon their
return from Aegyptus, they had been launched straight into trouble.
Antonius had handled Rome in his usual heavy-handed manner, and
there were a lot of bruised egos to sooth. And barely had that been
achieved before several legionary detachments resting in Italia had
openly revolted against the general.

In truth,
Fronto could see their point, and it had been coming. Caesar had
been promising them the spoils of war since Pharsalus, and while
he’d gone on to campaign in Aegyptus, the legions who’d been sent
back to quarters in Italia had received nothing. More than a year
had passed now since those promises. Moreover, there were sizeable
numbers of men who were due to be pensioned out but had not been,
for they were still awaiting their share of the booty. What had
truly rankled the most, though, and had drawn Fronto’s displeasure,
was that the glorious Tenth, Fronto’s old command and Caesar’s
favoured legion, had been at the centre of the mutiny. Officers
Fronto felt he should be able to rely upon had stood against
them.

The matter had
been settled swiftly, though, and with Caesar’s usual flourish.
They had demanded their money or they would disband and abandon the
general. Caesar had fixed their spokesmen with a bored look, and
had nodded and wished them well in their future careers, whatever
they might be. He had turned and was riding away before the
legions, their gambit having failed so drastically and so
immediately, had collapsed and acquiesced.

In the end,
Caesar had accepted them back into his service, and had promised
them that their long awaited prizes would come, but that the
crushing of the enemy forces in Africa had to take precedence.
Notably, though, the six legions clustered near the shore at
Lilybaeum did not yet include the Tenth. Whether they would rebel
once more or actually answer the summons to war remained to be
seen.

‘The numbers
do not concern me,’ Caesar replied. ‘We have fought superior forces
before and come out on top. Wit makes a great deal of difference in
the game of war and can counter a considerable imbalance. Moreover,
while time will undoubtedly see further legions reach us, the same
will be true of the opposition. The majority of my officers are an
unknown quantity to me, but there is only one way to solve that,
which is to watch them in action. I am not afeared of campaigning
in winter, for we have done so successfully before. Remember the
thick snows of the Cevenna Mountains in Gaul as we marched towards
confrontation with the Arverni? Africa’s conditions will never
reach that level of difficulty, so I do not concern myself over
them. Moreover, our opponents will not expect an invasion until
spring, so we gain an element of surprise with a winter campaign. I
will grant you that the sea could cause issues, but the crossing is
not long, and we shall make copious libations to Neptune in the
morning. As for what we leave behind, I have done all I can
realistically do with the legions in Italia, and we must rely upon
Marcus Antonius to maintain Rome in our absence.’

The general
tapped the map. ‘That leaves only the matter of our opposition and
their disposition. Our erstwhile opponents from Ilerda and Hispania
face us once again. I should perhaps have made an end to them at
the time, though hindsight is always advantageous. Piso is bright
enough, but we will have to hope that the fractures in command
between Petrieus and Afranius once more cause them trouble. I am
unaware of their positions, though last reports put them at Clupea
with a small cavalry force. Considius is not a renowned commander,
but as the former governor of the province, he knows the land and
the terrain and people better than the others. The second most
senior officer is Labienus. I do not know where he is currently to
be found, but I understand that he commands a highly mobile force
of cavalry, and so wherever he is, he could be elsewhere in a
trice. He is one of my main concerns, for Titus knows us well, and
personally, he commands a force that also knows us well, for they
fought with us for years, and he is a clever man.’

Fronto nodded.
The last thing he really wanted was to come up against their old
companion in battle once more. Labienus had been a friend. Facing
him was troubling on many levels.

‘The man in
overall command is Scipio. He will have the bulk of their army with
him and reports place him in the region of Hadrumetum, to the
south. Scipio you know. He will be our main military opponent. But
it is none of these men that troubles me as much as the last – even
Labienus with his knowledge of our ways and abilities or the great
Scipio with his huge army. My main worry is the man who pulls the
strings to make them all dance.’

‘Cato?’
Fronto mused, taking another sip.

Caesar nodded.
‘My old senatorial opponent, and the greatest politician among our
enemy. There are still elements of Rome we claim to control who
might easily be persuaded against us on the grounds of Cato’s
reputation alone. And it is a reputation well deserved, too. He may
be no great military tactician, but in the matter of overall
strategy he will prove to be very shrewd. He is extremely clever,
and he is the one who will place those officers on the board and
move them about to confront us, all from his seat at
Utica.’

‘You paint a
somewhat bleak picture, General.’

‘I reveal
what is visible, rather than painting afresh. Two important centres
of power await us. The enemy rule from Utica in the north, where
Cato holds court, but the armoured fist is in the south with
Scipio, near to Hadrumetum. The question is where to strike first.
Neither lends itself readily.’

Fronto nodded.
‘At a glance, Utica is a tempting target. To move swiftly, seize
the centre of control and take Cato. Forces there are likely to be
few. But the enemy know that too.’

Caesar nodded.
‘It will undoubtedly be defended sufficiently to hold us until
Scipio arrives with his army, and is closer to the Numidian king,
who yet might well find an opportunity to involve
himself.’

Fronto looked
west across the map to the lands beyond Africa. ‘What is the latest
on Numidia?’

Caesar huffed.
‘Sittius does a commendable job over in far Mauretania in keeping
the Numidians busy. He continually stirs up trouble against them.
As long as he is a thorn in the side, the Numidians will keep to
themselves, I hope.’

Fronto nodded.
Sittius was a notorious mercenary and at other times might well
have become an enemy of the republic, selling his services to
whoever had a cause and a vault of gold. Right now, though, that
happened to be Caesar, and the man had proved his worth so far in
keeping King Juba out of the game.

‘If Sittius
slips up, though,’ Caesar noted, ‘then Juba and his army could
suddenly appear in Africa, supporting the enemy. Cato has well and
truly bought the Numidians, and they have a large royal force. Four
legions’ worth or more, plus their infamous other
units.’

‘I don’t like
the idea of facing elephants.’

‘Who does,
Fronto? Still, as you say, Utica is the tempting target and
doubtless the enemy will expect us to make for it. Cato may be
sitting openly in Utica as bait, drawing us there. I fear that we
would commit to taking Utica, find it a much tougher proposition
than anticipated, and be trapped there in a siege as the Numidians
come at us from the west and Scipio and Labienus from the south. I
think we have to rule out Utica in the end.’

‘Hadrumetum,
then? Or Clupea?’

Caesar looked
across the map. ‘It is tempting to take Piso on at Clupea. It would
be the easier opening. But Clupea is somewhat peripheral, far from
the centres of power, and there is no guarantee that Piso and his
force has not already moved on since our last reports. I fear we
must make for Hadrumetum and pray we have sufficient force to take
on the army there. If we can break their military’s back in the
south, we can then march north and west and head for Utica, taking
out Piso and his Spaniards on the way. Then we are at liberty to
deal with Utica and Cato, and if we are triumphant and the sole
military power in Africa, then Juba might think again about his
alliance with Cato and stay safely out of the way.’

Fronto fixed
Caesar with a look. ‘You know that this won’t be like Cassius. No
one here is going to capitulate and accept a deal. The commanders
from Ilerda know you won’t grant them clemency a second time, so
they will fight to the end. Labienus will oppose us with his last
breath. Scipio cannot afford to consider surrender, and Cato will
never stop.’

‘I will not
kill Cato,’ Caesar said quietly. ‘Just as with Pompey, while Cato
is opposed to me, he represents the very heart of what it is to be
Roman, and he is renowned and respected across the republic. He
will be captured and subsequently allowed to retire into private
life, just as Pompey should have been.’

‘So we head
for the south?’

Caesar chewed
his lip as he examined the map once more. ‘Almost certainly, though
we must approach this entire campaign with a mutable strategy. We
know so little about dispositions we must be prepared to change our
plans, and I would like our enemy to remain at least as uncertain
about our intentions as we are. I shall not have final orders given
to each commander. Instead, we shall head for the African coast,
assess what we find and there make our final decision.’

Fronto
shivered. ‘I’m not a fan of the uncertainty.’

‘I understand
that, but I am resolved.’

‘I still say
we are better waiting for spring.’

‘Your concern
is noted yet again, Fronto. The legions will embark in the morning
and sail immediately for the island of Aponiana, which lies some
ten miles west from the coast. There they will anchor for a few
days. Perhaps in taking a very visible step in the direction of
Utica we can make the enemy believe that is our final goal. Then we
will veer off and make for the south. You will accompany the ships
of the Fifth legion to Aponiana, that being the only veteran unit
of the Gallic wars currently with us.’ Another look of bitterness
crossed the old man’s face over the recent mutiny of the Tenth,
though it quickly passed. ‘I have a few matters still to tie up
here with the governor and a number of dispatches I must send, and
then I shall follow on and meet you at Aponiana. Following this, we
shall move as a unified fleet and make for the African coast. I
will leave word with the governor here that any other ships that
answer our call are to wait in port for other legions to arrive and
ship them over at the first opportunity.’

‘I would like
to make sure that the cavalry remain close to us and to the Fifth,
General.’

Caesar threw
him a sly smile. ‘Watching over our friend Galronus of the Remi,
are we?’ The general chuckled. ‘But yes, I highly value the Gallic
cavalry and their commander. And if we are to face Labienus and his
horsemen, I would like someone capable of dealing with them by my
side. Very well, Fronto, will you see to it that the order is
given? You embark and sail at dawn.’

Fronto nodded
and rose from his seat, sinking the last of his wine. ‘I shall pass
the word, General. Sleep well.’ Caesar’s attention returned to his
map, and with a sly grin Fronto crossed to the dresser, replacing
his cup and subtly palming the small jug of very expensive wine
before turning to leave.

Departing the
tent, Fronto took a deep breath and immediately regretted it. Even
now the mysterious aroma of goat’s cheese was gone, the stench of
brine and dead fish assaulted him afresh. Gagging, he strode away
from the tents and back along the coast, heading for the town.
Shops and taverns were naturally closed for the night, but the
place he was bound for would be open.

As he passed
swiftly by the tents of other officers, trying to breathe shallowly
in the hope that it would somehow diminish the strength of the
aroma, a familiar figure came from the compound at a tangent,
passing by the legionaries on guard.

‘Why aren’t
you asleep?’ Fronto grunted.

‘Why
aren’t you?’
Galronus replied.

‘Old bones,
bad moods and the anticipation of sea travel.’

‘You’ve been
to see the general?’

Fronto nodded.
‘We sail tomorrow. All six legions and the cavalry, heading for
that island you can see off the coast. We’re to anchor there until
the general catches us up.’

‘Why set off
without him?’

‘Potentially
an attempt to throw the enemy off balance, suggesting a target for
which we’re not truly aiming, though I suspect that’s only half the
reason. Knowing Caesar, he’s planning to do things he knows I won’t
approve of, and he’s sending away witnesses first. Anyway, we’re
off in the morning. From Aponiana we’re bound for Africa, and
probably Hadrumetum, but that’s not carved in stone yet and he’s
keeping his options open.’

‘Sailing into
the unknown. Perfect for you.’

‘That’s why
I’m going where I’m going right now.’

‘Which
is?’

‘Temple of
Neptune. Best to have appropriate gods on our side eh?’

Galronus fell
in alongside and walked with him. They moved in silence up into the
town, through the gate and to the small rectangular temple that
stood on the headland and overlooked the harbour. Braziers burned
beneath the six-columned portico, their coals glowing like Vulcan’s
forge, the acrid smoke easily whipped away by the winter winds.
Golden light issued from the doorway even at this time of night,
and Fronto walked inside, bowing his head as he entered. Galronus
followed at his shoulder, head high, eyes straying across the
temple’s interior, taking everything in. He muttered something in
his native language.

‘What was
that?’ Fronto murmured.

‘Just
introducing myself. Neptune is your name for Nodens, but down here
he might not recognise me.’

‘Just when I
think I understand you, Galronus, you get weirder
again.’

There was no
sign of an attendant, and Fronto wandered over towards the far end
of the temple. The brightly-painted statue of the god dominated the
wall, more than twice the height of a man even while seated on his
great marble throne. He was naked and well-muscled, the tips of the
trident in his hand lost in the shadows of the ceiling and the
folds of a sheet draped discreetly over his lap.

Fronto found
himself looking at the god’s neatly-draped lower half and grinning
most impiously.

‘What is it?’
Galronus whispered.

‘I was just
wondering how different the statue would look if Amphitrite walked
past naked. His lap might resemble my tent more than a
sheet.’

As Fronto
chuckled at the thought, Galronus rolled his eyes. ‘He looks quite
like Nodens, though he would be better dressed for winters sea than
this one.’

Fronto strode
to the altar below the great statue of the god. A quick read of the
inscription on the altar, highlighted with red paint, claimed that
it had been set here by a Marcus Valerius. He smiled
wryly.

‘A relation?’
murmured Galronus.

‘Presumably,
in the distant past. I guess my family have always hated the sea.’
He looked up at the statue and held up the jug of wine. About three
cups left in it. Perfect. ‘Great Neptune, father of the oceans and
guardian of all ships, look to us on the morrow and on our crossing
with favour.’ He poured a third of the cup, then straightened
again. ‘To the fair winds, blow us swiftly to our destination.’
Another third. ‘To a calm and waveless sea.’ The last of
it.

He stepped
back, lowering his jug. Galronus frowned.

‘Did you hear
that?’

‘No,
what?’

‘Wait.’

Fronto did so.
He could hear nothing. ‘What was it?’

‘Sounded like
a deep rumble.’

‘Probably the
sea.’

Then the
thunder clap struck again, directly overhead. Fragments of plaster
and clouds of dust showered down over them. Fronto felt a chill run
through him and his eyes rose to the great statue. For a moment he
honestly thought Neptune was crying, but then he realised it was a
trickle of black dust, fallen from the roof beams, which had
settled beside the statue’s nose. Better, but still in no way a
good sign.

‘What did you
do?’ Galronus hissed in a worried tone.

Fronto
shrugged. ‘Nothing. Unless…’ he flashed a guilty look at his
friend. ‘I might have borrowed the wine from Caesar.’

‘Borrowed
without asking?’

‘Sort of. I
think Caesar expects it, though, so it’s fine.’

‘I’m not sure
that Nodens… that Neptune… agrees.’

Fronto
shuddered. He didn’t like the thought of heading out to sea
following this. ‘I shall find more wine. Legitimate wine, and make
fresh libations in the morning before we sail.’ He looked up.
Another boom of thunder echoed from nearby. ‘It might be nothing to
do with the displeasure of gods. Might just be a storm. It is
winter, after all.’

But as they
left the temple and it began to rain, he was less inclined to
believe himself.


Chapter 2

 


South of
Sicily, 27th December 47 BC

 


The storm had
come from nowhere, and the officers and men on the trireme
Aias reacted with shock
and horror, all except Fronto and Galronus. Fronto had been eyeing
the sky intermittently from the moment they departed Lilybaeum,
expecting this at any moment, and Galronus had been throwing him
black looks repeatedly. Neither of them had spoken to anyone else
about what had transpired in the temple of Neptune and, despite the
fact that the next morning seemingly endless offerings had been
made to the god, including fresh ones from Fronto, and a white
sheep had been ritually opened with only positive signs, neither
felt it would be a good idea to disseminate the
information.

Clearly
Neptune had been displeased at Fronto’s offering of purloined wine,
the incident just the latest in a protracted line of problems he’d
had with temples, ever since the days of his youth.

They had
sailed the next morning into a relatively clear sky with high,
scudding clouds, and each man on board the fleet had been positive
and optimistic about the journey. All the signs were good. Fronto
had even managed half an hour before he’d ended up leaning over the
rail and making sounds like a seal being turned inside out. They
had reached the island of Aponiana swiftly and settled in, awaiting
the arrival of the general. The small settlement on the island had
been an enthusiastic supplier of goods, luxuries and girls to the
fleet, and all had continued in good spirits. Not so much for
Fronto, who pointed out to Galronus that the bay in which they were
harboured was known as Sinus
Sanguinus – Blood Bay – after a battle two
centuries ago that had turned the water red for days. It seemed an
inauspicious omen. Though all had gone well so far, Fronto had
continued to feel as though the sword of Damocles hung over
him.

Caesar had
joined them on the morning of the twenty fifth and they had
immediately departed Aponiana and headed west as though making
directly for Utica, only turning south once they were out of sight
of shore, against the possibility of Catonian spies in the city or
port. At the end of the first day they had overnighted on the small
island of Cossyra and the fleet had celebrated, for they were but a
day from the African coast and all was well.

Fronto had sat
in a corner with Galronus, glowering and continuing to feel
breathtakingly ill.

The next
morning they had departed Cossyra, once more sailing due west,
heading for the peninsula upon which they would find the city of
Clupea, where Piso and his men had last been reported, perhaps
halfway between the political hub of Utica and the stronghold of
Hadrumetum. Caesar’s plans were still uncharacteristically vague,
in that his intent was to examine Clupea and decide on the spot
whether to land and begin the campaign or whether to continue
moving on south.

Fronto had
watched the skies with nervous eyes, certain that they’d not reach
Africa without some dreadful incident, Neptune’s thunderous
displeasure still ringing in his ears, and yet he’d still not
anticipated the storm when it arrived. Simply, the winds were
extraordinarily fast, and the sailors had all been pleased with the
alacrity with which their sails were carrying them west to the
coast. Then, seemingly without warning, there had been a change.
The wind doubled back on itself, swinging round and coming at high
speed from the
west instead.

Sailors had
cursed across the fleet as the forward momentum all but ground to a
halt and oars were run out, every ship now having to drag itself
west by muscle power, straight into a headwind. The sails had been
furled to prevent them acting against momentum but the seas, which
had been surprisingly clear and calm thus far, had begun to buck
and writhe, the waves coming higher and higher with each iteration,
triremes plunging into them, rising at a worrying angle with each
man holding on for dear life, cresting, and then plunging down the
far side into the trough of black water only to come face to face
with the next wave.

The sky had
turned black in less than fifty heartbeats, the powerful winds
blowing the storm from the mountainous highlands of Africa out
across the sea and directly at the fleet. Sailors had begun to rush
around in panic, the passengers on every vessel securing themselves
and trying to stay safely out of the way. Fronto had lashed himself
to a rail with his belt and tried to ignore the ‘I told you so’
looks he was getting from Galronus.

The storm had
hit so swiftly that the fleet was not been prepared, and in no time
Fronto was near-blind in the howling winds and battering spray, and
hadn’t a clue what was going on. All he knew was that the crew were
praying as they ran this way and that, occasionally unlucky men
were being swept over the edge, the oars had been withdrawn because
their use was like trying to stir honey with a wheat stalk, and the
ship was being thrown about like a child’s wooden boat in an
aqueduct channel.

He
concentrated on staying on board and not drowning, to the extent
that he’d almost forgotten to throw up periodically. Every buck and
dip of the Aias seemed to be more and more vertiginous, and men
slid past him along the soaked deck, crying out and cursing and
praying. Every movement of the ship seemed to send a freezing,
choking wave smashing into Fronto that would have hurled him across
the deck had he not been tied to the rail. He lost count of the
bruises and abrasions he took from being battered repeatedly
against the timbers, and the salt water spraying the grazes and
cuts simply added an extra instrument into the melody of pain. He
had no true idea how anyone else was faring, though on the odd
occasion he caught a glimpse of Galronus just along the rail, the
Remi officer was still glaring at him, so he seemed to be alright
at least.

To Fronto it
seemed as though the storm lasted at least three or four hours, and
so the reasoning part of his mind that was barely functioning in
the circumstances divided that down and decided it had probably
been an hour at most in reality.

It ended
gradually, the pressure lessening, the ship’s motion calming, the
waves coming lower and lower. By the time they were moving
relatively flat and the oars were deployed, a headcount was
performed and it seemed miraculous that they had lost only three
sailors and four soldiers. Fronto celebrated the return to normal
by emptying his stomach over the side with a horrendous
noise.

Eventually he
untied himself and tried to rise, shakily, to his feet. Galronus
had survived intact and came over to lend him support until his
knees decided they could straighten safely. A tribune from the
Fifth who was standing in conversation with the ship’s captain
nodded, then turned and headed straight for Fronto. He came to a
halt and saluted, a gesture which Fronto returned with a
half-hearted attempt at best.

‘What’s the
damage?’

The tribune
winced. ‘We’re several miles off course, sir, though the trierarch
is attempting to bring us back. The storm has split the fleet. We
can see another nine ships only, and are attempting to signal them
to find out if they can spy out others. The fleet must be truly
wide spread.’

If they
survived at all, Fronto mentally finished
the officer’s uncomfortable sentence for him.

‘It is the
trierarch’s intention to make for the coast directly,’ the man
said, ‘which should be Clupea or somewhere close by to the south,
gathering those we can find as we go. It is his hope that everyone
will know to do the same.’ The tribune gave Fronto a helpless look.
‘I didn’t want to disabuse him of that notion, sir.’

Fronto nodded,
sagging. In one of Caesar’s most disastrous decisions of his
career, he had kept the planning for this campaign deliberately
vague and flexible. Neither the trierarchs of the ships nor the
officers of the legions could be confident of where they were
expected to disembark. With luck, the majority would settle upon
Clupea, but there was no guarantee.

‘Some of them
will likely head south, hoping to find Hadrumetum, and others might
even make for Utica, if they were blown sufficiently northwards,’
he grunted. ‘What a shit shambles. If I told him once I told him a
hundred times to wait for spring. Alright. Let the men know the
intention and liaise with the trierarch. I’ll be over in a bit,
once I’ve emptied what’s left of my guts.’

Cheeks
bulging, he ran over to the rail once more. Galronus wandered to
his side as he retched helplessly. ‘This campaign might be over
before it begins,’ the Remi noted.

Fronto tried
to nod, but discovered he was too weak. ‘If this is all we have
then even if the general made it, we don’t stand a chance. Even
Piso with his minor cavalry unit could crush us. If we reach Clupea
and nothing’s improved, we may have to simply sail back to
Sicilia.’

The two men
stood at the rail for the next hour, discussing the disastrous
results of insufficient preparation, and eventually were
interrupted by pounding feet. They turned to see that same tribune
come to a halt.

‘Sir, we’ve
found Caesar’s ship. She’s survived, though with a ripped
sail.’

Relief flooded
through Fronto, though when he thought hard about it, he wasn’t
entirely sure why. Adding Caesar to their small force wouldn’t make
a grand difference. On the other hand it would move world-changing
decision making back out of Fronto’s hands, for he would no longer
be the most senior officer in the fleet, and that could only be a
boon in the circumstances.

The two
friends and the tribune crossed the deck once more and reached the
far rail where the trierarch was signalling another ship with
waving arms. That second vessel was angling to come alongside, and
Fronto recognised Celeriter, Caesar’s ship. He
straightened automatically at the rail and saluted as the figure of
Caesar in his remarkably unblemished red cloak came into view. The
Celeriter pulled level with Aias, two and a half oar-lengths apart,
and Caesar waved to them.

‘Fronto, by
the gods it’s good to see you.’

‘Likewise,
General. What’s the situation?’

‘My trierarch
tells me we’re less than three hours from Clupea now. We’ve managed
to bring together twenty-seven ships, one of which is a cavalry
transport, the rest vexillations from various legions along with a
few auxilia.’

Fronto made a
quick mental calculation and his spirits sank. ‘Three thousand
men?’

‘And one ala
of cavalry. We’ve managed to secure less than a sixth of the
army.’

Fronto sighed.
‘It might be better to turn back now, sir. We could make landfall
at Cossyra by nightfall with the wind behind us, and we’re unlikely
to run into that same storm.’

‘Nonsense,
Fronto. We press on.’

Fronto stared.
‘General, we were looking at a difficult enough task with six
legions. With one, we might as well strip naked, paint ourselves
red and jump about asking them to shoot at us.’

‘Colourful,
but hyperbolical, Fronto. Other ships will have survived the storm
and in time they will find us. Moreover, other legions converge on
Lilybaeum, as do other ships. Reinforcements will come. All we need
to do is gain ourselves a foothold in Africa and secure it until
the others join us.’

‘And what
happens if four of the legions are currently at the bottom of the
sea, General? What happens if the other legions in Italia mutiny
again and decide not to sail on a fool’s errand? What happens if
the rest of the fleet has decided to sail for Utica, or back
home?’

‘Have faith,
Fronto. Venus will not let this come to naught.

‘Yes, I’d
forgotten how handy the goddess of love can be at a time like
this,’ Fronto replied bitterly.

‘We still
have a legion, the finest military minds in the republic, and an
excellent cavalry unit with a fine commander. Empires have been
built with less.’

‘And
lost.’

Caesar’s
expression hardened. ‘I am still confident, Fronto, and the
confidence of officers has a marked effect on the confidence of
their men. I cannot do this with my most senior commander moping
around and doom-saying. I need the Fronto that took Bibrax, that
secured Ilerda, that made an impossible landing on Pharos. I need
my best men if I am to pull this off. Are you with me?’

Fronto felt a
wry smile cross his face. No wonder men across the republic marched
into the maw of Cerberus just on this man’s say.
Persuasive was not the
word.

‘So what do
we do, sir? What is the plan. And now we need a plan. We cannot risk a repeat
of what happened last time, or we’ll be going to war with three men
and a sickly goat.’

Caesar smiled.
‘We must still be flexible. More than ever, in fact, now that we
have a smaller force to work with. Critically, the men will be
suffering a lack of confidence similar to that you just displayed.
An initial success could make a great deal of difference. That
could come in the form of either victory or successful defiance. We
make for Clupea and examine the force there. If we can take them
and secure the place, then it would do us well to do so. Beating
Piso and his Iberian friends would give our men heart and perhaps
secure us a landing site. If we deem the battle too uncertain, we
continue around the coast until we reach Hadrumetum and there we
force a landing and form a beachhead. That will also give our men
heart and allow a site for further landings.’

Fronto
shivered. ‘Clupea is too minor to be of real value, and as a
landing site it puts us too far from any field of operation, but
yes, if we can pin down Piso there and win, I agree it would be
worth doing. I am, to say the least, nervous about Hadrumetum. If
Scipio is in the area, he could have ten legions or more. Trying to
hold a bridgehead against ten to one odds is a dangerous
proposal.’

‘What is the
supply situation, General?’ Galronus cut in.

Fronto didn’t
like the bleak expression that momentarily flashed across Caesar’s
face before he replied. ‘None of the support vessels have made it
so far. We have only what is on board our ships, which should
sustain us for two to three more days. After that it becomes a
matter of foraging.’

‘In winter?’
Fronto sighed. ‘In unknown, enemy-held territory. Damn
it.’

‘To Clupea,’
Caesar said encouragingly.

‘To Clupea,’
agreed Fronto.

The fleet
gradually pulled itself closer together and closed on Africa. An
hour after the shouted conversation between the two ships, the
coast came into sight against a grey sky, the peninsula rose as a
dark brown and grey mass, and finally Clupea resolved as a shape
against it. A small harbour town lay by the sea with a hill rising
behind it, crowned by an ancient acropolis.

‘Can you see
anything?’ Galronus muttered as Fronto peered myopically at the
coast.

‘You’ve got
better eyes than me.’

‘But you know
what you’re looking for.’

Fronto bit his
lip. ‘There will be a garrison in that stronghold on the hill, but
I can’t see Piso being up there. Unsuitable.’

Galronus
nodded. ‘Cavalry need to be down on the flat. Assuming the
information we have is correct and relatively up to date, of
course. By now Piso could be leading a legion and a hundred miles
from here.’

Fronto shook
his head. ‘I think Piso, Petreius and Afranius are carefully
positioned. The main infantry force is in the south, and the
decision makers in the north. To garrison the middle ground with
highly mobile cavalry makes sense, and keeping these three generals
who know one another’s abilities working together also makes sense,
despite any conflicts we’ve experienced between them in the
past.’

‘I see
movement,’ Galronus said, pointing.

‘I don’t,’
Fronto replied, peering off in that direction, though it did not
take him long to spy out what Galronus had spotted. A swarm of dark
shapes, like a massive colony of ants at the water’s edge on the
southern edge of town. ‘Tell me what that looks like to
you’

Galronus
squinted. ‘Somewhere between two and four thousand cavalry, I’d
say.’

Fronto nodded.
‘I’d say that clinches it. We can’t take them on. They’ll butcher
us as we land with such adequate warning. We’ll not beach enough
men in time to face them safely. Clupea is not an
option.’

He crossed to
the ship’s starboard side and waved to attract the attention of the
general. As Caesar turned to him, the old man cupped his hands
around his mouth. ‘Piso’s cavalry is ready for us. I cannot see a
safe landing point.’

Fronto
bellowed back. ‘They’d destroy us as we beach. Clupea is worthless,
and victory impossible.’

‘Then let us
move south as planned.’ At a signal from the general’s ship, the
vessels of the fleet began to turn to port, gradually bringing them
parallel with the coast. As they moved south-west, away from the
fortress of Clupea, they kept their eyes on the land nearby and
noted that large force of riders departing the city in the same
direction.

‘They are not
Gauls of any tribe,’ Galronus said, squinting west, ‘nor
Germans.’

‘Your
eyesight is impressive, Fronto murmured. ‘What are they,
then?’

‘I don’t
know. They’re dressed in white. A lot of spears. Some are clearly
armoured in bronze from the gleaming.’

‘Probably
native African levies. Labienus commands the Gauls and Germans and
he’s supposedly south somewhere. The Numidian horsemen have a
fearsome reputation, and they know the terrain well, so any local
levies are likely very similar – a force to be wary of. At least
they’re not elephants.’

‘What’s an
elephant?’

Fronto turned
to Galronus in surprise. Sometimes his Remi friend seemed so Roman
that Fronto forgot to adjust his thinking. ‘Elephants. Big
bastards. Four times the size of a horse. Feet can crush a chariot.
Weigh about the same as a trireme. They’ve got a snout that’s ten
feet long and they can use like a hand, and they have tusks as tall
as me.’

Galronus
stared at him.

‘I know.
Horrible. And the Africans tend to ride on their backs and use them
as mobile archery platforms. If they charge you, you’re screwed.
But they can be a bit unpredictable. Commanders are often nervous
about fielding them because if they get spooked, they can easily
turn and trample a path through their own lines. It’s a damn shame
we don’t have a ship full of hogs.’

‘Hogs?’
Galronus was starting to look as baffled as he was
unhappy.

‘Old
countermeasure for elephants in war. Grease up pigs, set light to
them and let them go. Squealing hogs panic elephants.’

‘Probably
panics the pigs a bit too.’

‘Anyway, with
luck we should be safe from elephants. The Numidians use them, but
at the moment King Juba is uninvolved, at least as long as Sittius
is keeping him busy in the west.’ He frowned, chewing his lip.
‘Look at the cavalry again. Are they keeping pace with us, do you
think? Just easy? Or are they going as fast as they
can?’

Galronus
peered off west at the coast, judging the speed of the mass of
horsemen. ‘I would say they’re going as fast as a column of
horsemen can hope to, assuming they intend to maintain their pace
for a while.’

Fronto nodded.
‘I don’t think they’re shadowing us. I think they’re riding for the
main force near Hadrumetum to warn them that we’re coming.’ Cursing
under his breath, he rushed over to the side rail once more and
waved to Caesar. When the general turned to him, he pointed at the
coast. ‘Piso rides for the main army to warn them. If he gets there
ahead of us, we lose any hope of surprise and we’ll stand no chance
of forging a bridgehead.’

Caesar looked
away to the coast, and then back to Fronto. ‘Then it becomes a
race.’

‘We’re still
bound for Hadrumetum, General?’

‘We are. The
cavalry will be forced to stop regularly and rest their horses, so
we have the advantage.’

Fronto
frowned. ‘Only if we don’t stop. I remember looking at your map.
Hadrumetum is more than seventy miles from here. Ninety or even a
hundred if we hug the coast. We’ll have to sail through the night
to be certain of getting there ahead of Piso.’

‘I would have
liked to sail due south and cut off many miles, but given the storm
we have already endured, we had best not risk open water through
the night. We shall stay in sight of the coast and follow it round,
but sail through the night to gain over Piso’s cavalry.’

Fronto nodded
unhappily. A night aboard with no respite for his guts, and that
also meant a third day without food. His stomach was already
growling with deep hunger, but there seemed so little point in
filling it when he would only end up spewing it over the side of
the ship later anyway.

Fronto settled
in to watch with Galronus, leaning on the rail. Mercifully, the
waters remained relatively calm this close to the shore, and the
ship was quite stable. Moreover the winds had died down somewhat
and swung around so that they now came from the north, billowing
into the sails and adding much needed speed. They watched as the
sun slid through the afternoon sky, and as evening loomed, the
trierarch pointed off to the west. Already the cavalry were
lagging, starting to fall behind, but what the captain was
indicating made Fronto draw a worried breath.

They were
passing another coastal town that the trierarch told them was
Neapolis, and a second force of men was emerging from the edge of
the built-up area. The sun was sinking fast now, and the increasing
darkness made it hard to make out too many details. Fronto turned
to his friend.

‘Can you make
anything out?’

‘Mixed
cavalry and infantry. About five hundred horse and a couple of
thousand infantry, I’d say.’

Fronto sucked
air through his teeth. ‘That has to be either Afranius or Petreius,
then, joining up with Piso. On the downside, that almost doubles a
force we already dare not take on. There are now more of them than
us. On the upside, the infantry will slow their pace. We gain the
speed advantage now.’

‘Excellent,’
Galronus said. ‘We will reach Hadrumetum with adequate time to land
and fortify.’

‘Wonderful,’
Fronto added in a much more scathing tone. ‘We’ll have plenty of
time to hide in a sandcastle from Scipio and his ten legions before
Piso and his thousands of riders reach us too.’

Galronus gave
him an infuriating encouraging grin, and the pair went back to
watching the coast. Neapolis was the last place they saw Piso’s
riders. The two enemy forces met outside the town and combined, but
the daylight was almost gone now and by the time the enemy force
began to move once more the fleet was too far ahead to be able to
see them in the poor light.

The night was
unpleasant. Fronto hated sailing by day, let alone in the dark,
though at least the water remained blessedly calm this close to
land. By the time he awoke with the dawn to the calls of sailors,
they had come most of the remaining distance. He rose from his
blankets, blinking and looking about, and spied the angle of the
sun, which was now to the left of the bow. That meant they had come
right round the enormous bay, from Neapolis where they had been
sailing southwest to a point where they were now heading southeast.
They had to be almost there. Turning to look back, blinking, he
could see no sign of the cavalry. They were coming, but had been
left well behind during the night.

‘Morning
sir,’ the tribune from the Fifth said, coming to a halt in front of
him and saluting.

‘Good
morning. Any news?’

‘Good and
bad, sir. A few of the ships seem to have gone astray during the
night, but they can’t have gone far. On the bright side, if you
look ahead, those walls in the distance are Hadrumetum.’

Fronto nodded.
He could have anticipated losing a ship or two in the dark, but the
man was right, and he wouldn’t worry about it. As soon as the sun
had come up, the missing vessels would have a good guide to rejoin
Caesar’s fleet, and they couldn’t have gone too far. Ahead lay
Hadrumetum. Would it be the stronghold they had
expected?

He moved to
the bow, where Galronus was peering off ahead. Fronto examined the
place. It had strong walls surrounding a sizeable town, with a
certain level of extramural settlement. A busy-looking large port
sat outside it, though the only ships he could make out seemed to
be fishing vessels and cargo ships.

‘If this is
the hub of the enemy forces, they’re hiding it well,’ Galronus
noted.

Fronto nodded.
‘There are not ten legions here. Quite apart from expected naval
support and signs of auxilia, there wouldn’t be space for them in
the town. They’d have to be camped outside. Ten legions take up a
lot of room. We’d be able to see them. Scipio might be in this
area, but he’s not specifically at Hadrumetum.’

‘What does
that mean?’ Galronus mused.

‘That,’
Fronto said, taking a deep breath, ‘means that Caesar will see a
valuable strong point and want to seize it while it’s poorly
defended. And he’ll be right. If we can take Hadrumetum while the
main force is still somewhere else, it can be held with minimal
effort and will make an excellent landing place for any reserves
that come.’

He dashed to
the other side of the ship. ‘Caesar,’ he bellowed, waving his
arms.

‘Fronto?’

‘Scipio’s
army is not here.’

Caesar nodded.
‘Depending on garrison size we may be able to secure it. We shall
spend an hour, just a single hour, sitting just outside the port.
That will give stray ships time to join us and give the defenders
of the city plenty of time to take in what they’re seeing and start
to panic. With luck we can frighten them into capitulating without
a fight.’

Fronto nodded.
He hoped so. Hadrumetum had the look of a solid
fortress.

The fleet
anchored five hundred paces from the port, and Fronto spent the
hour, along with Galronus and Caesar and every man with an ounce of
tactical ability, watching the city and estimating the difficulties
of what was to come.

Within the
first half hour two of the three missing ships hoved into view and
joined the fleet at anchor, and Fronto was surprised at how
relieved he was to see Plancus aboard one of them, waving at him in
relief. Also during that half hour the city burst into life,
becoming a hive of activity. The port became abuzz, merchants and
fishermen rushing to their vessels. Initially, they dithered,
uncertain as to the reception they might find if they tried to
leave the port, but much more certain that they didn’t want to be
occupying a valuable jetty when that fleet decided to move in.
Finally, one wide-bellied merchant vessel made a run for it, racing
east along the coast out of harm’s way, and when Caesar’s fleet
watched it go, making no attempt to stop it, suddenly every ship in
Hadrumetum’s port was running for its life.

Behind the
port, the city’s gates remained resolutely shut, and Fronto could
see soldiers taking up positions around the parapet, artillery
creaking on every tower as their crews prepared the beasts. On the
far side of Caesar’s ship, that of Plancus had now come to a halt,
and Fronto could see the man in discussion with Caesar. As the
conflab ended, the general crossed to Fronto’s side. ‘Plancus is
trying to estimate the defence strength. He worries that there
could be upwards of three thousand. I am more inclined to see a
caretaker garrison of a thousand, though it is difficult to
determine based upon the manning of walls.’

Fronto peered
at the city again. ‘I would say a thousand is wishful thinking,
General. The main force might not be here, but Hadrumetum is still
strategically vital to the enemy. They would leave it with adequate
defence. Three thousand would require a great deal of accommodation
and support, though. I would be inclined to suggest somewhere in
between.’

‘Plancus
believes we might be able to talk them down.’

‘I hope he’s
right,’ Fronto replied, ‘but again I fear that may be wishful
thinking. If they surrender Hadrumetum to you with the small force
we have, they will worry what Scipio will do when he arrives with
his huge army. They must know they are better off siding with
Scipio and defying our three thousand than going over to us and
defying his fifty thousand.’

‘Whatever the
case, I am determined to make a stand. The last stray ship is now
in view. Unless the rest of our scattered fleet finds us, this is
all the strength upon which we can currently rely. I want every
ship docked in port and the men entrenched and fortified on the
shore in half an hour. Pass the word to the tribunes and centurions
that there will be no violence or looting until such an order is
specifically given. If there is even a chance to win these people
over, then we must seize upon it, and we therefore cannot afford to
aggravate them before any negotiation is underway.’

Fronto nodded
and looked about. This was it. They were about to set foot in
Africa at last. Three thousand infantry and a hundred or so
cavalry, building sandcastles while a fortified city with a two
thousand strong garrison watched them, all the time waiting for
Scipio to turn up with fifty thousand men, or Piso with his five
thousand. It was like playing a game of dice with two clever
gamblers, but all you’d been given was a coin to flip. With a sigh,
he gave the order for the trierarch to put into port.


Chapter 3

 


Hadrumetum,
28th December 47 BC

 


The three
senior officers reined in, a small detachment of the general’s
praetorian horsemen following them back into the camp. Already, the
army was managing to throw up a reasonable set of defences, hacking
out a narrow ditch in the stony, sandy soil on the headland facing
the town and dominating the port, and using the spoil to create a
rampart. That would have to be all, for the place seemed to be
largely devoid of trees, and the supply ships containing everything
the army required for serious fortification had been scattered and
lost in the storm. Galronus had led out a team of scouts to scour
the area for anything of value and on a general
reconnaissance.

Caesar
dismounted and stood on the highest section of the rampart, Fronto
and Plancus joining him. They had circuited the entirety of
Hadrumetum during that first hour, as soon as the army and the
horses had disembarked and while the force, formed from detachments
of six different legions, began to set up camp before the walls and
just out of missile shot. The outcome of their observations was not
encouraging.

‘No visible
weak points,’ Fronto muttered.

‘Solid
defence and ramparts with ample artillery and undoubtedly stocked
with sufficient ammunition and supplies to enable them to withstand
a lengthy siege,’ Plancus added.

‘A siege that
we do not have the leisure to conduct,’ Caesar concluded. Piso’s
force that approaches around the coast is sizeable enough to
overcome us if utilised well in the field, especially added to the
garrison of Hadrumetum. The last thing we can afford is to become
trapped between the sea, the city and the army of Piso. Even if he
is too uncertain to attack us, all he has to do is hold here until
Scipio arrives with his legions, and he must be close. The vultures
gather around us and we are a lean carcass, gentlemen.’

‘Then our
only options are to decamp and move to somewhere safe or to
negotiate,’ Fronto said, giving voice to what they all knew.
Currently their three thousand faced perhaps two, but when Piso
arrived they would face seven thousand or so, and if Scipio joined
them it became near fifty thousand. A staggering number for the
tiny force on the headland. Not for the first time in recent days,
Fronto wondered whether Caesar, the great tactician of the Gallic
and Greek campaigns, was starting to lose his edge. Aegyptus had
been a shambles that they had only escaped through foolhardiness
and blind luck. Africa looked like being even worse.

Plancus turned
in the saddle. ‘None of us want to run away, Caesar, so let me
attempt to negotiate. The garrison commander will likely dismiss
any missive from you, for you’re the enemy’s commander, and
Fronto…’ he flashed an apologetic look across. ‘Fronto is not the
most diplomatic.’

Fronto nodded,
happy to take no offence at what was really a well-known fact.
Caesar nodded wearily. ‘Permission is granted, Lucius. Pen your
missive now. I am willing to grant a commission on my staff and/or
a place in the senate to their commander and to bestow the status
of colonia with full citizenship on all occupants of Hadrumetum,
both civil and military. I can offer little more, but that
represents the dream of most men.’

‘Let’s hope
it’s enough to overwhelm the threat of Scipio and his army,’ Fronto
grumbled. He turned to locate the nearest officer. A centurion was
busy overseeing the ditch a few paces away. ‘Centurion, did we take
prisoners in the port?’

The man
nodded. ‘Of a sort, sir. They are being detained, but fed and
watered until it’s decided what to do with them. Not sure whether
they’re the enemy or not, sir.’

‘Quite. Find
someone well dressed and bring him to the general’s tent, will
you?’

Caesar cocked
an eyebrow at him, and Fronto shrugged. ‘Better to send a messenger
they won’t just shoot from the walls.’

The three men
turned and walked their horses to the headquarters at the camp’s
centre, where Caesar’s equisio took the reins from the three
beasts. The three senior commanders’ tents had been raised
immediately and the praetorians had formed a defensive ring around
them. The standards and flags of the legions stood here, gleaming,
pronouncing the presence of six legions, which was a little
misleading and a bitter reminder of the truth of
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