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PART ONE:
THE GATHERING STORM


Chapter
1

(Roman
military installation outside Vesontio)

 


‘Quadriga: a
chariot drawn by four horses, such as seen at the great races in
the circus of Rome.’

 


‘Foederati:
non-Roman states who held treaties with Rome and gained some rights
under Roman law.’

 


‘Where the
hell have you been?’

Gnaeus
Vinicius Priscus gestured angrily with his vine staff from his
position on top of a supply wagon as he ground his teeth
irritably.

Fronto looked
up at his ‘subordinate’, though the word hardly seemed appropriate.
A quick glance around confirmed no one was listening within
earshot.

The legate of
the Tenth Legion looked tired and haggard. Dark circles beneath his
eyes spoke of late nights and long days. Behind him, Aulus Crispus,
legate of the Eleventh shook his head, a faint smile lurking
somewhere beneath the dust of travel. Fronto growled
gently.

‘And hello to
you too, Priscus. We’ve come as fast as we could.’

To illustrate,
he gestured up and down himself, bringing attention to the dust and
wear. There was a low muttering behind him.

‘What was
that?’ he barked, rounding on his younger companion.

Crispus
laughed lightly.

‘I said: ‘via
every bar between the Pyrenees and Vesontio…’’

He took one
look at Fronto’s face and wisely turned away to tighten a strap on
his horse. Fronto continued to glare at him for a moment and then
turned back to the primus pilus of the Tenth.

‘I’d say
we’ve done well, myself. We didn’t even get the message ‘til a
fortnight ago in Tarraco. All that way in less than two weeks? And
with the horses laden with all our gear? Just be bloody grateful we
left the cart behind!’

Crispus smiled
benignly.

‘Good
afternoon, centurion. Forgive my companion. We made the most of our
last night of freedom yesterday at a Gaulish tavern in a village
around twenty miles from here. My head is troubling me a little,
and I suspect Fronto’s is a great deal worse.’

Fronto
grumbled again.

‘The wine
they serve in some of these local places tastes like feet and feels
like being hit over the head with a brick!’

‘You should
try their beer, Marcus. They may make poor wine, my friend, but
they excel at the brewing process’ Crispus smiled.

Fronto shot
his companion another grim glance and then turned back to his
subordinate.

‘What’s all
this about, Priscus? We weren’t due to return for almost a month,
and here we are, back in camp on the kalends of
Aprilis?’

‘Let’s talk
as we walk.’

The primus
pilus dropped lightly from the wagon to land on the springy turf,
his hob-nailed boots leaving a deep impression. He gestured toward
the fortifications, and the three men walked onward, Fronto and
Crispus wearily leading their horses.

The camp had
changed since Fronto was last here. During the previous season, the
legions had spent a while encamped at Vesontio and had fortified
their position with a palisade and ditch, their tents raised in
orderly rows. Some time early in the autumn, Labienus, who had been
assigned to command the six legions and their auxiliary support in
the off-season, had decided that a more permanent installation was
required.

Three large
forts had been constructed of timber in an arc around the city, on
the far bank of the river. The leather campaigning tents had been
packed away for next season, and the army had settled to ride out
the winter in relative comfort. With a large Roman army on the
doorstep, Fronto could imagine how well the entertainment industry
in Vesontio had done.

‘How are the
legions disposed?’ young Crispus enquired. ‘There is insufficient
room here for the full army.’

Priscus
nodded.

‘Yessir.
Yours and ours are here, along with the Eighth. The Seventh, Ninth
and Twelfth are spread out, one entrenched toward the Rhine, one
about twenty miles north and the other off to the west. Commander
Labienus thought we ought to maintain a presence in the
surroundings just in case. The legions have been rotating through
the picket camps on a two-weekly basis. It’s all worked quite well,
I’d say; Labienus has kept his headquarters in Vesontio, and
Crassus has been moving between the three camps keeping the men on
their toes and irritable.’

Fronto
nodded.

‘I can quite
believe that; so, why the early muster?’

‘Wish I could
answer that, but I’m in the dark myself. Caesar sent a courier to
Vesontio about a month ago, telling Labienus that the legates would
be returning during Martius and that the general himself would be
here at the start of Aprilis. Looks like you’ve beaten him here,
but only just.’

Crispus
scratched his unshaven chin.

‘So the other
legates are all here then?’

Priscus
nodded.

‘Balbus
arrived early last week and has been in and out of the headquarters
ever since. Rufus got here three days ago and went straight out to
his men to the north. Not seen him since. And Galba came back in
the middle of winter. Apparently he felt the Twelfth needed some
winter training. Crassus has been lauding him up to Labienus, and I
have to admit he’s really worked his men this winter.’

Fronto
grumbled.

‘I expect
that means the rest of us look lazy! Crassus’ll think we wasted
winter, but Labienus is bright. I expect he’ll know
otherwise.’

Priscus
sighed.

‘I am capable
of running things here. I did your job quite a lot last year,
remember? Balventius, Felix and I kept up regular training and
sorties throughout the winter. With all due respect, you’re
legates… no one expects you to keep your men fit. That’s our job.
You just make occasional decisions and look pretty.’

Crispus
laughed.

‘He has us
there, Marcus.’

As they
approached the gate of the first camp, a small knot of guards by
the strong palisade came sharply to attention. The three officers
returned their salute and drew to a halt. Fronto turned to Crispus
and raised an eyebrow.

‘You got a
moment before you head to the Eleventh?’

The young
legate nodded.

‘They’ve
managed months without me. I doubt that another few moments will
cause consternation.’

Grasping the
reins of his companion’s horse, Fronto handed them and his own to a
legionary.

‘Have them
both fed and watered and brush them down. When you’ve finished with
Bucephalus, have him stabled. The legate here will need his horse
shortly to head back to the Eleventh, so make sure it’s
ready.’

The soldier
nodded, bowed hurriedly, and led the two beasts off in the
direction of the Tenth’s cavalry section. As the rest of the
legionaries stood aside, Fronto and his companions strode into camp
and made for the praetorium at the centre. The men of the Tenth
saluted as the three officers passed, and then immediately returned
to their tasks. As they reached the command building at the centre,
Fronto glanced sidelong at his chief centurion.

‘Alright,
Priscus. You always know more about what’s going on than anyone
else. Give us the lowdown. I want to be prepared when Caesar
arrives.’

The primus
pilus nodded at the guards by the door and gestured inside to his
companions. Fronto and Crispus strolled into the main room and
behind them Priscus addressed the various clerks in the
headquarters.

‘Go about
your work elsewhere and take the guards with you. Make sure we’re
not disturbed.’

The actuarii
gathered together their wax tablets and scrolls and hurried out,
their arms full, bowing awkwardly as they left. Once they were
alone, Priscus dropped his helmet and vine staff onto the low table
near the door.

‘I can
certainly make a healthy guess as to why the general sent for you
all.’

Fronto dropped
heavily onto a bench and reached out for a jug of water and a
goblet, directing a questioning look to Crispus. The young man
joined him on the bench, nodding, and, as Fronto poured two goblets
of icy water, Priscus sighed.

‘We’re not
popular out here.’

‘Nothing new
there,’ muttered Fronto. ‘We spent last year fighting one bunch of
Celts on behalf of another bunch of Celts and from their point of
view I can see how they might think it’s none of our
business.’

‘It’s not
just that, Marcus’ the primus pilus continued. ‘If we’d stopped at
that, I think there’d be peace now. But the Gauls all thought the
legions would be going home. I think we’ve pissed a lot of people
off by not just staying in Gaul, but so far outside our own
territory. They think we’re here to stay.’

He reached out
for the jar and a goblet.

‘And I think
they’re right.’

Fronto
nodded.

‘There’s no
doubt in my mind that Caesar already sees an eagle planted in the
middle of Gaul with all the tribes in its shadow.’

Crispus nodded
sadly.

‘I do believe
that the general intends to climb the cursus honorum until he can
reach the very Gods themselves. And the first step to that is to
attain a great conquest.’

A chorus of
nods greeted that comment.

‘So what
you’re saying,’ Fronto glanced at Priscus, ‘is that trouble’s
brewing among the tribes?’

The centurion
nodded.

‘You remember
that assembly of the Gaulish chiefs we had at Bibracte last
year?’

A
nod.

‘Well that’s
some great big annual event. And it’s happened twice this year
already. And the worrying thing is, from what I hear, that none of
the tribes allied to Rome were invited to either of them. But the
word is that it wasn’t just Gauls either; some German chiefs and
the leaders of the Belgae were included.’

Crispus
frowned.

‘Sounds
awfully like the northern tribes are gearing up to protest the
Roman presence, doesn’t it?’

Priscus
nodded.

‘We’ve had a
rash of desertions among the Gaulish levies too. Then there’s the
native scouts. They’ve been riding in and out of the city for
months, and they all have Labienus’ permission to go anywhere they
like. They disappear into the headquarters in Vesontio for a few
hours, then resupply and ride out again. Then the next day another
one arrives. It’s even got me a bit jumpy, truth be
told…’

‘Spies and
scouts everywhere… that’s Caesar’s doing. He’ll have had Labienus
keeping an extremely close eye on things while he was
away.’

He
frowned.

‘But the
immediate question is: how prepared do we need to be? Has Caesar
called us all back early in case the Gauls collectively decide its
time to kick some Roman backside, or does he know something we
don’t?’

Crispus shook
his head.

‘It’s a
problem, for certain. Perhaps we should enquire of
Labienus?’

‘Shortly,’
Fronto agreed. ‘First you have to go show your face to your men.
Then, I’d suggest we meet up in a couple of hours and go visit
Balbus in his tent before we head into the city. Besides, I’m
absolutely shattered. I think a half hour with my boots off and
maybe a ‘hair of the dog’ is in order before I start running around
and panicking about agitated Gauls.’

Crispus
nodded.

‘You make a
fair point, Marcus my good friend. I shall go and renew my
acquaintance with my officers.’

Fronto
smiled.

‘Your horse
won’t be ready for you for quarter of an hour or so. Might as well
join me for a ‘hair’ eh?’

Crispus
grinned and reached across to the chest on which stood a small jar
of wine, while Fronto removed his boots with a deep
sigh.

Priscus rolled
his eyes and picked up his vine staff.

‘If you don’t
mind, I’ll go and find something useful to do. Nice to see you both
again, but if I spend quarter of an hour in the company of those
feet I’ll never breathe clear again.’

Wafting his
hand across his face, Priscus gripped his helmet and left the
building, his eyes screwed up tightly.

‘What?’
demanded Fronto irritably as Crispus breathed in deep ragged gasps
between bursts of laughter.

 


* * * *
*

 


Crispus burst
into a fresh bout of laughter. It had been over an hour since he
had left Fronto’s camp, leading his freshly fed and groomed horse
back to his own unit. Though he had not had time to visit the
temporary bathhouse, he had taken a quick dip in a tub of cold
water, shaved, and raked his hair straight. Dressed in clean
clothes from his pack, he once more felt human, though there was an
insistent, if gentle, thumping deep in his brain.

Which is why
the sight of Fronto, still dishevelled and covered in dust with a
hairstyle that… well ‘style’ was being excessively kind. Crispus
covered his mouth and sniggered gently. His peer from the Tenth
Legion smelled faintly like a dead bear.

‘I shall leap
to the assumption that you do not really care what Labienus thinks
of you, Marcus? You look like you’ve had an accident with a
quadriga and a midden.’

‘Shut
up.’

Raking his
fingers through his unruly hair, where they caught in a tangle,
Fronto strode across to the gate of the Eighth Legion’s temporary
fortress. Despite his travel-worn state, he still wore his cuirass
and plumed helmet, along with the almost-red military cloak,
clearly marking him out as an officer. The guards at the gate stood
at attention and saluted, totally straight faced.

‘Shut up’ he
said again, this time to the legionaries whose faces were so sombre
that it was clear they were deliberately forcing themselves not to
smile.

Accompanied by
the grinning Crispus, Fronto strode up the decumana toward Balbus’
headquarters. As with his own camp, soldiers saluted as they passed
and then went quickly about their business. He was starting to feel
a little better-humoured, despite the horrible pounding behind his
left eye, when a voice like a saw through marble called out from a
side street.

‘You look
like shit!’

As his head
snapped angrily round, Titus Balventius, primus pilus of the Eighth
Legion, fell into step alongside him. Fronto opened his mouth and
then quickly bit back his acerbic retort. Getting into a battle of
insults with Balventius would be a perilous thing
indeed.

‘Balventius.
Did you leave at all during the winter? Did you go and check out
your new estate?’

The grizzled
veteran rolled his one good eye, the milky white one fixed firmly,
if disconcertingly, ahead.

‘I went back
for a month or so. It’s nice, I suppose. Lots of room. Spent a
couple of weeks building a fence, bought some horses and put ‘em in
there. Then a bear came bumbling out of the woods and the horses
smashed my fence to pieces and bolted. I wrote half of the property
over to my brother and left him to sort out the mess while I came
back here.’

Crispus smiled
uncertainly.

‘I have no
idea know why, Titus, but I’m having a little difficulty picturing
your brother.’

Balventius
glanced across at him and then turned to Fronto.

‘He sounds
less posh? I’m not having to concentrate so hard to follow
him.’

Fronto
nodded.

‘I’ve been
trying to drive out the orator in him and lower his brow a bit, but
I don’t think it worked. I think it’s all that Gaulish beer that’s
rotting his brain. That’s what’s done it!’

Balventius
smiled. The effect was fairly frightening through his crisscrossed
network of scars.

‘My brother’s
a lot like me,’ he said, turning to Crispus. ‘But less handsome.
He’d still be serving under Pompey’s legions, but he got hamstrung
about five years ago. He’s been living off his honesta missio, but
Pompey’s not as generous as Caesar. Half my grant’s more than all
of his.’

Fronto was
mulling over the difference between his own patron general and the
great Pompey as they arrived at the praetorium. Balventius nodded
to the guards outside, and one of them knocked on the wooden door
before entering to announce their arrival. As the man returned and
stepped to one side, the ageing legate of the Eighth appeared in
the doorway, a broad grin splitting his face.

‘It’s about
time!’

The bald,
round-faced commander disappeared back into the gloom of the
building, and the three men looked at each other, shrugged, and
followed him in.

It took a few
moments to become accustomed to the dim interior, but slowly their
eyes adjusted. Balbus took his seat behind a desk covered in unit
strength assessments, supply requests and training reports. With a
sigh of satisfaction, he leaned back in his chair and reached for
the glass of water nearby.

‘So what news
of Hispania? Is it still standing?’

‘Ha, bloody
ha!’ Fronto grumbled, rubbing his temple.

‘I do not
think it was the campaign break that Marcus anticipated,’ Crispus
smiled. ‘He had planned to visit Longinus’ estate to deliver the
ashes and his goods and then move on to Tarraco and spend the
winter carousing. Severa had different ideas, though.’

‘Severa?’

Fronto looked
at Balbus’ questioning expression, glared at Crispus and then
sighed.

‘Longinus’
wife. She… erm… took to me.’

‘She wouldn’t
let him stay in Tarraco,’ Crispus laughed. ‘Insisted on looking
after us personally. Sometimes frightfully personally, I suspect,
eh Marcus?’

‘Anyway!’
Fronto barked irritably, ‘Let’s get to the matter at hand. I gather
there’ve been stirrings among the Gauls.’

The humour
slid gently from Balbus’ face.

‘I rather
think something’s in the wind. The Belgae are getting themselves
involved in Gaulish politics and, given their fearsome reputation,
that can’t be a good thing. I just hope this discontent is limited.
If it spreads among all the non-allied Gauls and Belgae, we could
be in trouble. Six legions is a lot, but not when faced with a
million angry Celts.’

‘Then the
staff’s going to have its work cut out.’

The other two
looked questioningly at Fronto.

‘Well… you
know Caesar. He’s got something up his sleeve. He sent for us for a
reason. Something’s about to happen, but it’s going to have to
involve people like us stamping a heavy Roman boot on anyone who
openly declares against us while people like Labienus and Procillus
trying to persuade the rest of Gaul that we’re doing it for them.
It’s that good old fine political line again.’

Crispus
nodded.

‘And I cannot
help but wonder whether Caesar uncovered anything concerning that
tribune Salonius and the conspiracies against him at Vesontio,
too?’

‘Indeed.’
Everything went quiet for a moment as the four officers looked at
each other.

‘Jove, it’s
good to see you boys again’ beamed Balbus with a sigh of
relief.

Fronto leaned
back and ran his hands through his tangled hair once
again.

‘How are
Corvinia and the girls? Good I hope?’

Balbus
laughed.

‘Disappointed. I’m sure they all expected you to come and
visit.’

Balventius let
out a low whistle.

‘What is it
with you and women, Fronto? It seems like they all want some of
you.’

‘I think it’s
a mothering thing,’ the scruffy legate replied. ‘They all want to
look after me, ‘cause they think I can’t look after myself. I think
they think I’m nicer than I am, too!’

Balventius
chuckled and the tent fell quiet once more.

‘So,’ Crispus
interjected tentatively, ‘what is the situation here? Fronto’s
primus pilus intimated there were stirrings of unrest among the
Gauls?’

Fronto
nodded.

‘We’re going
to see Labienus after this to get the complete picture. I like to
be well prepared for all eventualities before the general shows up.
In fact, I’d like to know everything I can.’

Balbus nodded.
‘I’ve only just returned myself.’ He gestured to Balventius, and
the scarred veteran turned his good eye toward Fronto.

‘It’s been
happening for months. Labienus received a message by courier one
day from Caesar. A few hours later he sent out a half dozen scouts;
Gaulish auxiliaries, they were. I don’t know how many people
noticed, but I was a bit surprised. None of them went out with
their Roman auxiliary equipment. Just dressed up like plain old
Gauls, they were.’

Fronto
frowned.

‘Think I can
guess why, but go on…’

‘Well,’
Balventius continued, ‘since then they’ve been coming and going
regularly. I stopped a few in the early days to find out what they
were doing, and they refused to tell me; directed me to general
Labienus, telling me they were under orders of silence. I went to
see the commander and he basically told me to mind my own
business.’

He
sighed.

‘Since then,
though, word’s started to leak out. No matter how much they’re told
it’s a secret… well…’ he smiled at Fronto. ‘Drink loosens tongues.
A few beers and these Gaulish scouts are telling all their friends.
They’ve been scouting out the Belgae and various other
tribes.’

‘I already
knew that,’ replied Fronto, leaning forward. ‘What don’t I
know?’

‘Well, I
think you can safely say this isn’t just a bit of unrest. Not like
a few Numidians shaking their spears and grumbling. It looks like
this is getting organised.’

‘Go
on?’

‘The Belgae
are violent sons of whores, Fronto.’

‘Yes…’
snapped the dishevelled legate irritably. ‘And?’

‘We’ve never
really concerned ourselves with the Belgae because they just spend
all their time kicking, biting and carving each other. I spoke to
some of the native levies, and they all agree that you’ve never
seen any people eternally at war with themselves like the Belgae.
The only time they’ve ever been know to stop it and actually turn
their energy outwards was the odd time when the German tribes tried
to cross the Rhine and have a go with them. Even the Germans are
frightened of them!’

Fronto
laughed.

‘But?’

‘But they’ve
stopped fighting each other, Fronto. They’ve been swapping hostages
and making blood pacts and all that other crap. They’re one people
right now, and that’s a bit disturbing. That’s a whole new thing.
They’ve banded together, and it’s not for defence this
time.’

The legate of
the Tenth nodded.

‘So they’re
getting ready to face us.’

‘But,’
Crispus interrupted, ‘the crucial question is: have they done this
because they have decided that Rome is a perilous neighbour, which
would mean we have to face them, or have they done this because
they’ve been begged or bribed by other tribes? If the latter’s the
case, we may be facing half of Gaul shortly.’

Fronto
sighed.

‘I think
you’re missing the third option there.’

‘Pardon?’
Crispus glanced across at him. Balventius and Balbus also leaned
forward, their brows knitted.

‘Well,’ he
continued, ‘it seems pretty obvious to me, but then I’ve known the
general a long time; know how his mind works.’

A chorus of
nonplussed looks. Fronto sighed.

‘Caesar had
to engineer a way to get us into Gaul last year. He needs conquest
and booty. We’re not here because the Helvetii threatened Rome. We
could have let them past, but no… they were just the excuse we
needed to begin campaigning in Gaul. But it’s no use stopping
there. We’d gained nothing except perhaps a little stronger
alliance with the Aedui and instilled fear in our northern
neighbour.’

Scanning the
interior of the tent, Fronto’s eyes fell on a jug of wine. Without
asking permission, he rose as he talked, crossed the tent, and
poured himself a goblet.

‘So… when
that was over, Caesar had already spent time putting the idea into
the heads of important Gauls that we were the people they needed to
sort Ariovistus out. In fact, I wouldn’t be surprised if he hadn’t
pushed the Helvetii all the way to Bibracte just so he was close
enough to the Council of Chiefs to be beseeched for
help.’

Balbus shook
his head sadly.

‘You mean you
really think that Caesar engineered every move last year to get his
legions into the heart of Gaul? Somewhere from where it’d be very
hard to shift us?’

Fronto
nodded.

‘Be very
careful what you say, Marcus. You’re among friends here, but those
are the kind of comments that cause officers to become quietly
deceased!’

‘I know,’ the
scruffy legate agreed, swigging wine. ‘Don’t repeat any of this,
for your own sake. Not even to your closest.’

Another
swig.

‘I don’t
think he’s stopped there, though. If Caesar was sending out these
scouts and spies as a reaction to news of the Belgae, Labienus
would have been the first man to know about it. But no... Caesar
sends a message to him, and he starts sending out men who are
dressed to look as un-Roman as possible?’

Crispus
slapped his head.

‘He’s doing
it again?’

‘Yes.’

‘He’s
actually fomented discord and rebellion among the Belgae just to
provide us with an excuse to put down more of Gaul?’

Balbus glared
at his young companion. Balventius stood and crossed the room,
opening the door and peering outside.

‘It’s
alright. Nobody’s listening.’

Balbus
sighed.

‘A little
care, Crispus!’

‘He’s
correct, though,’ the young man replied quietly. ‘Caesar has pushed
the Belgae until they snapped. Now he’s preparing to take them to
task. And, of course, the Belgae are the fiercest of all the
tribes, or so they say. If Caesar can defeat the Belgae, all of
Gaul should fall and cower before him. It’s a bold
move!’

‘It’s a
stupid move!’

The other
three turned to Fronto in surprise. The tired legate took a last
swig and grounded his goblet.

‘He’s riled
the Belgae so that he can fight them and beat them and show all of
Gaul who’s the master. But he’s done it too well. The Belgae have decided
it’s time to piss on Rome. But they’re not stupid. They know how
big Rome is; how powerful. So they, in turn, foment discord among
the Gaulish tribes, and the next thing we know is that the Council
of Chiefs has been called without any of our allies. So half of
Gaul looks like their siding with the Belgae; and they’ve even
thrown out hooks into Germania. There’s nothing so sure as most of
the German tribes would love nothing more after last summer than to
kick six shades of shit out of us!’

Balventius
whistled through his teeth.

‘Looks like
we’re wading in it shortly, then?’

Balbus
sighed.

‘Then I hope
Caesar’s the tactician everyone thinks he is. We’ve got to have
something up our sleeve, or we’re facing odds of at least ten to
one!’

He leaned
forward and gestured at Fronto.

‘Pass me that
wine…’

 


* * * *
*

 


The four men
emerged blinking, into the light. Fronto had meant to ask why
Balbus had drapes over the windows but, in the end, they had proved
useful both for maintaining privacy and for preventing sunlight
from worsening his headache. The thumping came back like the
weaponsmiths of the Tenth at work.

The other
three strolled ahead, chatting, while Fronto plodded along
unhappily at the back. They were still set on going to see
Labienus, despite the fact that Fronto was sure they would learn
nothing new of value. He was filled now with a cold conviction that
Caesar had put his men in the worst possible danger for his own
vainglorious expedition and, regardless of Balbus’ fervent hopes
that the general had a surprise up his sleeve, Fronto also knew
with leaden certainty that it would be left to men like himself to
make the general’s grand plans work out.

He spat on the
ground with irritation and looked up once more.

As they
strolled down the hill toward the river and the bridge that linked
the military garrison with the Gaulish city of Vesontio, he noticed
the guards at the riverbank pointing and gesturing excitedly to
each other. Squinting, for they were still some distance away yet,
he tried to focus on the small figures and tracked back from them
in the direction they were pointing.

A vast array
of armoured legionaries was stomping up the valley in the direction
of the bridge and the camps. He stopped for a moment, drawing a
tense breath while his companions, unaware, continued on down the
path.

No amount of
squinting would allow him to focus enough to identify the flags
they bore, but his initial fears were easily brushed aside: these
could not be the retreating survivors of the first wave of Gaulish
counter-invasions. The army in front of him was fresh and tidy.
Perhaps Labienus had called the outer legions back to Vesontio
before the general arrived.

‘Yes… that’ll
be it’ he muttered to himself and then hurried along to catch up
with his companions.

As the four
officers reached the gate of the camp, the duty guards snapped to
attention with consummate professionalism. As always, Fronto
studied them carefully. He found the Eighth a great yardstick for
measuring the performance of his own legion; the two were the
closest among the army in both age and command style.

The spring
bees hummed around the grass and scrub outside the gate as the men
trod heavily on the dirt track that had formed from months of
soldiers tracking to and fro between the camp and city across the
river. From here the path ran down a gentle grassy slope to the
bridge, where it converged with similar tracks that had been worn
from the camps of the Eleventh and Tenth Legions. At the meeting
point by the bridge two posts had been erected; one bore direction
signs to the city and the three camps, presumably erected so that
merchants and teamsters knew where to sell and to deliver; the
other post held a banner with the eagle of Rome.

‘What is
Labienus thinking?’ snapped Fronto, as he pointed down at the
flag.

‘Hmm?’ Balbus
looked closely and frowned.

‘I suppose
it’s just there to denote the presence of the legions and the
headquarters at the citadel in town?’

Fronto
grumbled. ‘Labienus is bright enough to know that you don’t plant
the flag of Rome in territory we don’t own. It essentially tells
anyone who sees it that we either think we do own it or that we
intend to own it shortly.’

Crispus
shrugged.

‘And yet it
remains. I cannot help but wonder why the indigenous people have
not requested it be taken down. I’m sure that if they had, Labienus
would have done so.’

Fronto growled
again. ‘Stupid. Arrogant and stupid.’

Balventius
rolled his eye around and laughed.

‘I think
you’re crediting them with a little too much intelligence there,
Fronto. Six legions bring a lot of money into an area. Even the
lowest vagrant in Vesontio is dining out and wearing silk now.
After this winter, it’s probably the richest city in Gaul. Most of
them would let you plant a flag in their back if you jingled your
purse!’

‘Well…’
Fronto pointed up the valley, ‘it looks like their customer base is
about to increase again. Can’t see which legion that is, but
they’re coming from roughly south west. Which legion’s camped out
west?’

Balventius
frowned.

‘That would
be Crassus’ Seventh. Why the hell are they coming in?’

‘That’s not
the Seventh.’ Crispus shaded his eyes and squinted. ‘In fact, I
have no idea who they are.’

He became
aware that Fronto was looking at him expectantly, but with a hint
of irritation.

‘Well I
cannot see the legion number on the flags, but all of Caesar’s
legions bear the Taurus emblem. Those flags seem to have
horses.’

Fronto boggled
at him. ‘You can’t see how many ‘I’s are on the flag, but at that
distance you can distinguish between quadrupeds?’

‘It’s a
simple matter of shape, Fronto. In fact, those symbols look a lot
more like Gaulish ones than Roman.’

‘Let’s get to
the bottom of this!’

Without
waiting for the other three, Fronto started striding purposefully
out from the path in the direction of the approaching legionaries.
After a moment, he became aware that the others had caught up,
Crispus coming alongside in a vaguely undignified scurry, Balbus
lagging a little, and Balventius striding calmly along.

The insignia
became gradually clearer as the four approached and, once he
finally picked out the detail, Fronto came to a sudden halt, as did
his companions.

The
legionaries in front of him were marching not in one column, as it
appeared at a distance, but in two, each column with a width of six
men and trailing off like a glinting armoured ophidian. The arms
and armour they bore were shiny and new, the shields devoid of any
marks, and the banners…

Two new
insignia, both with some kind of Celtic-style horse, fluttered
below the numbers XIII and XIIII.

‘New
legions?’ Crispus’ tone echoed Fronto’s own surprise.

The column was
not being led, as was customary, by the officers, but by the
signifers, the eagle standards, and the musicians. The officers
were riding alongside in a small knot, with the cavalry stretched
out behind them.

Fronto stepped
to one side so as not to impede the army, but rather to stand in
the way of the command unit. As he placed his fists on his hips in
a haughty gesture, he was further surprised at the commands being
barked at the men by the lower officers. There was no doubt at all
about what he heard. Those commands were issued in fluent Latin,
but with a pronounced Gaulish accent. He was still staring in
disbelief at the passing legions when he became aware that his
three companions had joined him, and the command staff had reined
in before them. He looked up.

‘Fronto! You
look bloody disgraceful!’

Quintus
Pedius, one of Caesar’s senior staff stared down at him and a slow
smile began to creep across his face.

‘Not that
that’s anything new, of course!’

‘Ha, bloody
ha! What the hell’s going on? Why are you dressing up the auxilia
as legionaries?’

Pedius gave
him a sharp glance.

‘You’d be
well advised to sheath that mouth of yours, Marcus.’

The staff
officer turned to the tribunes behind him.

‘Menenius?
Hortius? Get the legions to the nearest appropriate flat ground,
preferably between these other encampments and have a temporary
camp set up for each. Once they’re settling and underway, I want
the two of you at the headquarters. Report to me there!’

The two men
saluted and rode off to find the primus pilus of each legion. As
they went about their business, Pedius dismounted and gestured
toward the bridge. As the four officers walked steadily back along
their track and the distance between the five men and the legions
increased, the staff officer handed his reins to Crispus and
removed his helmet with a sigh of relief.

‘I need a
bath and a shave. And a jug of wine, but that can wait until I’ve
had the bath and the shave. But sadly, both of those will have to
wait until I visit the headquarters. Are you gentlemen accompanying
me?’

Balbus nodded.
‘We were on our way there anyway.’

‘Good. Now,
Fronto, what’s irritated you?’

The
dishevelled legate scratched his bristly chin.

‘They’re
Gauls. They’re not Romans, Quintus… they’re Gauls! What are they
doing in legionary equipment? When the ordinary soldiers find out
about this, there’ll be riots. It demeans the whole purpose of the
legion. That’s what the auxilia is for!’

Pedius sighed.
‘Calm down Fronto. You’re going to have a fit if you go on like
this.’

‘Well?’

Balventius
nodded. ‘It’s true sir. This is the citizen army. It’s against the
rules to enlist foreigners into it. There’ll be hell!’

Pedius shook
his head.

‘It’s all
above board, gentlemen. I can tell you some of it, but not all.
Present company, you see?’

He indicated
Balventius, though respectfully.

Balbus shook
his head.

‘My primus
pilus is as solid as they come. Caesar tried to make him camp
prefect, remember? Anything you can say in front of us, you can say
in front of him!’

Pedius
regarded Balventius for a long moment and then nodded his
head.

‘Very well.
This is in strictest confidence. I expect the general will put some
spin on it for the public, but some of you will know there’s more
anyway. You remember that tribune who stirred things up in Vesontio
last summer?’

‘Salonius?
Yes. He scurried off back to Rome with his tail between his legs as
I remember.’

‘He did.’
Pedius lowered his voice fractionally.

‘But Caesar
thinks the man’s been carrying on his campaign of disruption in
political circles back in Rome. The general has been blocked with
almost every political move he makes. Finally, we managed to find
out where we could get to Salonius in private to ‘have a little
word’ and before we turned up someone knifed him and tipped him in
the Tiber. Pickpockets was the official line, but that’s
unlikely.’

Crispus bore a
shocked look. Pedius sighed.

‘A man called
Clodius, who seems to have a network of spies and an almost
unlimited chest of gold, is stirring things up in Rome like a
madman. And not just against Caesar, but against Crassus and Pompey
too. The general thinks Salonius was an agent of this
Clodius.’

They began the
descent toward the bridge and Pedius took a deep breath.

‘Caesar needs
some serious victories and a lot of money. He owes important men,
but more critically, he’s losing political ground. He requested
permission of the senate to raised new legions in Cisalpine Gaul.
The senate actually refused him. I’m sure you can imagine how that
went down!’

Fronto winced,
glad he had not been there for that meeting, and Pedius continued.
‘So Caesar did what he does best. He found a way around the
rules.’

Fronto issued
a small half-smile.

‘I think I
can see where this is going…’

Pedius nodded.
‘Caesar managed to have the Helvetii, the Aedui and a few of the
smaller allied tribes classed as foederati. If they’re treaty-bound
with Rome, their men can theoretically be enlisted into the
legions. It’s not common and not popular, and it’s an extremely
grey area legally, but it can certainly be done. They wouldn’t let
Caesar raise citizen troops from Cisalpine Gaul, so he used his own
authority to raise two new legions from our allies; mainly the ones
who speak Latin, though. They’re now Roman citizens. There’s been a
shit storm over it in Rome and Caesar’s just dealing with the
aftermath before he joins us.’

Fronto
nodded.

‘We think we
know what the general’s planning; if it’s true he might well need
those two new legions.’

Pedius
nodded.

‘Best go see
Labienus and inform him of events then.’

Fronto nodded
as he watched the new ‘Gaulish’ legions marching across the hill
toward the camps. There was no doubt that the Gauls fought
fiercely, but should they be enlisted in the legions? He could not
shake the feeling there was trouble in his near future.


Chapter
2

(Vesontio)

 


‘Praetor: a
title granted to the commander of an army. cf the Praetorian
Guard.’

 


As the party
of officers strode across the square to the main building that had
been commandeered by Caesar for his headquarters almost a year ago,
Fronto became acutely aware of how scruffy he must look compared
with the others. Pedius had just arrived from over two hundred
miles of travel with his legions, and he was parade-smart. Fronto
had been here for hours and still looked like he had been dragged
behind a horse. And his sister wondered why he failed in
politics!

The guards by
the doorway were already at attention, in their prominent position
among the senior staff of the army. Pedius, at the head of the
group, acknowledged them with a slight nod of the head and they
went inside. The headquarters building was in what could only
reasonably be described as ‘organised chaos’. Fronto knew from
experience that the headquarters of a legion ran smoothly and with
the minimum of fuss, since there was a hierarchy that worked with
machine-like precision. The headquarters of a large army was
different, though. There were six legions based around Vesontio,
all with the same hierarchy and, while the general’s command had
its own clerical staff, they spent most of their time trying to
respond to the legionary clerks and filter, prioritise and just
plain argue with them. The net result was that the higher one went
in the military, the messier the administration became.

The three men
entered the main room to find Labienus at a wide desk covered in
parchment and wax tablets with the chief quartermaster, Cita, and
the camp prefect, Paetus, opposite him. As he rattled out answers
to their quick-fire questions, they made marks and, without
turning, held out the tablets behind them where a junior clerk
would grasp them and run off to deal with the issue, only to be
replaced by another haggard-looking legionary clerk.

Pedius stopped
in the doorway, his companions behind him, and waited for a moment,
blocking the entrance and exit of various clerks, before clearing
his throat.

Labienus
looked up in surprise.

‘Pedius? Good
grief. I wasn’t expecting to see you for a while yet. Does that
mean Caesar’s with you?’

That last
question had a note of desperate hope in it, Fronto noted with a
smile.

‘Not with,
I’m afraid; though I doubt he’ll be far behind. Can we interrupt
your burdensome tasks?’

Labienus
nodded; a little too quickly, Fronto thought again.

‘Thank you,
gentlemen,’ he addressed Cita and Paetus. ‘We’ll resume tomorrow
morning. I think I need some time to rest anyway.’

The two
officers stood and bowed to the interim commander. Turning, they
saluted the officers in the doorway, who shuffled out of their way
with some difficulty. Once the others had left, Balventius closed
the door and the other four men walked across to the desk, while he
remained standing by the door like a guard.

Labienus gave
a long-suffering sigh.

‘Almost my
entire day now consists of two things: military bureaucracy like
‘which legion has to produce the engineering detail to maintain the
command section’, and politics, like the local farmers complaining
that the latrines of the Tenth are emptying into a tributary stream
that their wives use to wash clothes. I just don’t understand how
Caesar gets anything done!’

Pedius
grinned.

‘Because he
delegates the irritating parts to us, you know that.’

‘Ha!’

Labienus
leaned back and gestured to the seats opposite him. As the officers
sat, he looked up at Balventius.

‘Centurion?
If you’re here on business, I suggest you sit. No one will
interrupt us with my door shut.’

Balventius
nodded respectfully.

‘Thank you
sir, but I’m comfortable standing.’

‘Very well,’
Labienus said, stretching, ‘nice to see we’ve got all the staff and
legates assembled again. Once Caesar arrives, I very much think
we’ll be on the move quickly. There are troubles
stirring.’

‘We’re all
aware of that’ said Fronto flatly. ‘And I think Caesar’s already
prepared. Ask Pedius who escorted him back from
Cremona.’

Labienus
turned to his peer and raised an eyebrow inquisitively.

‘I had the
honour of escorting the newly-raised Thirteenth and Fourteenth
legions to camp.’

Labienus sank
miserably back into his chair, visions of a new cartload of
documents rolling inexorably toward his desk.

‘And that’s
not all…’

Fronto smiled
broadly.

‘They’re
vaguely Romanised Gauls, not citizen troops!’

Labienus face
slipped into bleak misery.

‘There’ll be
fights. Complaints… possibly even fatalities. We’ll have to keep
them apart.’

Pedius shook
his head.

‘No.
Integration is the key. I’ve sent them to set up between the
existing legions. They may have a funny accent, but Caesar levied
them months ago. They’ve been well trained by veterans at Cremona.
They’ve all taken the oath. Hell, they think of themselves as
Roman. So does Caesar apparently, so we’d better shift our
perspective a little.’

Such news
apparently did little to raise Labienus’ spirits. Pedius smiled
sadly.

‘There’s two
more things yet.’

‘Oh
good.’

‘Two letters;
orders in fact, from the general himself. One for you, and one for
Crassus.’

Labienus
sighed.

‘I can’t be
bothered to read them right now. Just give me the
highlights.’

Pedius
laughed.

‘Well
Crassus’ letter orders him and his Seventh Legion out to the north
west. He’s to fortify up at the Gaulish Oppidum they call Cenabum
and monitor the activity of the tribes between there and the sea.
We’ve had word that there’s anti-Roman sentiment growing in the
area.’

Fronto
frowned.

‘If we’re
going to be fighting a million Belgae shortly,’ he muttered, ‘I’m
glad Caesar’s given some thought to the danger of allied attacks on
the flank, but if there’s real trouble stirring out there among
several tribes, sending one man with one legion could be a death
sentence.’

The others
nodded their agreement.

‘And the one
for me?’

Pedius
shrugged.

‘Crassus’
orders were standard military orders; yours come sealed with wax.
I’m intrigued, myself.’

He leaned
forward and let placed a tightly rolled parchment of finest
Egyptian import quality on the desk. It rolled toward Labienus a
little until it hit the wax seal and stopped.

Labienus
raised an eyebrow again.

‘I expect I’m
supposed to open this when I’m alone then?’

Fronto made a
‘tsk’ noise and tapped on the table.

‘For Mars’
sake, Labienus, we’re all senior officers. Just open the bloody
thing and tell us what to expect.’

Labienus
retrieved the scroll and leaned back in his chair again. With a
slowness and a thoroughness that irritated Fronto intensely, the
interim commander cracked the seal and unrolled the parchment.
Fronto watched as the man scanned down the text, noting with
interest the various expressions that crossed his face. A long,
silent moment passed and then Labienus let go of the lower end,
allowing the scroll to roll up once more before he dropped it onto
the desk.

He whistled
quietly through his teeth.

‘I can see
why that was sealed.’

‘Come on,
man’ barked Fronto irritably. ‘What is it?’

‘It’s an
arrest warrant.’

Crispus, a
look comprised of equal parts excitement and worry, leaned
forward.

‘An arrest
warrant for whom?’

The commander
stared at him in silence.

‘Labienus!’
barked Fronto, and the man jumped slightly and shook his head as if
to clear it.

‘I’m to
arrest Paetus, the camp prefect.’ He sat in silence for a moment,
staring at the scroll. ‘Paetus! I’ve known the man for
years!’

Fronto reached
out irritably and grabbed the orders, unrolling the parchment and
reading for himself.

‘Looks like
Paetus has been playing a few games. His family are clients of
Caesar, but it appears he also belongs to Publius Clodius Pulcher,
and that man’s already a serious thorn in Caesar’s
side.’

Crispus turned
to the older legate.

‘But we
cannot arrest a member of the patrician class just because he might
be playing dubious political games with multiple patrons. We’d need
senatorial approval.’

Fronto
sighed.

‘Not for a
trial in the field. If the man is found guilty of treason against
the army, the general can do whatever he likes with him. Oh, there
might be ripples to deal with later in Rome, but nothing will stick
to Caesar or us. See, if Paetus is linked to Clodius, then that
means he’s linked to Salonius, and that bastard tried to turn the
army against us. I think Paetus has made some careless
choices.’

He turned back
to the parchment.

‘We’re to
detain him and ‘extract’ a confession from him. Caesar authorises
us to do whatever we must to get any useful information about other
saboteurs and ‘problem individuals’.’

Balventius
stepped forward from the door and gestured at Labienus.

‘Sorry to
have to point this out, sir but, with you and Paetus being
longstanding friends, then you really need to delegate this to
someone, and quickly.’

Labienus
nodded and gestured to Fronto.

‘What do you
think, Marcus?’

Fronto let the
scroll roll up once more and turned to the one-eyed veteran
centurion.

‘Well,
Balventius. If you’re willing to do this, I would feel confident in
passing it to you.’ He held out the scroll. ‘Also, Paetus is the
camp prefect, and since Caesar wanted you to consider the position,
you may have to fill in for a while in the role. Besides, if
Labienus appoints you to the role of interim camp prefect, you’ll
have enough of a level of authority to arrest Paetus without having
a senior officer present.’

Balventius
sighed and nodded.

‘I can handle
it. Do I assume none of you gentlemen want in on the
details?’

Labienus shook
his head.

‘Just get
results. That’s what Caesar cares about.’

Balventius
nodded and turned to the three legates.

‘I’ll draw a
few of the less reputable men from my legion.’

‘Be very
careful,’ Balbus cautioned him. ‘If this goes wrong or Caesar
changes his mind, there could be accusations of all sorts. Make
sure you cover your own back and those of your associates. I don’t
like this.’

Balventius
nodded.

‘Don’t you
worry, sir; I can scare the shit out of a man without even touching
him. I’ll bet he drops his traitor friends in it before I get
within a foot of him.’

 


* * * *
*

 


Paetus stood
with his back to a hut wall and three centurions before him like
disobedient children being disciplined. Balventius stopped at the
entrance to the compound to where he had tracked the man and leaned
casually against a gate post. This had to be done professionally,
but also subtly, since it could cause ripples as far as
Rome.

The camp
prefect jabbed in the direction of one of the junior centurions
with his vine staff in the manner of a disciplinarian. Balventius
was only half-listening, planning, as he was, how to approach the
problem. Behind him, out in the road, were half a dozen men,
hand-picked from three legions for their loyalty, their discretion
and, above all, their willingness to overlook certain
proprieties.

What was being
said was something to do with use of the training ground that had
been levelled out in the area beyond the camps; something about
efficient booking of facilities. Once again, Balventius smiled at
the very idea of anyone suggesting that he would have been any good
in that job. Too much bureaucracy and not enough exercise. Indeed,
Paetus was becoming slightly expansive around the middle, despite
having been on campaign for a year.

The grizzled
centurion waved a hand behind him at his men, gesturing that they
should maintain their position and stay out of sight. As he mused
on what sort of a man would actually want the job of camp prefect,
he realised something. For all the lack of respect he felt toward
men like Paetus who ate and slept well and stayed out of the
fighting, getting slowly more rotund, he would rather poke his
remaining eye out than try that job. That anyone had the patience,
let alone the desire, to solve problems in camp logistics boggled
the mind.

And whether
Paetus had been involved in conspiracy at any level or not, he had
to admit that, under the man’s careful observance, life in the
camps of six legions had run pretty damn smoothly.

He shook his
head irritably. He was spending too much time these days hanging
around with the officer class. He was starting to analyse his
orders before carrying them out.

Blinking away
a bead of sweat in the height of the afternoon sun, he focused on
the scene before him again. Paetus had finished dressing down the
three centurions who, thoroughly chastised, saluted and turned to
march away.

Balventius
watched the camp prefect open a wax tablet and scribble a few
notes. With a quick gesture to the men behind him, he strode
forward purposely across the compound, grinding his teeth. Paetus
looked up as the shadow of the frightening veteran loomed over
him.

‘Centurion
Balventius? Can I do something for you?’

The primus
pilus adjusted his thinking at the last moment and came to a halt,
standing easily in front of his prey.

‘Prefect. May
I request we adjourn to your office?’

Paetus raised
an eyebrow.

‘This a
private matter, centurion?’

‘Somewhat
delicate’ agreed Balventius with a nod.

‘Very
well.’

Closing his
hinged wax tablet and putting away his stylus, Paetus turned and
walked calmly across the dusty ground toward his office. This
compound in the corner of Vesontio’s citadel had been allocated as
quarters for the camp prefect and his staff and was surrounded by a
new Roman stockade of its own. The low building in the centre that
held half a dozen offices was obviously an original Gaulish
structure of stone and rough hewn timber. The largest office was
that of Paetus, while the others belonged to three tribunes
assigned to assist him and the two chief clerks under his
command.

The door to
the room lay open, and Paetus strolled into the cool interior, lit
by two windows in opposite walls that also allowed for a breeze to
pass through; a feature the lesser offices almost certainly would
not have, Balventius would be willing to bet.

The grizzled
centurion stopped at the door and made a number of gestures at his
men. Efficiently, the group split up; two men following Balventius
into the office while, immediately behind them, two more pushed the
door closed and stood outside it.

Paetus looked
up uncertainly.

‘It’s a warm
week, Balventius’ he said with a slight smile. ‘I’m generally
leaving the door open for the breeze.’

Balventius
remained silent but gestured at the two men with him, who lit the
oil lamps that stood on shelves at points round the room. As the
camp prefect watched them with confusion and a sinking feeling, the
window shutters were pushed closed from outside with a gentle thud,
plunging the room into a deep gloom.

‘What is the
meaning of this, centurion?’

Balventius
allowed himself a sad sigh.

‘Actually,
Paetus, I’m not currently holding the rank of centurion. Today I
hold the temporary rank of prefect.’

Confusion
forced Paetus’ face to change repeatedly. The room was dark and
warming by the moment with the cloying smell of the burning
oil.

‘What’s going
on, Balventius?’ he said, earnestly, and with a slight tremor of
fear.

‘I’m afraid,
Paetus, that I have been asked to assume your duties for the time
being.’

He let that
sink in for a moment, and as Paetus opened his mouth to speak, the
primus pilus rode roughshod over him.

‘On the
authority of Titus Labienus, commander of the forces of Rome in
Gaul and of Gaius Julius Caesar, praetor, governor of Cisalpine and
Transalpine Gaul, and of Illyricum, I arrest you on suspicion of
complicity in conspiring against the army and its commander, and in
the causing of unrest among the legions last summer.’

Paetus was
staring at him, open-mouthed.

‘I have no
particular desire to see you suffer, prefect, so there are
different ways we can proceed here. It’s all up to you.’

The two
soldiers, having finished lighting the lamps, returned to the
doorway at Balventius’ shoulders, where they lurked, menacingly.
Paetus clamped his mouth shut, and Balventius had to grudgingly
admire the steadfast look that appeared on the prefect’s
face.

‘Go on,
before I speak.’

Balventius
nodded respectfully.

‘Very well.
Firstly, you can tell me everything you know that’s relevant and
resign your commission and step down. That offer is mine alone, and
I will answer myself to Labienus and Caesar if you accept it… and
you should. I will take your oath on the eagle that you have told
me everything and allow you to officially tender your resignation
of the position to Labienus and return to Rome. I’m not even sure
why you’re still here. I know you planned to step down last year.
That was why they approached me.’

Paetus nodded
soberly.

‘And?’

‘Option two
is less pleasant. Let’s just leave it at that. Take my
offer.’

Paetus
sighed.

‘I’m going to
make a huge leap in logic and assume that Caesar has taken
exception to something I’ve done, since I’m damn certain I’ve never
been involved in treachery or causing unrest and have always given
my complete loyalty to the Julii. Care to give me a clue,
Balventius?’

Balventius
folded his arms.

‘The general
is aware of your other patron. You remember Clodius, I presume,
since you’re on his client list?’

Paetus nodded,
frowning.

‘And?’

Balventius
grumbled.

‘They say no
man can serve two masters. It’s certainly true in this case.
Clodius and Caesar are not the closest of friends.’

Paetus
shrugged.

‘I’m aware
that Clodius has some unsavoury practices, but surely…’

Balventius cut
him off mid flow.

‘Publius
Clodius Pulcher has been undermining Caesar in the senate, along
with other high profile patricians. He is the patron of Salonius,
who you will remember tried to turn the army against the general
last year. Anyone who is on that list is no friend of Caesar. You
know that!’

Paetus
wandered across to the desk and took a seat.

‘Do you
really need your escort?’ Paetus enquired, gesturing at the
legionaries behind the centurion.

Balventius
stood silent for a moment, and then gave a curt nod before turning
to the two men by the door.

‘Go back to
the gate and take the others with you.’

One of the
legionaries stepped forward slightly.

‘Sir?’ he
said, gesturing at the camp prefect.

Balventius
turned his baleful glare on the man.

‘Go!’

Hurriedly, the
two men left the room, shutting the door behind them. Balventius
waited a moment, listening to the brief flutter of conversation and
then the soldiers leaving, and then allowed his shoulders to sag
slightly.

‘Alright,
we’re alone now. Go on…’

Paetus placed
the flats of his palms on the table and fixed Balventius with a
steady gaze.

‘I’m Caesar’s
man, not Clodius’. I’m no traitor and, truth be told, I would
rather stay a thousand miles from Clodius, given the
choice.’

The scarred
centurion frowned.

‘Then why are
you on that list?’

Paetus
sighed.

‘My
father-in-law owed him a lot of money; and I mean a
lot of money. He was an
idiot and ran up a gambling debt like the loot of the Cilician
pirates. He couldn’t pay anything back, and when Clodius’ thugs
started threatening my wife as well, I stepped in. Problem is:
things just sort of spiralled out of control. Clodius is a monster,
and he’s not above casual violence. One of his other clients went
broke and flatly refused to pay him. They burned his house down
with his children inside.’

Balventius
shrugged.

‘Not that I
don’t sympathise, Paetus, but that’s not really our concern. You
deal with your personal issues, and you keep them away from the
rest of us. You need to sever your ties either with Clodius or
Caesar. If you denounce Clodius, I’ll support you, and I’m pretty
sure most of the staff will too. If not, I’ll have to carry out
Caesar’s wishes, and I suspect it’ll go badly for you.’

Paetus
sighed.

‘As I said,
Clodius is a monster. I am under no illusion that Caesar is
anything other than a political opportunist, but Clodius is in a
different class. I would happily walk away from the man, but I
can’t tell Caesar anything useful to him, because I simply don’t
know anything.’

Balventius
frowned, and the prefect continued.

‘And Clodius
isn’t interested in me paying him back now. He wants to have his
hooks into people. I tried to pay off my father-in-law’s debts a
few months ago, but he wouldn’t have it. I suspect I’m too useful
to him as I am. And if I renounce him as a patron, Calida and her
family will turn up skewered in a ditch, and I’ve no intention of
allowing that to happen.’

He
shrugged.

‘You see my
problem, centurion?’

Balventius
nodded. It was a problem, for certain. Paetus was in trouble
whichever way he turned. Unless…

A slow smile
began to crawl across his face.

‘You find
this funny, Balventius?’

‘No,’ the
scarred centurion replied, fixing him with that one good eye. ‘But
I have an idea. There’s a way we could turn this to our advantage,
Paetus.’

‘Whose
advantage?’ the man asked suspiciously.

‘Largely
Caesar’s... and yours.’

He leaned on
the table and faced the prefect.

‘I need to
speak to the staff and then to Caesar when he arrives. In the
meantime, I trust you’re happy glossing over this as though it
never happened?’

Paetus
nodded.

‘Then you get
back to your work, and I’ll get back to mine.’

Turning, he
pulled the door open and strode, blinking, out into the sunlight,
leaving a dazed prefect sitting in the dark and pondering an
uncertain future.

 


* * * *
*

 


Labienus
leaned forward across the desk, his eyes blazing.

‘You did
what?’

‘I let him
go
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