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To robbery, slaughter, plunder, they give the lying name of empire; they make a solitude and call it peace.


-  High King Calgacus
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​Preface
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It’s been forty years since the Roman conquest of southern Britannia. The hostile western regions are at last subdued and twenty years have passed since the cataclysmic Iceni Rebellion in the east. With tribal kingdoms assimilating into Roman culture and the province at relative peace, Imperial Governor Gnaeus Julius Agricola turns his attention north. The once-allied, now hostile Kingdom of Brigantes is divided between factions loyal to Rome and those of the usurper king, Venutius. Following a series of raids, and compelled to flee from imperial retribution, Venutius seeks the aid of a Caledonian chieftain named Calgacus. Calgacus hopes to use a conflict with the Empire to seal his claim as high king of the northern highlands. 

In the southern coastal city of Portus Adurni, Gaius Artorius Armiger’s term as governor-mayor is coming to an end. Ten years have passed since Gaius’ last campaign during the Siege of Jerusalem. Ever the soldier, a summons to Londinium leaves him with an intriguing proposition. Knowing his reputation as a military leader, Governor Agricola offers Gaius a return to active service with command of the legendary cavalry regiment Indus’ Horse. Despite trepidation about leaving his wife and children and the lingering effects of old battle injuries, Gaius Artorius dons his armour once more as a soldier of Rome.
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​Cast of Characters
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Romans:

Gaius Artorius Armiger – Commander of Indus’ Horse. A highly experienced soldier from a longstanding military family, he previously served during the Armenian and Jewish Wars, the Flavian-Vitellian Roman Civil War, and the Siege of Jerusalem.

Cenric Chester – A Brigantes nobleman, Roman citizen, and deputy commander of Indus’ Horse

Tiberius Talos, Julius Wendlandt – Decurions within the regiment

Julius Agricola – Governor of Britannia

Decius Bassus – Commanding Legate of Legio IX, Hispania

Cassius Agrippa – Commanding Legate of Legio XX, Valeria Victrix

Aulus Atticus – Equites officer, Commander of Tungrorum Horse

Marcus Decimus – Equites officer, Commander of First Dalmatae Milliaria Regiment.

––––––––
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Caledonians:

Calgacus – Leader of the Caledonian Confederation

Aislinn – Wife of Calgacus and mother of five of his children

Cormac – Eldest son of Calgacus, a bastard born before his father’s marriage to Aislinn, he still holds a place of importance within the Caledonii.

Iagan – Second son of Calgacus, also a bastard born of a different mother from Cormac, he longs to win the approval of his father.

Culloden – Younger half-brother of Cormac and Iagan, he is Calgacus’ eldest legitimate son and heir.

Bram – A renowned warrior and leading general within the confederation

Paden – Caledonian high druid; a highly influential spiritual leader and advisor to the chieftains

Torsten – Prince of the neighbouring Venicones Kingdom and a staunch ally of Calgacus

Catrina – Sister of Torsten, betrothed to Cormac
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​Chapter I: Hail Caesar
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Rome

September, 81 A.D.

[image: Statue of Emperor Titus. Detail. Marble. 79—81 A.D. Found in the so-called  “basilica” Herculaneum. | Scultura romana, Arte romana, Roma antica]

Emperor Titus Caesar Vespasianus

It was a warm, late summer morning in the Eternal City. The sun crested above the Caelian and Esquiline Hills as Titus Caesar, Emperor of Rome, roused from his slumber. He had slept poorly; the effects of a persistently irritating cough these past few days. Rubbing his hands over his face, Titus stood and gazed out the window. His private bedchamber faced north with a magnificent view of his family’s crowning archaeological achievement, the Flavian Amphitheatre. The largest of its kind in the world, Titus’ one regret was that his father, the late Emperor Vespasian, had not lived to see its completion. 

“A fine morning, Caesar,” his chief freedman said, as he walked into Titus’ bed chamber and bowed. He presented a small cup. “I brought you this tonic. It should help with your cough, sire.”

Titus tossed his head back and downed the contents in one swallow. He gasped and stuck his tongue out in revulsion. “I hope it’s as effective as the taste is wretched,” he said, falling into a brief hacking fit. It was always a ‘dry cough’, never allowing him to bring up whatever it was that irritated his lungs.

“Perhaps something stronger, Caesar?” the servant asked.

“Later,” Titus replied. He stood naked before the open window, embracing the warm glow of the morning sun. His eyes still shut, he asked, “What is our first order of business this morning?”

“The first should be your breakfast, sire,” the freedman replied. “As for work, the noble Petronius sent a request that the consuls meet with you prior to your departure for the Sabine Province in a few days. They wish to discuss your itinerary and any final words of guidance you may have.”

“Of course. I will meet with them in the curia this afternoon.” 

With a snap of the chief freedman’s fingers, two female slaves quickly entered, bearing the emperor’s attire and sandals. Titus found the formal toga both cumbersome and unnecessary, instead settling for a simple tunic of a similar cut as the ones he wore while campaigning with the legions. Given his regal status, he’d allowed his tailor to fashion his tunic of purple cloth lined with gold embroidery. The imperial toga was only worn during official and religious ceremonies, or whenever he formally addressed the senate.

That Titus would ever become emperor was something even the augurs with a direct link to the gods could not have predicted. Since the end of the Republic and the rise of the Empire under Augustus Caesar, rule over the Roman world had consolidated into the hands of the Julio-Claudian family. For good or ill, every emperor to follow descended from this lineage. All came to a shattering end after a hundred years of what was, essentially, a dynastic monarchy in all but name. Nero Claudius Drusus, the fifth and final emperor of the Julio-Claudian Dynasty, committed suicide following a revolt under the governor of Hispania, Servius Galba. The senate posthumously declared Nero an enemy of the state to appease Galba, whom the senate then proclaimed emperor. Though loathed and feared by the patrician classes, Nero was loved by the plebs, as well as the army. Galba, an embittered old man already in his seventies, was universally despised. His rule was cut short through his murder in the Forum after only six months.

Chaos and civil war followed with two more emperors, Otho and Vitellius, usurping the imperial throne in succession. Otho, who had been a courtier of Nero and showed at least some promise, took his own life after the Germanic legions under Vitellius defeated his forces at Bedriacum in northern Italia. Far away in Judea, Titus’ father, Vespasian, held command over all imperial forces in the east and was two years into the violent suppression of the Great Jewish Revolt. In an unexpected twist of fate following the defeat of Otho, who Vespasian had sworn allegiance to, the legions in Egypt along with the prefect, Tiberius Alexander, declared Flavius Vespasian the rightful emperor. A second civil war followed. The Flavian forces under Marcus Antonius Primus defeated the Vitellians at the Second Battle of Bedriacum, before marching through Italia and launching a bloody assault on the imperial capital. Vitellius was executed, and Vespasian became Master of Rome. With no other usurpers arising, the highly popular general returned to Rome, promising to bring peace and stability to the Empire.

Regarded by many as the greatest military leader of the age, Vespasian’s victories were numerous, stretching back to the initial Conquest of Britannia. Though a member of the senatorial class, his family’s origins were very humble compared to the ‘old’ families of Rome. Good natured and self-deprecating, Vespasian endeared himself to the plebeians, while earning the respect of his senatorial colleagues. His rule was notably benevolent, in many ways echoing that of the late Emperor Claudius, during whose reign Vespasian earned his reputation as an unstoppable military genius. What encouraged both the senate and people was that, unlike his predecessors, he had two grown sons. A stable line of succession was ensured, ushering in the Flavian Dynasty. His eldest son, Titus, was given command of all imperial forces in Judea and tasked with bringing an end to the long and bitterly fought rebellion. The destruction of Jerusalem was a feat of military ingenuity and Roman relentlessness; a terrible and history changing tragedy of epic human suffering. It was also to be the last major campaign fought during his father’s reign. The subsequent years of prosperity were referred to as ‘The Peace of Vespasian’.

Already nearing his sixtieth birthday when he became Caesar, Vespasian died of a stomach ailment after ruling for ten years. It was privately noted within the senate that he was the first emperor to die of natural causes since Augustus, fifty-five years earlier. There was much relief within the senate when Titus, who acted as co-ruler for much of his father’s reign, effortlessly transitioned to becoming Caesar.

The early rule of the second Flavian Emperor quickly shifted from hopeful optimism to outright cynicism, following a horrific fire in the Eternal City and the destruction of Pompeii and Herculaneum when Mount Vesuvius erupted. Many openly questioned whether the gods cursed his rule. Titus had feared for his life and that of his family. His daughter, Julia, rarely left the imperial palace during these times of strife. His brother, Domitian, became even more reclusive.

Whatever the causes of the various calamities, it was how Titus reacted to each crisis that began to earn him the respect and trust of the people. The burned districts of the imperial capital were rebuilt, with refuge for the displaced survivors of the Vesuvius disaster, all paid for out of Titus’ personal fortune. There was further a collective sigh of relief amongst the masses when the emperor rebuked the advances of his former lover, Queen Julia Berenice of Judea. Though a proven Roman ally who, along with her brother, King Agrippa, had been raised at the imperial court in Rome, she was still viewed as a ‘foreign’ monarch. Being twelve years older than her former lover, there could never be any children from a potential union.

This, in turn, raised some concern regarding the imperial succession. Fortunately, Titus was just forty-one years of age. It was generally accepted that he had ample time to remarry and sire a successor, or perhaps adopt a suitable candidate. After all, in the more than one hundred years since the first emperor, Titus was the only Caesar to succeed his biological father.

The issues of succession aside, Titus was proving to be far more than just a competent military leader. He was known for being ruthless in battle, yet like his father, he showed genuine compassion towards the people in times of peace. He made it a point to perform some act of kindness to improve people’s lives daily, be they members of the nobility or the poorest paupers living on the streets. On those rare occasions when he could not think of a single act that had benefited someone, he would tell his closest companions, ‘Friends, I have lost a day’. Following the overwhelming success of the hundred days of gladiatorial contests, an alarming number of which Titus ordered be ‘to the death’, the people of Rome paused to reflect on the first couple years of his reign. Calamity may have befallen the Empire, yet her emperor rose to every occasion and proved himself a worthy successor to Vespasian.

The emperor pulled on his tunic. A servant belted it around the middle then brought his sandals. 

Titus asked, “Any despatches arrive from the provinces last night?”

“Yes, Caesar. There is one from Prefect Gaius Priscus in Egypt; no doubt detailing the pending harvest and grain shipments to Rome. There is also a despatch from Governor Julius Agricola in Britannia.”

This piqued Titus’ curiosity. Agricola was a trusted friend and one of Rome’s more capable generals. He was also a pragmatist when it came to governing a province, having previously lorded over Aquitaine Gaul with great efficiency and pragmatism. Albeit he tended to be a bit overly sentimental towards Britannia, where he’d once served as a young laticlavian tribune and later as commanding legate of the Twentieth Legion.

“I take it he’s returned from his little foray across the sea to Hibernia,” he surmised.

“I would assume so, Caesar.”

“Inform the courier that I’ll meet him in the centre gardens in one hour.”

“Sire.” 

The freedman bowed and took his leave. A young serving woman entered with the emperor’s breakfast; a large chunk of bread with three cooked eggs and a small block of hard cheese. There was also a wooden bowl filled with cabbage and dried tomatoes. Though eggs and cheese were mostly consumed by Rome’s upper classes, it was hardly a luxury meal. Titus considered food a practical necessity, and he abhorred gluttony. His round face and bulky physique were naturally inherent within the Flavians, rather than the effects of overeating. Oddly enough, his brother, Domitian, did enjoy finer foods and opulent feasts. Yet his face and body were much leaner than Titus’.

The emperor quickly finished his breakfast, washing everything down with some watered-down wine. Taking a stroll along the outer balcony that extended from his bedroom to the northern edge of the imperial palace, where engineers had begun excavating the ground for an additional wing that would be called the Domus Flavia, his thoughts turned to his pending tour of the Samnite Province.

It was now early September, and Titus surmised the capital could be without its sovereign for a few weeks. The current consuls, Carminius Lusitanicus and Petronius Umbrinus, were competent senators who could be relied upon to act pragmatically should minor crises fall upon the city. As for the greater Empire, Titus felt he should follow the example set by the divine Augustus and begin touring the provinces. Rome’s emperor needed to be more than just a face on coins and statues. The tragedies wrought by the Mount Vesuvius eruption and great fire in Rome had consumed his time and energies over the past two years. Thankfully, the grandeur and success of the opening games of the Flavian Amphitheatre had quelled the masses and brought Titus back into public favour. Now it was time to bring Caesar to the provinces.

His intent was to conduct his tours during the summer months. However, as he was making such a late start this year, he elected to remain in Italia. The Samnite territories northeast of Rome were informed a month prior to expect a visitation from the emperor. There were extensive preparations and logistical matters to sort. Towns and coaching inns along the route made ready to receive them. The imperial entourage was quite large, the greatest portion consisting of nearly a thousand Praetorian Guardsmen. Scores of ranking senators, courtiers, scribes, freedmen, and household slaves would also accompany him. And Domitian was quite insistent on joining his brother.

One member of the family not making the journey was Titus’ daughter, Julia. The emperor contended that with Domitian part of the entourage, Julia needed to remain and represent the family within Rome. She had not taken this well, and on this morning was waiting for her father in the centre gardens. Julia Flavia celebrated her seventeenth birthday the day prior and had grown into a lovely, elegant young woman. She was also as fiery as she was beautiful.

“I wish you would reconsider, father, and allow me to join you.”

“And I wish you would not worry yourself so, dearest,” Titus said, taking his daughter by the arm and walking with her along the hedgerows and flowing plants. It was cool; the air damp in the hour before the rising sun would cast its glow upon the open-air gardens.

“If I may speak plainly,” Julia persisted. “You are both Rome’s emperor and my father. And yet, I feel like the plebs on the street know you better than I.”

“It is true, my dear, that I was absent during your formative years,” Titus confessed.
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Julia Flavia

“I grew up without a father or mother,” Julia said.

“You know why I had to divorce your mother and take you from her,” Titus replied sternly. “Her family were traitors.”

“So was grandfather,” his daughter retorted. “How fortunate for us that he happened to win the civil war against Vitellius. Otherwise, we’d all be strangled corpses flung into the Tiber, rather than the ruling imperial family.”

“I cannot take back what has been done,” Titus said, his voice strained. “And I do not wish for us to part this way.”

“Nor do I, Father,” Julia said, her voice softening. “I am sorry, please don’t think me ungrateful. I have been given anything a girl could desire except a family. I never knew my mother, and Aunt Flavia died when I was little. You were fighting wars in the east, and I barely knew who you were until I was seven. Since then, you’ve ruled the Empire alongside grandfather.” She giggled and added, “I think Uncle Domitian is the only member of my family that I actually know.”

“You know how much he adores you,” Titus said.

“And I him.”

Titus previously offered her in marriage to Domitian, but his brother was smitten with a young noblewoman named Domitia Longina. There was also the matter of his being Julia’s uncle. While marriages between cousins were not uncommon, there was a stigma regarding uncles and nieces. Even the immensely loved Emperor Claudius was unable to overcome scandal when he took his own niece, Agrippina, as his fourth wife. Julia was instead betrothed to her second-cousin, Flavius Sabinus, and the couple expected to be married soon after the New Year.

“Just promise me you’ll return before my wedding,” Julia stressed, clutching her father’s arm.

Titus chuckled. “Dearest, I am only travelling to the Samnite Province, not Britannia or Syria. I promise to return long before the feast of Saturnalia. I daresay your uncle will not allow me to be away from Rome during the ‘best of days’.”

Julia smiled, though her expression was one of sadness. The weeklong Saturnalia celebrations in December held a lingering air of tragedy over the past twelve years. The turbulent final days of Vitellius’ reign was during this time. After his attempts to abdicate were thwarted by his most fanatical supporters, the Flavian army was forced to launch an assault against the Eternal City. Thousands of revellers were killed or injured as the two armies fought a bloody battle along the streets of Rome. Vespasian, who throughout most of his life had looked forward to the annual revelries, treated the holiday in a subdued manner in the years following his bloody rise to power. Titus had followed his father’s example, though Domitian insisted that a tempering of festivities was an affront to the gods themselves.

As father and daughter passed a fountain adorned with a larger than life statue of the late Emperor Augustus, they were greeted by an imperial messenger. 

The man wore a red tunic and carried a leather satchel over his left shoulder. He came to attention and saluted the emperor. “Hail, Caesar. Forgive this early intrusion, but I was instructed to come at this hour.”

“Yes, you are expected,” Titus replied. 

He released his arm from Julia’s and assured his daughter he would dine with her before his departure. He nodded to the messenger who sifted through the numerous scrolls within his bag. Domitian then entered from the western foyer, having spotted his niece leaving the tranquil garden. They shared a knowing look and a smile as Julia departed.

Among the despatches were a series of provincial reports from Julius Agricola, the Imperial Governor of Britannia. Domitian, who since their father’s death had practically begged Titus to give him a more active role within the government, stood close to him as the emperor read the message.


To Imperator Titus Flavius Caesar Vespasianus Augustus. 



Greetings



I am pleased to report the success of our sortie across the Hibernian Sea. Tuathal Techtmar now reigns over the island with trade assured between Hibernia and Roman Britain. I remain in Hibernia for the moment but will return to Britannia within the month. Legio IX and Legio XX have dispersed dissidents from the Brigantes Kingdom loyal to the renegade king, Venutius, and secured our northern territories within Britannia. I seek your highness’ permission to continue pressing our boundaries northward, attaining fertile lands for Rome while subduing any unruly barbarians. Details of the Hibernian expedition are enclosed.



I remain your loyal and devoted servant,



Gnaeus Julius Agricola



“Agricola has won a victory in Hibernia,” Titus noted. “And now he intends to expand the Britannic borders further north.”

“Bah!” Domitian scoffed. “Agricola is a fine general who knows how to win a battle. But why is he wasting men and resources across the sea in Hibernia, whilst the imperial coffers are still being haemorrhaged in Britannia? Father would have abandoned such an unprofitable province long ago had his personal sentiments not gotten in the way.”

Though the two brothers rarely agreed, Titus knew he could not argue with Domitian’s assessment. Despite possessing vast tracks of arable land and ample gold, silver, and tin mines, the number of imperial soldiers required to maintain order within Britannia was disproportionate to every other province, with perhaps the exception of Judea. Thousands of imperial soldiers had given their lives over the past forty years, battling wars of conquest and suppression of various rebellions.

Four decades after first reaching its shores, Britannia still required four legions and an equal number of auxiliaries. Supplementary cohorts of auxilia cavalry and infantry had been raised over the years, adding to the cost of maintaining order throughout the isle. By comparison, the combined provinces of Gaul and Hispania, which were far greater in both size and population, were garrisoned by just three legions and a few auxilia regiments.

Titus made a rare admission to his brother. “I confess that I, too, have held onto Britannia out of sentiment. Our father won the first of his many victories during the conquest. His destruction of a supposedly impenetrable enemy stronghold in a single day is still lauded as one of the greatest feats of the age. It is out of respect for the veterans of that campaign, though age has dwindled their numbers to but a few, that I have insisted on maintaining Rome’s hold upon Britannia. But you are mistaken if you think Julius Agricola is only a man who knows how to fight. His Hibernia expedition was to assist an exiled ally in much the same way Emperor Claudius justified the invasion of Britannia. If he can secure trade with the isle, it will help enrich both Britannia and Rome.” 

“It will take more than trade with a few barbarians across the sea to make Britannia profitable,” Domitian countered. 

While Titus did not consider his brother to be a man of many talents, one he did concede was Domitian’s knack for mathematics and accounting.

“True,” Titus admitted. “That is why I have granted Agricola much leeway in how he manages and expands the province, with the understanding that any future conquests must bring monetary gain for the Empire. He has more experience within Britannia than any man in Rome, which is why Father ordered the senate to extend his governorship from the usual three years to seven.”

“I suppose, like our father, he has personal reasons for seeing Britannia succeed as a province,” Domitian mused.

“Thousands died during the Iceni Rebellion,” Titus recalled, “including many of our soldiers. Julius Agricola fought beside General Paulinus in crushing this insurrection. I understand him not wanting their sacrifices to be in vain. Our father brought peace and stability to the Empire; therefore, we can commit the necessary resources to Britannia, unless the province becomes untenable.”

Domitian nodded, but his expression betrayed his doubts. Though he had yet to be born when Rome initiated its invasion of the isle to the north, he had long felt the conquest was little more than a means of appeasing the ego of Emperor Claudius. It was not that he entirely blamed the late emperor. Like Domitian, Claudius had also lived in the shadow of a far more famous sibling and renowned general. It was Claudius’ his elder brother, Germanicus Caesar, who avenged the destruction of three legions in Teutoburger Wald and soundly defeated the Germanic chieftain, Arminius. Even now, more than sixty years after his death, Romans still spoke of him with great reverence. So beloved was Germanicus, his being the father of the infamous Emperor Gaius Caligula did little to tarnish that reputation.

Domitian was born in the shadow of his brother and considered an afterthought within the Flavian family. His late sister, Flavia, had been six years older than he, with Titus twelve years his elder. He knew his birth was unexpected, as his father was in his forties and his mother nearing forty when he was born. Rumours had run rampant about Domitian being conceived during an affair between his mother and any number of potential lovers. This was likely nonsense spewed by Vespasian’s political rivals. Indeed, as he grew older, the resemblance Domitian bore to both Vespasian and Titus became evident; the only difference being the young man was much taller and slimmer of build than his father and elder brother. Still, the rumours hurt Domitian far more than Vespasian, who seemed to treat his very existence with inconsequence. 

All hopes for the family rested on Titus, just twenty-six years of age when first given command of a legion. Within four years, he replaced his father as commander in chief in the east after Vespasian was proclaimed Caesar. Rather than bringing Domitian into the fold as a prominent member of the new imperial family, he faded even further into obscurity. There had been many honorary appointments, yet never any actual authority or responsibility. His suffect consulships never lasted more than a couple of months, with always a much stronger and more influential senator acting as his colleague and, therefore, performing all the actual work. His pleas to Vespasian for a posting of importance, that he might prove his worth, were ignored.

Since their father’s passing, Domitian had hoped to assert himself into actual governing within the Empire. As Titus had no sons or grandsons, for all intents Domitian was now his brother’s successor. ‘Unless you sire an heir, and until he comes of age, you need me, brother,’ he had often said, much to Titus’ chagrin. What Titus had never told him was that his hopes for the dynasty lay with his daughter. It was his intention to groom the eldest son born to Julia and Flavius Sabinus as his eventual heir. The sooner he had a grandson, the sooner Titus could rest easy.

Intensions on the imperial succession aside, that Titus now listened to his thoughts on Britannia gave Domitian a glimmer of hope. After their return from the Samnite Province, he intended to petition Titus to allow him to stand as consul for the entire coming year, rather than another honorary suffect term lasting just a few weeks.

[image: Gladius]

The day soon arrived for Emperor Titus Flavius to depart Rome for the Samnite Provinces. As promised, he’d held a private dinner with his daughter the previous evening. Julia dutifully came to say farewell as the entourage assembled in the vast courtyard.

Baggage carts were staged the day prior. The Praetorian Guardsmen were woken two hours before dawn, that they might undergo final inspections. Out on the street in front of the palace, pack mules bearing their tents, rations, and camping equipment were assembled into a column just behind the imperial baggage wagons. Senators and members of the imperial court began gathering around sunrise with servants leading their horses.

Titus soon emerged from the main entrance of the palace, and as he stood atop the steps, the praetorians were called to attention. All drew their gladii in salute, shouting ‘Hail, Caesar!’

Titus raised his hand returning the salute before descending the steps. Awaiting him was a senior member of court, Senator Cocceius Nerva.

“The Mayor of Reate sends word that the people look forward to your visit, Caesar,” he said with a bow. 

Among the more respected members of the senate, Nerva was a highly skilled diplomat. Despite his utter lack of military experience, not to mention having helped uncover the Pisonian Conspiracy which implicated Titus’ former wife during the reign of Nero, he remained a close friend and confidant of the Flavians. He had even acted as a surrogate father to Domitian during his youth, while Vespasian had been away on governorships or military service. Indeed, it was Domitian who insisted on having Nerva as part of the imperial retinue.

The two were soon joined by Commander Julius Ursus, one of the two Prefects of the Praetorian Guard. The officer came to attention and saluted. “Hail, Caesar. Your guardsmen are assembled and ready for departure.”

“Thank you, commander,” Titus said, as he mounted his horse. He looked down upon the long train of wagons and carts. Praetorians were formed into columns on either side, keeping curious onlookers at a distance. 

With a nod, the emperor said, “We should reach Reate within three days.”

Nerva and Domitian were carried in covered litters, each borne by a dozen slaves. Titus found the practice displeasing, especially on long journeys. Of the thirty accompanying senators, sixteen also elected to be carried in litters. Logistically, this meant numerous additional slaves to feed and house each night, whereas the emperor himself required just an attendant for his horse.

Titus and Ursus rode between the files of guardsmen to the head of the column, where sixty mounted praetorians awaited them. Ursus’ colleague, Commander Cornelius Fuscus, would stay in Rome, overseeing the remaining Praetorian cohorts.

“A fine morning, Caesar,” Julius said. The breast plate of his ornate cuirass was stained black, as was his helmet. The cuirass was adorned with brass décor depicting a pair of lions with an imperial eagle in the top centre. Wings of an eagle decorated the front and sides of his helmet. A red shoulder-cloak hung off his left side.

“It is indeed,” Titus said with a smile. It was then the Praetorian officer noted how pale he was. “Are you unwell, Caesar? If I may speak so boldly, your complexion lacks colour.”

“I did not sleep well last night,” the emperor said. “Since my father passed on to the gods, Rome has face numerous trials. I sometimes wonder if it was a test of my fitness to rule.”

“Rome has, indeed, suffered peril, Caesar. But her emperor has risen to every challenge with strength and dignity. And you are no stranger to hardship.”

“True,” Titus remarked. “Yet for reasons I cannot explain, I had no issues with sleep even during the bleak months of the Jerusalem siege. I cannot prevent the wrath of the gods, especially if Vulcan should cause an entire mountain to explode in fire and ash.”

“A great tragedy,” Ursus agreed. “Though we may never know what compelled the gods to strike down Pompeii and Herculaneum, they cannot help but look upon you with favour, given how you handled the disaster and personally cared for the survivors.”

“I would like to think so. I hope this journey away from the city will do my constitution some good. Honestly, I never felt more alive than when I was commanding legions on the frontiers!” 

Though he did not openly confess it, Titus was concerned about his health. He’d always possessed a healthy constitution. But for unknown reasons, he could not rid himself of this cough. He was still young; his forty-second birthday was more than two months away. By comparison, his father had been in his mid-fifties when he assumed command of the eastern legions during the Jewish War.

The day was pleasant, yet Titus found himself covered in sweat, which he constantly needed to wipe from his eyes as they departed the city. Throngs of people lined the streets, cheering and jostling each other. Women, and even some young men, offered their bodies for his pleasure. Titus always found this amusing, and he managed to chuckle despite his physical discomfort.

It was midmorning by the time the last of the column departed Rome, following the Via Flaminia out of the city. A century of guardsmen had left an hour before, ensuring the road was clear. Merchants and travellers had already been warned about the imperial entourage using the north eastern road; many urged to find an alternate way into the city.

Like all major thoroughfares throughout the Empire, the Via Flaminia was paved in smooth stones embedded in crushed rock and cement which, in turn, was poured over a foundation of stone and sand. Drainages ran off either side, preventing flooding during inclement weather. Simple in appearance and function, like most elements of Roman engineering, it was built for durability. The Via Flaminia was first constructed 300 years earlier, and it was widely speculated that it would still be in use in another 3,000 years. One drawback to the imperial roads was the hardness of the paving stones and how noisy travel became. The hobnailed sandals of Praetorian Guardsmen clacked along in a mind-numbing cadence. Those who had neglected to have proper shoes for their mounts often rode alongside the main road, where the grass and dirt was softer.

Each night, the column established camp, either near a coaching inn or with the emperor using a tent similar to a legion’s principia. As Titus expected, three days after departing Rome, the imperial entourage rode into Reate. Once a major city of the Sabine people, its conquest by Rome 800 years before had been marked by savagery, culminating with the infamously brutal rape of the Sabine women. Such ghastly events were immortalised in sculpture and paintings, as a reminder that Rome was not always the bastion of civilisation it now claimed to be.

“To think, such a tranquil place was once the site of such inhuman barbarity,” Prefect Ursus noted, as they approached the bridge spanning the Velino River.

“And during the era of the great Romulus, no less,” Titus added.

The road was lined with citizens kept at bay by the praetorians and the city’s urban cohort. People cheered; all were anxious to catch a glimpse of their emperor. Children sat atop their parents’ shoulders, smiling and waving. There was an endless chant of ‘Hail, Caesar!’ as Titus rode past. He smiled in appreciation, waving to the people as they reached the town forum. The mayor and his councilmen were waiting, all bowing deeply before him.

“Hail, Caesar,” the mayor said. “And welcome to Reate!”

“Your reception has been most kind,” Titus replied. He then introduced his brother and ranking members of the senate accompanying him.

That evening, a feast was planned at the mayor’s palace. The Praetorian Guard established their camp on the Rieti plain just outside the town, while sentries took up guard shifts around and inside the mayor’s residence. Titus found he was still troubled with stomach pains and ate little that evening. He explained his ailment to his host, while professing his thanks for the city’s hospitality.

“I am sorry you are unwell, Caesar,” the mayor said. His demeanour was one of immense disappointment.

“And I am sorry I cannot make my stay a more pleasant experience for us all,” Titus replied diplomatically. “When I’ve returned to Rome, I would like to extend an invite for you and your family to stay at the imperial palace as my guest.”

“Honoured, Caesar,” the mayor replied.

Titus soon took his leave. A pair of guardsmen assisted him to the guest quarters the mayor had arranged for him. The emperor slept through the night, not waking until two hours after dawn. Feeling refreshed, he ordered his entourage to begin the next stage of their journey, which would take them northeast towards Ausculum.

It was already mid-afternoon when the last of the imperial host departed the city. Nine miles to the southeast, near the thermal springs of Aquae Cutiliae, the road curved northeast.

“I am glad to see you recovered from your ailment, sire,” Julius Ursus remarked.

“Yes, I am only sorry that I could not be a better guest for our hosts in Reate,” Titus replied. Without warning, a stabbing pain in his stomach made him double over.

The Praetorian officer managed to grab hold of his shoulder, preventing him from falling completely off his horse. “Caesar!” he said with alarm.

“I’m alright, thank you,” Titus replied, pulling himself upright. His face was ashen and now covered in sweat.

“The resort springs of Aquae Cutiliae are not far from here,” the Praetorian said. “You could perhaps rest there for a day or two and take in the healing waters.”

Titus’ expression darkened at the suggestion. While the luxury baths had once been a haven for both he and his extended family, they now held tragic memories. 

Julius immediately noticed the change in the emperor’s demeanour. “My apologies, Caesar. It was careless of me to forget that this is where your father made his journey to the gods.”

“He used to love the springs and the luxuriant gardens,” Titus remembered. “I have not returned since his death, nor do I intend to do so now. We will press on. I’ll sleep in a tent or under the stars if I must.”

Less than a mile further, Titus felt faint. Ursus caught sight of his dilemma and quickly slid from his horse’s saddle, catching Titus before he collapsed onto the stone road. “I have you, Caesar.” He looked to the group of senators who were watching aghast. “Find the imperial surgeon and inform Prince Domitian.”

One of the mounted senators turned his horse about and galloped back a short way to where Domitian, Nerva, and their colleagues rode in covered litters.

“Highness, your brother has taken ill!” the senator said with alarm.

Domitian sat upright. “Is he alright? What is the matter?”

“I’m not sure. He has looked rather pale all morning and suddenly he doubled over, clutching at his stomach. It was only the quick thinking of Commander Ursus that prevented him from falling and cracking his head on the paving stones!”

“We are near the thermal springs,” the prince said. “We shall rest there.”

“Your pardon, Highness, but Caesar insisted on riding past the springs until we find an inn.”

“Damn it all, man, there isn’t an inn for another twenty miles! If my brother is as ill as you claim, we must stop here!” 

They soon came upon the stricken emperor. Domitian saw Commander Ursus and a pair of guardsmen standing over his brother. One of the men was offering Titus a sip from his water bottle, yet he was only partially conscious.

“Caesar needs one of your litters!” the Praetorian demanded. His gaze was fixed on Domitian.

It was Nerva who spoke up. “I will give him mine.” He quickly grabbed his sandals, which he’d removed for the journey, and leapt from the litter.

Several guardsmen helped Ursus place Titus in the litter. The emperor’s eyes were closed, and the only sounds he made were groans.

“Take us to Aquae Cutiliae, at once!” Domitian commanded, climbing from his litter before awkwardly mounting his brother’s horse.

Mercifully, the thermal spring resort was less than a mile away. Ursus commanded the workers to take them to the imperial suite. There was much alarm as a few caught sight of Titus lying on his side, his arm hanging limp from the litter, his face covered in sweat.

Throughout the following day, Titus’ personal physician along with the doctor assigned to the springs attempted to diagnose and treat the stricken emperor. Thinking he may have ingested some tainted food, they gave him a vile liquid which caused him to vomit uncontrollably, purging his guts. Titus was soon struck with diarrhoea, and the doctors feared he was becoming severely dehydrated.

“His face and body are hot to the touch,” the doctor explained to Domitian, who was pacing the hallway. His face showed no emotion. 

“Will he live?”

“We’d hoped to purge his body of what ails it, yet now he cannot even keep water down. We tried cooling him in the cold baths. It only caused his body to go into convulsions. I’m afraid there is little else to be done. If his fever does not subside, I fear Rome will soon be without her emperor.”

Domitian raised an eyebrow and shook his head. “No. Rome will always have her emperor, even if it is not Titus Caesar.”
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​Chapter II: Warlords of the Highlands
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Kingdom of the Caledonii, Highlands of Northern Britannia

September 81 A.D.

***
[image: ]


It was a killing strike, of that there was no doubt. His prey may have escaped, but its death was told in signs left in its wake. Calgacus’ sharp eyes searched the grass and scrub for traces of blood. They became more frequent, as he scaled the rocky hill covered in fields of purple lavender. He grinned when he spied a blotch of dark crimson, streaked over a patch of trampled grass. He knew his quarry could not be far. 

It had taken him the better part of the morning to track the beast and get close enough to throw his hunting spear. His aim was true, impaling the large reindeer behind the front shoulder. The long blade buried deep, severely injuring the beast which bounded away over a hill strewn in briar and thistle. Calgacus spent much of the afternoon tracking the reindeer. He grinned when he saw his blood-soaked spear lying against a rock outcropping. Taking up his weapon and climbing over the boulders at the crest, he saw the slain beast lying at the very bottom of the ravine. He let out a sigh, knowing it would take the rest of the day to drag the hulking creature out of the gorge, even after it was gutted and carved into quarters. The thrill of the hunt was over, and now the actual work began.

Calgacus was slightly taller than most Caledonian men and powerfully built. His burly chest and limbs were hairy, and he had a thick mane of reddish blonde hair. His long moustache was similarly coloured, though he kept his chin and cheeks shaven. Now in his mid-thirties, he succeeded his father as chieftain of their clan a few years earlier. His younger brother had contested the succession, calling Calgacus reckless and irresponsible, referring to his two eldest sons as proof. While it was true Calgacus’ oldest children were bastards born of lovers he’d taken while still a teenager, he had been nothing but a dutiful father to them, and the five sons and daughters he would later sire with his wife, Aislinn. With equal measures of umbrage and heartbreak, Calgacus slew his unruly brother, leaving his decapitated corpse for the carrion beasts, and mounting his head upon a stake. This was the last time the chieftain had slain another man, and he preferred instead to test his skills hunting beasts in the highlands.

“A fine kill, father.” Calgacus turned to his eldest son, Cormac, and smiled.

“All the more so, because I have you to help me carry it back to the stronghold,” he replied. “Let us hope we can harvest an even greater beast for your wedding feast.”

Cormac stood taller than his father with a leaner but still powerful frame. His hair was darker, and though now nineteen, his face was devoid of whiskers. He also possessed boundless energy, even for one of his youth. Calgacus often preferred to hunt alone, yet he was grateful his son had accompanied him this day. The two spent the next hour climbing down into the ravine and carving the animal. Each carried a quarter section over his shoulder, as they made their way out onto the open plain before returning for the remainder. As the sun began its descent into the west, a small group of warriors approached them. Calgacus recognised the man leading them as Bram, his most trusted adviser and war leader.

“Hail, Calgacus!” the warrior said, raising his spear high. “The noble Lady Aislinn sent us to find you. She was concerned you may have gotten lost or fallen foul of your intended prey.” His last remark was in jest, as they were only a few miles from the stronghold. Calgacus and Bram knew the region so well they could practically traverse it blindfolded.

“Not lost, old friend, just a bit encumbered by this magnificent stag, which met its end in a deep ravine.”

“Indeed,” Bram said, apprising the reindeer carcass. “A splendid kill if I may say so. The antlers alone will make a fine trophy.” He then ordered his accompanying warriors to take up the quarters.

Bram, a renowned fighter and hunter in his own right, was ten years older than Calgacus. He rose to prominence during a series of intertribal wars which seemed to spring up frequently throughout the highlands. More than a warrior of immense bravery, he possessed a sharp wit and both strategic and diplomatic savvy. Some thought he would attempt to claim the chieftainship after the death of Calgacus’ father. He instead declared his unyielding fealty to the young man, stating, ‘I am better suited to serve our people from behind the throne than on it.’ 

The home of Calgacus lay at the top of a stony hill overlooking a vast open plain of farm and grazing land. Most of the people living in the old Caledonian Kingdom were simple farmers, residing in circular huts with large, conical, thatched roofs. Cattle and sheep grazed in the large open fields of grass. Wheat, barley, and other crops were sowed in long rows of arable soil. The stalks grew tall, and the people looked forward to a bountiful harvest.

A town as old as the stronghold itself lay at the base of the hill, with a large market square surrounded by shops and craftsmen. A smithing forge lay at the edge of the square, plumes of smoke emitting from its brick chimney. The rhythmic sounds of hammering from the smith and his apprentices echoed from dawn until dusk. A wide path led up to the wooden palisades that surrounded Calgacus’ longhouse. People cheered and called out to their chieftain, as he and his men ascended the stony steps cut into the slope. Aislinn and their children awaited him; the youngest girl, just a year old, being held in her mother’s arms.

“Bram found you, I see,” she said with a smile. “And you’ve brought supper.”

Her husband leaned in and kissed her.  “Enough to feed the entire hold for several days.” Calgacus nodded towards his men carrying the quarters of the beast. The chieftain then strode into the walled complex. 

In addition to his longhouse were huts for their servants, a barracks large enough for his personal guard, and even a small bathhouse. The Romans to the far south may have referred to them as ‘unwashed barbarians’, but cleanliness was vitally important to the health and wellbeing of the Caledonians. And it was here Calgacus went first, to wash away the blood and filth from the day’s hunt. As he lowered himself into a large bathing cask, he was joined by Cormac, who stripped out of his tunic and climbed into an adjacent tub.

“A fine day’s work, father,” the young man said, leaning against the wooden slates, his arms draped over the sides. “I hope to harvest an impressive stag before my departure feast, that I might make a gift of the antlers to my future father-in-law.”

“Torrian will appreciate the gesture,” Calgacus said, referring to the King of Venicones to the east whose daughter, Catrina, was betrothed to Cormac. “He was always a master of the hunt, though age and infirmity have deprived him of this principle joy in life.”

“I fear he may not be long for this world,” Cormac speculated. “When one loses that which brings them happiness, life itself loses its lustre.”

“Which is why it is even more important for you to win favour with his son,” Calgacus stressed.

Though their lands were considerable, the Venicones population was significantly smaller with fewer warriors. Torrian’s son, Torsten, would eventually succeed his father as king; however, he rightly suspected Calgacus’ ambition and growing influence could ultimately make him the most powerful man in all the highlands.

“Torsten seems to be an honourable man,” his son remarked. He chuckled. “It feels strange sometimes that my future brother-in-law is older than my father!”

“Only by a year,” Calgacus said with a grin. “And I was not yet a grown man when you came into this world. You know your mother was very dear to me.”

“I confess, I sometimes feel a sense of guilt for her untimely passing.”

His father shook his head. “A child does not choose the time or manner of their conception. It was my lust which brought about her unfortunate end. Had she been a few years older, she would have possessed a better constitution to survive childbirth.”

Though Calgacus spoke well of Cormac’s mother, there was never any mention of Igraine, the mother of his second son, Iagan. Though very much alive and living just outside the township, Calgacus had not spoken with her in many years nor allowed his son to visit her. This left Iagan in a very awkward position, to say nothing of the troubled relationship with his stepmother. Cormac’s rapport with Aislinn was cordial enough. And while she had never mistreated him or his brother, there was no mistaking their place at the very bottom of the family hierarchy, beneath their much younger half siblings. Neither was ever allowed to sit at the head table during feasts, nor could they expect a shred of inheritance from their father. However, despite their humble status, they were still sons of Calgacus and, therefore, useful in forging alliances through marriage. 

King Torrian and Prince Torsten of Venicones were eager to bind their people in friendship to the Caledonii, thereby strengthening their prestige throughout the highlands. Though Calgacus was by no means king of all Caledonia, he was its most powerful warlord and the likeliest to claim the long-vacant throne. His only potential rival was an elderly man named Finlay. Finlay had no sons and only a single daughter, who Calgacus intended to marry Iagan.

Several generations had passed since the Caledonians were ruled by a single king. When the previous monarch died childless, violent struggles erupted between factions loyal to his various surviving kinsmen. After several years, the land was left weakened with many families mourning the slain, and no chieftain able to establish dominance through conquest or diplomacy. Calgacus’ father had been a distant nephew of the previous king, yet he and his father before him had remained outside the fray, consolidating their lands and refusing to side with any faction. Decades later, the land was still fractured. None of the surrounding tribal kingdoms fared any better when it came to absorbing Caledonian lands into their own. Meanwhile, refugees from the various warring clans were welcomed by Calgacus’ father to settle within their lands, demanding only a modest tribute in addition to their unwavering allegiance. Thus, by the time of his father’s passing, Calgacus’ faction was by far the largest and strongest in Caledonia.

During the initial years of his rise to power, Calgacus utilised both shrewd negotiations and implied threats of force to strengthen his ties within the old kingdom. It was soon after Cormac’s betrothal that Calgacus approached Finlay with the proposition of wedding his daughter to Iagan. The selection of Finlay as a potential ally was well calculated. With no sons, his lands would pass to the husband of his only daughter. Iagan, in turn, pledged to remain the vassal of his father and his eventual successors. Though they would not be wed for at least another year, Iagan’s bride-to-be was so smitten by the young man that he’d harnessed her considerable influence over her aged father. It took little convincing before Finlay agreed to the match. Once this became known, any public hostilities towards Calgacus’ clan vanished as the remaining factions sought to align themselves to him, regardless of personal jealousy or reluctance.

As they lingered in the steaming waters of the bath, the chieftain and his son were joined by Bram and an old druid named Paden.

“You come bringing portends,” Calgacus said, addressing the druid. “What do the gods say about a united Caledonia?”

“They speak most favourably,” Paden replied. “Our crops flourish, and the people prosper. I have long meditated at shrines to both Dagda and Dana, and they have blessed the pending unions of your sons. Portends from Aengus, the god of love, promise strong sons and daughters to Iagan, though he is strangely cryptic regarding your eldest son. And while Morrigan has remained as elusive as ever, a single word came from my visions... power.”

“Power, but for who?” Calgacus asked. “The goddess of fate has never been one for directness in her visions. And yet, I can see no other rivals who might contest my claim to the Caledonian throne.” 

“We may need to hasten our efforts,” Bram said. “A new threat is growing in the south. You recall that King Venutius of the Brigantes was forced into exile, his lands now occupied by soldiers from the Roman Empire.”

“There are four kingdoms between our lands and Brigantes,” Cormac spoke up. “Why should their affairs trouble us?”

“Venutius was foolish enough to continue harassing the Romans, after he claimed the throne from his estranged wife,” Calgacus explained. “The people between their lands and ours already live in fear of a conflict with the Romans, who only need the slightest provocation to conquer and enslave. I have eyes all over Britannia, as you well know. The Empire is immensely powerful. Their soldiers are professional warriors, better armed than even the wealthiest kings of this isle. It was madness for Venutius to fight them alone.”

“There has been no unified alliance in Britannia to fight the Romans in forty years,” Bram added. “Not since the defeat of King Togodumnus of the Catuvellauni. His brother, Caratacus, attempted to unite the tribes of the westernmost mountains, yet they were eventually put down. And Queen Boudicca of the Iceni fought the Romans most savagely, defeating their forces on several occasions. She may have succeeded in expelling them from Britannia, had the Iceni not chosen to face the Romans without the support of allies.”

Bram then looked to Paden, who said, “While the omens are favourable to an eventual unification of Caledonia, they are more obscure when it comes to unifying all the kingdoms of the northern highlands. I have received, in the sacrificial fires, a dire warning of a monstrous threat emerging. Dagda, father of the gods, watches with indifference. Lugh, Camulos, and all other deities of war refuse to bless us with their power, lest the Romans prove stronger and worthier. I believe that Morrigan will grant us her blessings; but only if all the highlands are united, not just the Caledonii.”

“The will of the phantom queen is difficult to know,” Calgacus said, brooding. “Can you be certain of her intentions?”

“With Morrigan, nothing is ever certain,” Paden confessed. “But she is the best hope we have from the gods. Otherwise, we risk facing the Romans alone should we grant asylum to Venutius, who has wandered the northlands these past five years.”

“Not alone,” Bram said. “Whether or not we can rely upon the divine, we must still forge our alliances with men.”

“And such coalitions will begin with the autumn harvest,” Calgacus decided. “I will send an invite...a summons if you will, to all chieftains within Caledonia and even to the neighbouring kingdoms. Paden, you are respected amongst the people and your fellow druids. With your assistance, I will make my claim as King of the Caledonii. Further, I will publicly make an offer of refuge to King Venutius of the Brigantes.”

“The Romans have seized most of his lands, though there are still many who oppose the Empire,” Bram noted.

Calgacus felt a growing sense of opportunity. “If this does not rouse the highland kingdoms to stand together, then we will make them understand the emerging threat to all our peoples.”
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The day was cold and windy as the small band of six mounted noblemen rode slowly through the drizzling mist. A score of servants walked beside them, leading pack mules and a pair of carts. Their skin was red from the cold, biting rain; all were in a state of abject misery. The man riding at their head wore a thick cloak; its once bright crimson colour had since faded and was permanently stained with filth. The bronze diadem that graced his crown was hidden beneath the hood.

His name was Venutius, exiled King of Brigantes and a sworn enemy of Rome. For decades he had plotted to overthrow his wife, Queen Cartimandua, though his first attempts were thwarted by the Romans, and he was compelled to flee. He finally succeeded when Cartimandua’s Roman allies became embroiled in a bitter civil war. The people flocked to Venutius’ banner, and the queen fled into imperial territory. His subsequent five-year reign came to an end when he went to war against the Empire that kept creeping northwards towards his kingdom. Though Brigantes was the largest kingdom in all Britannia, his warriors were simply too few when the Romans invaded. Overwhelming numbers of heavily armoured imperial soldiers overran the great defensive works he’d erected along the Tor Dyke, causing his army to scatter, with the tribal chiefs offering supplication to the victors.
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Venutius spent the next five years wandering the northern highlands and coastal lowlands, seeking allies. Most of the tribal chieftains acted with either indifference or hostility. Venutius had avoided the leaders of the kingdoms along the northern border of Brigantes, fearing they may turn him over to the Romans, much like Cartimandua when she betrayed the brave Caratacus. Of all the highland nobles, only Calgacus offered any shred of sympathy towards the exiled king. Yet even he was reluctant to make any openly friendly overtures until now.

A messenger had found the exiled king and his greatly diminished court encamped along the eastern coast, near the mouth of the River Tay. The offer to join Calgacus for the harvest festival offered Venutius his first glimmer of hope since fleeing his kingdom. The journey across the coastal plain and over the mountains took more than a week. As they approached the Caledonii capital, a contingent of fifty warriors from Calgacus’ personal guard awaited them. 

Bram stood at their head, adorned in his finest armour with the red and black tartan of their tribe draped over his left shoulder. “Greetings, Venutius of the Brigantes,” he said with a bow. “The most noble Calgacus of the Caledonii bids you welcome into his great hall.”

“Your master does me honour,” Venutius replied. He dismounted and handed the reins of his horse to his manservant.

The accompanying nobles did the same before following Bram between the files of Caledonian warriors. Household servants brought blankets and warm food for Venutius’ attendants, several of whom were on the verge of collapse.

Venutius and Bram stood on either side of the massive doors a warrior forced open with an audible creak. The smell of roasting reindeer wafted from within, causing the men to salivate in anticipation. It had been several weeks since Venutius had last tasted fresh meat.

“King Venutius of the Brigantes!” Bram’s voice boomed.

Torches lined the walls of the great hall; the support pillars were adorned in all manner of intricate carvings. Antlers and horns from many a wild beast taken in the hunt lined the uppermost beams. The most noticeable trophies were taken from men; scores of shields, spears, axes, and even the occasional sword claimed from enemy warriors killed in battle. Many were marked with rust and covered with decades of dust.

At the very centre of the great hall was a massive hearth where fire blazed, as quarters of roasting meat were turned slowly by shirtless men covered in sweat from the intense heat. Tables lined both sides of the hall with a raised dais at the far end, upon which sat the chieftain’s head table. Aislinn and their children sat to Calgacus’ left. Cormac and Iagan were not permitted to sit at the head table, but had their own, designated for select nobles, just off the dais along the righthand wall.

Venutius strode across the long open space past the scorching flames of the hearth. He stood before Calgacus, who rose from his ornately carved wooden chair.

“Welcome, Venutius of the Brigantes.” Calgacus gestured to the seat on his immediate right. Though normally reserved for Bram, the senior warrior deferred to the Brigantes’ king this day.

“I am honoured, Calgacus of the Caledonii,” Venutius replied with a nod.

Little was said over supper, as servants carved slices of reindeer and wild boar recently killed by Calgacus’ eldest legitimate son, Culloden. The lad was thirteen, but tall and strong for his age. And while he graciously accepted the quantities of ale and mead offered him, Venutius made certain he kept his wits about him. The feast lasted for several hours with many courses brought before him. There was much laughter, singing of ancient ballads, and tales told by the court’s bard. Long after the hour grew late, Aislinn took her leave with most of the children. Only Cormac and Iagan remained. The two joined their father and Venutius where servants placed chairs near the slowly dying hearth fire.

“I thank you for your kindness and hospitality,” Venutius said. “Am I to assume this means you are open to my previous offers of forging an alliance between Brigantes and Caledonia?”

“I would if the Kingdom of Brigantes was not enslaved by the Romans,” Calgacus replied. 

Venutius’ face twitched. “The Romans are like locusts, devouring all in their carnivorous lust. They’ve already corrupted the Novantae in the west. I fear the Selgovae and Votandini will soon follow. I am not so certain about the Damnonii.”

The tribes he spoke of lay between Brigantes and Caledonia. The Novantae were already on friendly terms with the Romans. The others were too weak to oppose the Empire, even if they found the courage to do so.

“I have spoken with the king of Damnonii,” Calgacus said. “His spies confirm that Lord Conn of the Novantae has met with the Romans. It would seem they aided one of Conn’s kinsmen in an expedition across the sea to Hibernia, though Conn has yet to accept a formal alliance with Rome. He has also promised to remain neutral in the event of hostilities between the imperials and the northern kingdoms.”

“The Novantae are but one tribe among many,” Venutius scoffed. “Conn’s army is strong. But once we defeat the Romans, he will be quick to offer his allegiance.”

Calgacus leaned back in his large chair and steepled his fingers at his chin in contemplation. “It is the matter of ‘allegiance’ I wish to speak about with you.” 

Venutius fidgeted uncomfortably. Summoning his courage, he said, “You are my ally and my friend, Calgacus. And while I am grateful you have offered me shelter; you are not my master.”

Calgacus grinned and waved his hand dismissively. “You mistake me. I do not wish to absorb Brigantes into my own kingdom. No, my friend, once we unite the highland and lowland clans into a confederation, we will defeat the Romans and restore your crown. In return, you will provide us with a modest tribute; far less than what the Romans are taxing your people, I assure you. And you shall act as a boundary state between Caledonia and the Empire of the Caesars.”

“I would rather we purge all Britannia of their menace,” Venutius grumbled, as he pondered his host’s words.

“Why?” Calgacus asked, holding his hands up in resignation. “What do I care about the affairs of the Silures, Atrebates, or Iceni? If they wish to supplicate themselves at the feet of Caesar, let them. Once we show the imperials that the highlanders will stand together and make them bleed for every rock and blade of grass they wish to take from us, they will come







d2d_images/chapter_title_above.png





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_left.png





d2d_images/cover.jpg
f Seoldier ot iRome

Enpine QisthesNan






d2d_images/image001.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_corner_decoration_right.png





d2d_images/image002.jpg





d2d_images/chapter_title_below.png





d2d_images/image003.jpg





d2d_images/image009.jpg





d2d_images/scene_break.png





