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Gallia est omnis divisa in partes tres, quarum unam incolunt Belgae, aliam Aquitani, tertiam qui ipsorum lingua Celtae, nostra Galli appellantur. (All Gaul is divided into three parts, one of which the Belgae inhabit, the Aquitani another, the third: those who in their own language are called Celts and in ours, Gauls.)
VENI…
Hi omnes lingua, institutis, legibus inter se differunt. Gallos ab Aquitanis Garumna flumen, a Belgis Matrona et Sequana dividit. (All these differ from each other in language, customs and laws. The river Garonne separates the Gauls from the Aquitani; the Marne and the Seine separate them from the Belgae.)
VIDI…
Aquitania a Garumna flumine ad Pyrenaeos montes et eam partem Oceani quae est ad Hispaniam pertinet; spectat inter occasum solis et septentriones. (Aquitania extends from the river Garonne to the Pyrenean mountains and to that part of the ocean which is near Spain: it looks between the setting of the sun, and the north star.)
…
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Prologue
THE stone block was recent work, like all of them. So new that the chiselled lines were still clean and crisp with no discoloration or mossy growth. Half the height of a man and almost as wide, it was formed of a heavy, white stone that was not indigenous to the region. The block stood in a proud, haughty manner on a low bluff as though to suggest that it commanded all that it observed, from the high, snow-clogged peaks behind to the deep, shadowed valleys before.
It was Roman work. Obviously, but not purely because of the text. It was clearly Roman, because only a Roman would conceive of such a thing. Only Romans felt the need to quantify everything in their lives, to label and claim everything. To record everything. It was said that the Romans even wrote down everything that happened in their council meetings in case any curious individual felt the need to check the precise wording of an argument held years earlier.
Everyone knew the Romans were mad. But they also knew they were dangerous. Some said even unstoppable. The Belgae, who had spent a hundred generations terrifying even the tribes across the Rhenus, had succumbed to Rome like a dog rolling on its back. The Gauls, proud in their walled trading cities, held out to the last, falling late and hard to the invader. The Aquitanii? They were far from stupid. Unlike the belligerent Belgae or the proud Gauls, the Aquitanii watched the tide of steel and red sweeping across the world and simply nodded their head at Rome. Oh there had been pockets of resistance, when that animal Crassus had brought his legions to ‘suppress’ the region. And some of the tribes had answered the call of the Arverni king and hurried off to die in the drab flat lands of Gaul. But then, when the Belgae were a distant memory of a warlike people and the Gauls were more commonly found mouldering under the earth than standing upon it, the Aquitanii were still intact. Still strong.
They knew they could never hold out against Caesar and his armies, so they nodded at Rome and remained intact and strong. And that was why they were still here and still lords of the mountains and the valleys. And then, in autumn, the beak-nosed general himself had toured the region, announcing his settlement and his peace and his belief in a unified province.
Caesar. Caesar had come. And everything had changed.
The altar on the bluff, formed of pale Roman stone, was suddenly cast into shadow, the two words delicately and neatly incised into the side thrown into darkness.
PAX GALLICA
The young man hit the altar hard, ribs cracking against the smooth stone. He was whimpering now. He’d stopped screaming half an hour ago, but the whimpering had gone on ever since. He was the son of a chief – a nobleman in his own right. He wore two armlets of silver and a torc that he had never earned in battle for his skin was smooth like that of an untouched girl. His hair was long and braided and hung down behind his ears in a manner that was almost as Gaulish as his moustaches, drooping in the Arvernian style. These lowland Aquitanii were hardly worthy of bearing that name, they were so like their Gaul neighbours. Not like the mountain tribes, who tended toward shaggy hair and thick beards, which granted an extra degree of warmth in the snows that clogged the passes for much of the year.
Not everyone wore such a beard, even in the mountains, of course, but those who didn’t always had a good reason.
Two shaggy, muscular warriors stepped forward and grasped the panicked boy who was rolling around on the stone, trying to rise. With brutal roughness, one grasped his wrists and slammed them back against the smooth surface, while the other held his knees down, pushing him flat. The whimpering and sobbing began to rise once more in pitch and volume, terror and desperation driving the sound into a shriek.
A third warrior stepped to the altar and lifted his hands, spitting on them and rubbing them together. He then reached down and picked up the axe, which gleamed with a perfect smooth arc, barring the single small notch that a stray torc had caused. The boy’s shrieking became deafening, and even the two muscular warriors were having difficulty holding him down now.
The axe rose.
The warrior wielding it turned to look at his master, waiting for the nod.
The nod came.
The axe fell.
The heavy blade slammed into the boy’s midriff from the side, severing the spine a few vertebrae up from the pelvis. There was no need for a second blow to divide him. With the backbone gone, the pressure the other two men were exerting to hold him in place simply resulted in the tearing of flesh and the boy ripped unpleasantly in two, his torso coming away, leaving snaking trails of gut, while the other warrior staggered back, gripping a thrashing pair of legs that ended in a messy pelvis. The boy was still shrieking, alive even now he was but half a man.
The blood sluiced from the two severed halves and ran down the side of the altar, filling in the carved lettering first, so that the words Pax Gallica were picked out in dark crimson against the pale stone before the flood of red obscured the whole thing.
The man on the bluff, surrounded by howling warriors, lifted his eyes from the gruesome remains to the snaking valleys before him. He might have been smiling, and certainly his clean shaven face was open to view without the ubiquitous beard, but an old set of wounds that rose in a curved line from each end of his mouth, extending the bow up almost to his ears, made it hard to tell when he was smiling. It didn’t happen often. And when it did, something nasty inevitably followed.
Pax Gallica.
Caesar had toured the region and returned to his own graveyard in the north, leaving behind his altars of peace. Soon he would return. Soon he would know how fragile his peace really was.
Chapter One
THE ship bounced gently against the jetty and the group gathered on the walkway near the steering oars lurched for a moment, trying to keep their feet. Once the vessel was entirely stationary, Balbus crossed to the rail and put a fatherly arm – the good, unwounded one – around Fronto, who was busy making sounds like an expiring hog as he continued to expel the air from his gut long after any real contents had gone. The weather on the sea to the west of Italia was often brutal in late autumn and winter. It was in these cliffs that Aeolus kept his four winds, and so the turbulence of the waters was quite understandable.
‘How can you continue to retch for so long, Marcus? Are you trying to set some sort of record?’
Fronto turned slowly, heaving himself up from the rail and lifting his grey, waxy face to his father-in-law. ‘You have no idea, Quintus. I swear at one point I was inside out. Exile or no exile, that is the last time I take a ship at this time of year.’ With some difficulty, he straightened and staggered across to the rest of them. At least the wound in his side was healing well, and now no longer inconvenienced him.
It had been a matter of great concern to them all. They had tarried in Puteoli far longer than was safe. Every day they’d expected the senate’s hounds at the door, arresting or ejecting Fronto and his family and impounding the villa. But they had clearly been tied up for some time impounding all holdings of the Falerii in Rome, and it would take time for their grasping hands to reach Puteoli. The family and friends had stayed until winter began to close in, for the medicus they consulted seriously advised against sea travel – or any travel for that matter – with so many nasty wounds among them still in the process of healing. And finally, when Fronto felt his side was comfortable once more, Balbus’ head was no longer in danger, Aurelius’ arm had been released from its sling and Biorix was unbandaged entirely, they had deemed it time to leave before the forces of the senate caught up with the exile.
Fronto had taken the unusual step of granting manumission to the villa’s slaves before they left. There would be a full complement of household slaves where they were going, and if these ones were still bound to the Puteoli villa, the senate would simply take them. So they were given their freedom and adequate funds to begin a small life. Throughout the trip, Fronto and his companions relied upon each other, the crew of the ship, and the slaves and servants wherever they put in for the night. It was little hardship, really. 
And now here they were, putting to shore at last.
Balbus helped Fronto to the group, his own right arm still unfeeling and unmoving after the fight in the carcer. The others were gathered now, waiting for the ramp to be run out. The sailors shouted to one another in a westernised form of Greek. The group had taken a Grecian ship back to Massilia, for no Roman vessel could be trusted by an exile. Lucilia, her face proud despite the situation, held tight to the boys. Behind her Fronto’s mother and sister, two Falerias each as powerful and shrewd as the other, stood with inscrutable expressions as they held tight to the hand of young Balbina. Galronus hovered close to the younger Faleria, as was usually the case these days. He looked every bit the Roman now, barring the lack of a toga. His mode of dress and his grooming were perfectly Roman, and only a faint trace of a Gallic accent would give him away in a crowd. But while he had adopted all things Roman, he was still a prince of the Remi, and not a citizen of Rome. The toga was not his by right. Fronto could see how the difference between him and the family he was almost a part of pained him. The women brushed it off, of course, as did Fronto, but Galronus was acutely conscious that he was still not truly one of them.
And then there were Aurelius, and Biorix, and Masgava and Arcadios. And Andala, too – the Belgic slave girl who seemed more at home with a sword in her hand than a comb, yet who Lucilia seemed to dote on. There was a sad hole left by the departure of Cavarinos the Arvernian, which had rather taken Fronto by surprise, but the man’s path was his own, and he had made it perfectly clear that it lay in neither Rome nor Gaul.
Thirteen passengers then, altogether, who had left Puteoli and had finally arrived, worn and cold, at the safest of havens, a city beyond the reach of the senate, beyond the border of the Republic even.
Massilia.
They moved to the ramp and began to disembark. Further along the ship another ramp was run out and their horses and goods were brought forth and deposited on the jetty. As they alighted on the slimy, troublesome timbers, Balbus turned with a heaved breath.
‘You arrange for everything to be taken up to the villas, Marcus, and follow on with the family. I’m going to visit a few people and find out what’s been happening in this part of the world, then I’ll meet up with you at your place. Best to keep abreast of events.’
Fronto nodded and clasped the old man’s hand. Balbus had lived here for some time longer than Fronto, and his connections in the town were deeper and more varied. With a light farewell, the old man sauntered off toward the agora, and Fronto waited a while as their goods were brought ashore, trying not to look at the water or think about the food and drink that the others were discussing. In an effort to take his mind off his churning innards, he strolled over to the station of the carters and teamsters. With no slaves to escort them up to the villa, he hired a small group of men from the port to shift all the baggage up the hill to their destination, as well as a rickety carriage for the ladies.
Half an hour later, they were climbing the slope behind Massilia, making for the villa, and Fronto’s stomach was finally beginning to settle with the comfort of solid ground underfoot. Briefly he considered making conversation, now that he wasn’t suffering with the endless pre-vomit drooling any more, but the women were filling every foot of space with their own talk, leaving little room for others, so he remained silent and concentrated on the villa. It was odd coming back this time since, for the first time, this was to be the centre of their universe. It had been home for a while before, but the family had always had the townhouse in Rome, the villa in Puteoli and one or two other small estates. Now, this was to be their world.
The women were discussing what would need to be done and purchased as they crested the hill and made for the villa, but Fronto continued to march on in silence, listening to the creaking and groaning of the carts behind them. The house seemed to have been well-maintained in their absence, for the lawns were trimmed, the flower beds weeded and the stonework kept free of moss. The sun was beginning to sink slowly toward the waterline to the west, the walls of the villa positively glowing in the last rays. Even as the party approached, lights started to spring up in the windows.
Home…
* * *
The family and friends were lounging around the triclinium that night, barring the elder Faleria who had retired early and Aurelius, who was enjoying an extended soak in the bath suite, when Balbus finally put in an appearance. The doorman showed him into the room and then bowed and returned to his task, and Fronto’s father-in-law stretched, reached for a glass, mixed himself a wine, and then sank onto one of the couches.
‘It seems that the exile and disgrace of the Falerii is completely unknown in Massilia, as we anticipated.’
Fronto nodded. ‘Massilia is safe from the senate. We can live here unmolested, and I can even continue to operate my business, so we won’t run short of ready funds even if the senate take every sestertius in Rome.’
‘Will it support the extended family?’ Lucilia murmured. ‘We need to look after your sister and mother, as well as your companions. That’s many mouths, Marcus. You had little luck with wine last year.’
Fronto shrugged. ‘Things had improved at the end, once I had Catháin. And he’s still in Italia dealing with the Campanian wine makers. We will be fine, at least for a while. And I don’t anticipate this being permanent anyway, or even particularly long-term. Caesar and Pompey have to come to some arrangement soon, lest they tear Rome apart. Caesar will throw some small olive branch Pompey’s way and the knob-nosed fat fart will have to accept it, or he’ll be put under pressure by the pro-Caesarians in the senate. Then all these issues that have arisen will be put right. Caesar owes me a few favours by now, so once he is back on good terms with Rome, he can see me right.’
‘I think you’re being naively over optimistic, Marcus,’ the old man said, taking another sup from his glass.
‘How so?’
‘Caesar is procrastinating in Gaul, ostensibly Romanising the place, settling veterans, visiting tribes and drawing up treaties and the like, but there’s no doubt in anyone I talked to that he’s just really keeping himself busy. What he really has his eye on is the consulship. And there seems to be some dispute at the moment about when Caesar’s command is up.’
‘He has two years to run, yet,’ Fronto said flatly. ‘He took up a five year proconsulship when we first went into Gaul. Then back that year we crossed to Britannia it was extended by another five years. That’s ten years and he’s only been in Gaul for eight.’
Balbus nodded. ‘Caesar sees it that way, too, apparently. But Pompey and his men in the senate have stated that the extension ran from the date it was given, three years into his command, and was not an extension of the original term. That makes it eight years and means his command will expire on the Kalends of Martius next year. A matter of months away.’
‘That’s insane.’
‘It’s a mess, certainly. Apparently there’s a motion from the tribunes in Rome to let Caesar stand for office in absentia. Pompey and his men are doing their best to overturn that idea. Caesar might be in trouble shortly. If the date of his command’s end is confirmed at next spring and the motion of standing in absentia is discarded, then Caesar will have to return to Rome a private citizen and face the very real probability of lengthy and dangerous court cases against him.’
‘But if he can stand for consulship…’
‘It’s not going to happen, Marcus. Caesar’s supporters in Rome are fewer and less powerful than Pompey’s. If the rumours I hear are true, then Pompey already has the winners of the next elections picked out. He has the money and influence in Rome now to make that happen. And you know they’ll be drawn from the anti-Caesarian camp.’
Fronto ground his teeth and picked irritably at the hem of his tunic. ‘Then it’s down to us. But I will continue to cleave to Caesar. Rome has turned its back on me, as it seems to be doing to the general. But I know Caesar as well as you do. Better, even. And he will endure. He’ll come out of this on top, mark my words. Better to nail my vexillum to his standard than go it alone.’
‘Would that we lived in better days, Marcus,’ the old man sighed, ‘when the senate was a co-operative and the consuls wielded the power. Before the rise of the oligarchs.’
Fronto simply nodded, though he could hardly lay claim to such nostalgic leanings. From his hazy memories of the old days, they were every bit as troublesome. Marius, Sulla and Sertorius. Rome had always been a snake-pit, in truth.
* * *
Winter came to Massilia suddenly, with icy blasts and heavy rain, and news from both Rome and the north was no better. Rome was gradually polarising against Caesar, while the general maintained that his command had years yet to run. In this tense world, in which Massilia sat nervously as a foreign city trapped between the two, the Falerii prepared to celebrate Saturnalia. Slaves and freedmen scurried around the villa putting up garlands and drapes and bringing the new amphorae from storage to settle in the house. The mood among the slaves was jovial, of course, for during the week-long festival, the gulf between slave and master closed, and even the most downtrodden wore their masters’ clothes.
But the villa’s owners and their friends were less cheerful, for the ever-present threat of trouble between Rome and its northern proconsul hung over Massilia like a thunder cloud.
Fronto was standing under the veranda, watching the rain battering the gardens, contemplating his choice of gifts for the others, when Galronus strode up beside him and leaned against the veranda.
‘I am contemplating riding north in the new year, Marcus.’
Fronto spun a frown on his friend. ‘What?’
‘When Saturnalia is over. Back to the Remi. My people are now one of the most powerful in Gaul, favoured by Caesar and wealthy on spoils and trade. I have not seen my family for some years.’
Fronto’s eyes narrowed suspiciously. ‘You mean you’re not coming back, don’t you?’
Galronus looked uncomfortable, and Fronto stepped closer, his voice lowered. ‘Faleria would be heartbroken. Don’t be so stupid. Do you not love her? I’d convinced myself you did.’
The prince’s eyes danced this way and that nervously. ‘It’s not that, Marcus. You know I love her. And she loves me.’
‘I fail to see the problem, then.’
‘The problem is that there are walls between us, Marcus, and I’m tired of scaling walls. I don’t think we can do it.’
‘What?’
‘Marcus, I am not Roman.’
‘Bollocks.’
‘I’m not.’
‘Alright, you’re not a citizen. But you’re more Roman than several patricians I’ve come across.’
‘I’m not good enough for her. Faleria deserves to be with someone who can help rebuild her reputation after this disaster, not a foreigner who will further drag your name into the mud with the senate.’
‘Piss on the senate,’ Fronto snorted, but Galronus was shaking his head.
‘It’s not just that, Marcus, though I know that for the rest of her life all Romans would sneer at Faleria, because I know my father would sneer at me for marrying a Roman matron. We are worlds apart, Marcus. But there is another, higher, wall. Faleria’s past haunts her. She has never, I think, let go of the ghost of her former suitor.’
‘Listen to yourself, Galronus! Former suitor, indeed. You even sound like a Roman. And you’re right. She’s never got over Verginius. But I’ve never seen her closer to doing so than she is with you, and she never will without someone’s help. And that someone can’t be me.’
‘Why not,’ Galronus rumbled. ‘What happened?’
‘That’s a long story, and for another time. A less happy time, I suspect. Suffice it to say that Gnaeus Verginius and I were close. Almost brothers. He was promised Faleria, but… events transpired that… Well, Verginius perished while we were away on joint command, and Faleria blamed me. She was probably right to do so. I blamed myself. Still do. And just like Faleria, I will never quite get over Verginius myself.’
He turned and stretched. ‘I won’t let you go, though, Galronus. You ride off and I will send an armed party to fetch you back. You need to face this and persevere. You both want each other, and even my mother, who has never been the easiest woman to please, approves of you both. Everyone wants it. And who gives a diseased dog’s arsehole if it offends the Roman elite. We’re exiles, after all. I am, right now, a citizen of a Greek city, so piss on the lot of them.’
Galronus chuckled and rested his elbows on the low wall, watching the torrential rain.
‘I wasn’t looking forward to riding in this weather anyway. You should be a politician, Marcus. You may not have their flouncy ways, but you could persuade a goat it was a horse if you put your mind to it.’
It was Fronto’s turn to laugh, then, and he leaned on the wall next to his friend, gazing out over the gardens and the slope, across Massilia and the sea to the west.
Somewhere out there, past those many leagues of saltwater lay Hispania, the land of Fronto’s first command along with Caesar. And somewhere in that warm, pleasant land lay a field of bones where Fronto’s past lay unburied and raw. No, they all had to move on. Dwelling in yesterday did no one any good.
* * *
Saturnalia passed with muted humour and the rains abated soon after, giving way to howling winds filled with the ice of deep winter, whistling through cracks and making sea travel impossibly dangerous. Massilia all-but ground to a halt, the populace huddling indoors with burning fires and warm meals.
Fronto was seated in the triclinium, grateful for the underfloor heating and the blankets on the couch, when Balbus returned once more. The old man and his younger daughter had stayed with the family throughout most of the winter, their own villa holding the worst of memories and being too large and empty for just the two of them anyway. Early this Januarius morning, Balbus had wrapped up tight in an old soldier’s cloak and headed into town once more to attend a meeting of the city’s boule council and speak to his contacts and friends afterwards. His face was dark as he stepped into the room, and Fronto peered expectantly at him as he shrugged off the cloak and shivered.
‘What news?’
‘Plenty, Marcus, and none of it good.’
The old man accepted a cup of warm mulsum from Faleria and sank to a couch.
‘I spoke to a merchant who’s just come from Rome. Marcellus and Rufus have laid down their consulships, it seems. But the new consuls, who are very much the ones Pompey paid handsomely to see secured in the role, are Marcellus Minor and Lepidus, and neither of them is a lover of Caesar. Once more the consuls are squarely in Pompey’s camp. With his money and influence behind them, the pair are already engaged on a systematic campaign of destruction against Caesar. They’re targeting any connections Caesar has in Rome, right down to his former officers. He’s been denied the right to run for power in absentia, though that’s moot anyway, since the senate considers his term up in two months and the next available consulship is a year away. It seems almost certain that Caesar will be an outlaw by March unless he lays down his command and returns to Rome.’
‘Which he won’t, because they will ruin him in the courts.’ Fronto laughed. ‘Mind you, if he is made an outlaw, he’ll be an outlaw with ten legions at his fingertips, Balbus. An outlaw with an army that size can change the world.’
Balbus gave him a black look and thrust out a finger. ‘Don’t talk like that, Marcus. These are not the days of Sulla. Men should not be encouraged to march on Rome.’
Fronto shrugged. My lot is cast with Caesar, Quintus, and you know that. I am his man now, whether I like it or not. The senate has seen to that.’
‘There is worse to come, Fronto. That’s just the news from Rome. The boule of Massilia held session this morning too, and their discussions are worrying. They have voted to send ambassadors to Rome. They will make terms with the senate, for though Caesar has his legions within pilum throw of Massilia, the council believes that Rome offers them a solid future of trade and support, and they believe that Caesar will be ousted or dead within the year. They may be correct, of course. But that means they are preparing to turn against Caesar and they will close their gates to him. And that means that all his logistics personnel here will be turfed out and there will henceforth be no supplies or trade run through Massilia to the north. Where that leaves us, as Romans and former Caesarian officers, is not yet clear. I have friends in the boule, but you have never done yourself any favours politically with the city council.’
Fronto nodded, his face bleak as he felt the ground once more opening up beneath his feet. Massilia had been the one safe place he and the family could run from the senate. If Rome got its hooks into the council of the city, though, Fronto would be sold out and expelled or simply handed to the senate as part of any deal. Suddenly a peaceful life in Massilia looked increasingly unlikely.
‘I have nowhere left to go, Balbus.’
‘No.’
‘The family will be safe here though? With you?’
‘Yes.’ Balbus looked uncomfortable, and rightly so. Fronto was the one the senate and their arrogant master in Rome would want to trouble. The rest of the family were unimportant. Balbus held no such stigma. And both villas were still in his name. The family would be safe here with the old man. But Fronto’s continued presence endangered everyone.
‘I will have to go.’ He sighed. Somehow he’d known it would come to this sometime, but he hadn’t expected it to be so soon.
‘And take the soldiers with you. The ladies and I can stay as private citizens. I have the support of important men in the city and have long been known to be critical of Caesar, as you know. We will be safe. But any of you who are looked upon as Caesar’s men will be in danger and will cause trouble for the rest of us.’
Fronto straightened. Galronus and Masgava were in the room, listening with tense expressions. Aurelius, Biorix and Arcadios were somewhere in the grounds, where the Greek was trying to teach the others the rudiments of archery. He had an odd suspicion, given her notable absence, that Andala was with them too.
‘You wanted to ride north, Galronus.’
He ignored the surprised look on his sister’s face as the Remi noble nodded his head slowly and seriously. ‘But now not to see my family, yes? You will need support.’
‘And he’ll have it,’ Masgava grunted, rising. ‘Your singulares may be diminished, Marcus, but we are still by your side.’
Fronto smiled, his eyes flicking to the beautifully-hilted gladius hanging on the wall out of the children’s reach. The sword he had taken from the treacherous tribune a few years ago. Would he have to raise it against a Roman again in the coming months? He hoped not, but the fact remained that whatever Caesar did, Fronto would support him. They were made bedfellows now by the snakes of the senate.
‘Go find the others, Masgava. Tell them to start packing. We ride north in the morning. And if Andala’s with them, tell her to stop it and attend her mistress.’
As Masgava nodded and left the room to inform the rest of the men, Fronto gave an apologetic smile to his wife where she sat beside his sister. As he crossed to her, Galronus came to his side.
‘I’m sorry, Lucilia. I can’t stay. Balbus is right. If the city sides with the senate, I will be worth a lot to them. I have to get out. You will be safe with Balbus, though. And Caesar will have some plan to resolve things, I’m sure. The old man’s rarely wrong-footed. He’ll sort everything out. And as soon as he does we’ll come back to you and all will be peaceful again.’
Late Januarius
THE wagon roared like a wounded lion as the flames ate deep into the timbers, scorching the wood black, the glowing golden embers at its heart spitting and crackling. The smell of burned pork filled the air and even the hardiest of the warriors were moving about their business with their eyes screwed tight and their noses wrinkled from the smoke and the smell. The bodies of the slaves and workers hissed and spat in the midst of the conflagration. Two more such wagons of the dead stood nearby, their own infernos in earlier stages.
The screaming was as intrusive as the smoke and the stench, as the fat man hollered out his terror with every blow of the hammer. The crucifix was in the Roman style. A ‘T’ shape, with the man’s arms over the cross beam and tied and nailed at the back, so that his shoulders would take all the weight. Now they were just nailing his bound feet in place so that he couldn’t thrash around. Blood ran down the arms and feet, clashing rather badly with his purple tunic. He was a wealthy one, this Roman. His voice was cultured – had been, while he’d been pleading with his captors. Now, of course, he was just shrieking like they all did.
As the warriors gradually tipped the cross to the vertical, the weight pulled on the man’s arms and he felt the nails ripping through his wrists, his shoulders slowly dislocating, and the agony of it all. His screaming reached a new pitch, particularly as the cross dropped into the hole that would hold it and the warriors packed the earth and stones in to stabilise it.
It was like some scene from the underworld.
A man nodded with satisfaction at the job done, and then turned and clambered up the scree slope to the raised rock mound. He was a warrior, and a strong one. His arms were adorned with silver rings. His mail shirt was of very fine quality, taken from a Roman officer a few years ago, and he wore a very expensive torc. His sword was long and strong and gripped in a powerful hand. His beard was dark and thick. His hair was wild and knotted like a bird’s nest. A purple birth-mark covered one eye, giving him an odd, eerie look, as though he permanently wore an eyepatch. He bowed to the figure on the rock.
‘Will this work?’
That cold grin turned from its contemplation of the burning wagons to regard the warrior. Even this well-built, battle-hardened man of the high valleys flinched at that face. There was something cold and otherworldly about it. It was not the face of a man, but of a demon sent by the gods to reap a bloody harvest. It was a face from nightmare. And the odd thing was that if you looked at it dispassionately, which took an awful lot of doing, you could almost see past those twin wounds that made that horrible smile, and see a handsome face beneath, Perhaps that was what made the face so utterly chilling. The iron grey hair did little to add compassion to the appearance, either.
‘Caesar is arrogant,’ the taller man said in his cold, hoarse voice, and the sound made the warrior baulk all over again.
‘Of course, sire, but…’
‘The Roman general is too arrogant to survive in the world of men. I have denied him the peace he claims to have won. And I will continue to ruin his Pax Gallica until he comes. He will not be able to countenance the continued failure of his efforts. And even if his own arrogance were not enough to bring him, his continued failure will make him look bad to the rest of Rome. He cannot afford that. No he will most definitely come, even if I have to burn every wagon and outpost for five hundred of their miles. If I have to crucify every fat Roman who strays close to the mountains, he will come.’
‘And then?’ prompted the warrior.
The cold, extended smile turned to look out across the rolling folds of land to the northeast.
‘And then the general will march to his doom on an unknown battlefield as he deserves.’
The man on the cross sagged a little and his screaming reached a new pitch, and the warrior was sure that his master was now smiling deliberately.
Chapter Two
NEMETOCENNA had changed. It had, of course, been some years now since Fronto had been here. What had been a Belgic oppidum – quite a strong one too, with a Roman siege camp outside half a decade ago – had become something much different. The oppidum‘s walls were still there, and the gates, though even from a distance the travellers could see that the endless thatch within had in many places been replaced with legion-manufactured red tile roofs. And instead of a Roman camp sitting defiant some distance away, regarding the walls jealously, the Roman military presence was now contained within a massive walled extension to the town, enjoying a prime location between the oppidum and the river. Moreover, the natives had begun to build outside the walls, taking advantage of the Roman presence, living off their money and supplies in return for goods and services rendered. There were clearly even taverns and brothels springing up close to the walls.
‘Gaul at peace, eh?’ Fronto marvelled as they geed their horses once more and began the descent toward the town. ‘Never thought I’d see it like this.’
‘Almost makes seven years of bloodshed worthwhile,’ said Aurelius, and the others looked at him with a frown, trying to decide whether this was off-colour humour or serious contemplation.
‘I reckon there’s three legions based here at the moment, from the size of the force,’ Fronto mused. ‘Can’t see the flags, but that’s my reckoning.’
‘Let’s get down there before it rains,’ Masgava said, eyeing the leaden grey sky nervously. ‘I don’t fancy getting soaked again.’
They all murmured their agreement and put extra speed to their mounts as they closed on the principle camp of the Roman legions in Gaul – Caesar’s court in the north. The journey north had taken them two weeks, through the worst season for Gallic weather. Few days had passed without at least some sign of rain once they had moved from Vienna and the Roman province into Gaul, and on rare occasions they had experienced sleet and hail. Now, on the ides of Februarius, they were finally at their destination.
As they approached the fortified annexe that played home to some fifteen thousand Romans, Fronto found himself both interested and nervous. It had been some time since he had served actively in the army, yet it felt oddly like a homecoming. His feet longed to drop from the horse and fall into the routine of camp life. This was no mean campaign fortification, though. Timber buildings had been raised for the soldiers and their officers. A bathhouse was visible toward the river, where a new extended channel had been run from the natural bend toward the Roman annexe. This was a semi-permanent installation. He would be willing to wager there were retired soldiers living in the oppidum now, married to buxom Belgic girls. Yet despite the inevitable excitement rushing through his blood, there was also a nervous tension. He was here to see the proconsul of Gaul, Gaius Julius Caesar, a man with whom he shared a close history of service stretching back to Fronto’s first time in Hispania, yet someone with whom he had on occasion walked a rocky path. There was no guarantee of an easy reception, and he came as something of a supplicant, asking Caesar for a favour. Oh the general owed him for much in his time, but it was in the nature of arrogant men to forget favours owed but cling to debts unpaid.
What reception awaited them?
With his five companions close by, the former commander of the Tenth peered intently at the flags as they approached. There was the vexillum of the Ninth. And he could see the Eleventh represented. There were at least two others, but they were unreadable yet. As the half dozen weary travellers rode along the track to Nemetocenna, their three pack animals trailing along behind, innkeepers and whores called out from the new buildings to either side, offering their services. Fronto would love nothing more than to take up the offers of the former, and Aurelius’ face said he was pretty keen for the latter, but nothing could be done until they had presented themselves at the headquarters.
The huge, heavy timber gate stood open, clear sign that peace had come to Gaul at last. Two rather bored looking legionaries stood at attention by the gate, and a couple more leaned atop the walkway parapet. As the party approached, one of the legionaries called inside and an optio emerged, tapping his long staff on the ground as he walked out to meet this odd group. Each of them were wearing tunics of a military cut and colour, Fronto’s being white with a stripe denoting his rank, and it would be quite clear even ignoring those garments and their military cloaks that they were military, if only from the blades worn at their hips.
‘Good afternoon,’ Fronto said to the optio as he reined in close by and inclined his head. The officer took in his tunic, age and bearing and swiftly surmised he was speaking to a retired officer. When he replied, his tone was direct but inflected with respect.
‘Good day, sir. Might I enquire as to your business at Nemetocenna.’
‘I’m here to see the governor,’ Fronto smiled. ‘I am Marcus Falerius Fronto, former Legatus of the Tenth Legion. The governor knows me well.’
‘As do all, by reputation, sir,’ smiled the optio. ‘Welcome to Hades, sir. Just the lads’ name for the place, because the weather can only have been planned by the underworld and the whores and innkeepers charge far too much.’
Fronto barked out a laugh. ‘I’ve not been here since we first made camp. That was somewhere over there,’ he added, waving across to a field of deep grass nearby. ‘Could you show me to the headquarters?’
The optio nodded and gestured for them to enter. As the six rode through the gate behind him, two more legionaries appeared as if from nowhere and waited patiently.
‘I will have your animals taken to the stables and fed and watered, sirs. If you would care to follow me on foot.’
Fronto nodded, sliding down from the back of Bucephalus, the shining black horse he had acquired after Longinus’ death in their first year in Gaul, a lifetime ago. He was getting old now, though still strong and swift. Soon it would be time to put the old boy out to pasture – when this had all blown over, of course, and Fronto could call some grazing land his own once more. The others similarly dismounted, and together they strode off after the optio, leaving their mounts in the hands of the legionaries.
‘Are you planning to stay, sir?’ the optio asked.
‘Sorry? Oh, I don’t really know until I’ve been to the headquarters.’
‘Then I’ll have your kit taken to a spare barrack for now, sir.’
‘Thank you.’
Fronto smiled as they passed through the camp toward the nerve centre of the place. The whole camp displayed all the hallmarks of an army on peaceful garrison duty. No racks of weapons ready for quick mobilisation, but strings of washing hanging between blocks, soldiers sitting on the verandas of their barracks playing dice, a stray mutt eating the remnants of some legionary’s lunch. It was so familiar he almost wanted to join them. He was delighted as they closed on the centre to see flags of the Fifteenth Legion, but also of the Tenth, wavering in the distance. His legion. They were here. He wondered if there was anyone left in the Tenth he knew of old. Presumably Atenos…
Soon they approached the doorway of the headquarters, two more legionaries standing guard at the entrance. Fronto was intrigued to note the rather austere appearance of the building. It was the norm when Caesar made his gubernatorial court somewhere rather than just a simple military headquarters, to adorn it with the trappings of Rome and of command, especially when within sight of the natives, and this place was overlooked by the walls of the oppidum, though those native walls were, Fronto noted, also policed by legionaries.
Nothing changed inside. As they entered, the same Spartan appearance was evident throughout, and there was less busyness than Fronto usually encountered around the general, who slept little and often worked through much of the night, creating more work for those around him.
Finally, as they entered the cross hall, the optio saluted a tribune who was running down a list in a clerk’s hands while he scratched his head in perplexity. The tribune, a young man from Rome, clearly only arrived this past season, looked up at the activity and frowned at Fronto as though trying to decide what he was.
‘Yes?’ he said sharply. He was overworked, Fronto thought. Pale and with black circles under his eyes, he needed sleep badly.
‘This is former Legate Fronto of the Tenth to see the governor, sir.’
The tribune pondered for a moment, then turned to the clerk. ‘We’ll clear this up later.’ As the man ran off, the optio bowed and retreated. The tribune gave them a tired smile.
‘To be honest, anything that gets me out of that headache for a few moments is a welcome distraction. Well met, Legate Fronto. Your reputation precedes you. I am Gaius Rutilius Sura. If you’d care to follow me.’
Fronto inclined his head at the man and turned briefly to the others. ‘The rest of you split up and source us food and drink and check with that optio where he’s quartered us. Galronus, you stay with me. We’ll meet the rest of you at the bath house as soon as we’re finished.’
Leaving them to their tasks, Fronto and Galronus hurried after the tribune, who was now knocking on an office door at the end of the hall. A muffled voice called ‘come,’ and the tribune entered and announced the visitors. He stepped out once more and gestured for Fronto to enter.
The office was cluttered with scrolls, tablets and sheets of writing bark and vellum and it took a moment for Fronto to locate the occupant among the mess. Even as he blinked in surprise, the door was closed behind him, Galronus stepping beside him with an equally surprised expression.
‘Titus?’
Titus Labienus, Caesar’s long-time adjutant, looked up from the desk, pushing aside the list he was making. He looked no less tired than the clerk or the tribune.
‘Marcus, what a damned surprise. Never thought I’d see your ugly mug this far north again.’
‘Me neither. Titus, what’s going on? I was expecting to see Caesar.’
Labienus let out something that was part laugh, part exasperated sigh. ‘You asked to see the governor, didn’t you?’
‘What?’
‘The proconsul has installed me as governor of this disorganised shit hole. After all, his term is coming to an end, and he’s hoping that, if he can get back to Rome as a consul, he can formally recognise Gaul as a new province. I’ve got the sort of interim unofficial job of tying it all together while Caesar gallivants around the countryside drinking wine with allies and winning over the remaining populace of Gaul with his charm. The mess this land has been left in after eight years of war has to be seen to be believed, Fronto. And I don’t mean physical mess, though there’s that too. But politically, economically, logistically, and in terms of population and resettlement, this place will take years to sort out. Maybe even decades.’
‘He’s pushing his remit a little setting you up like this,’ Fronto said quietly.
‘I told him the very same. I told him that the senate would spit feathers when they heard about it and that it would just give Pompey and his consuls fuel, but the general doesn’t care anymore. He believes Rome can’t be much more opposed to him. He might be right. We have ears in all the right places Fronto, and everything they hear is bad. Frankly, I’m worried about what the general is going to do. Soon he’s going to be out of time and out of options, though he seems calm and collected and unconcerned as always.’
Fronto nodded. It was a thorny problem with no favourable outcome visible.
‘Why are you here, Fronto?’ but a dawning of realisation passed across Labienus’ face even as he said it. ‘Your exile. Of course. You’re almost in the same situation as the proconsul, aren’t you. He’d help you, Fronto, of course. We all know he’d move a mountain to help you. But I’m not sure he can. Still…’ he mused, tapping his stilus on his lip, ‘your arrival may have solved us a problem.’
‘Oh? How?’
‘The general is out of camp. He’s at Samarobriva, in fact, some thirty odd miles from here. Been there for two days with the Twelfth and…. he’s been… well, I’ll let him explain that to you. He’ll be back before dark and he’ll want to see you. But let’s say he has a job he wants doing and most of his good officers are tied up with things. He had Quadratus lined up for it but the poor fellow’s come down with some dreadful illness in this horrible damp winter and he can’t stop coughing his guts up and vomiting, so he wouldn’t be much use.’
‘Job?’ asked Fronto, guardedly.
‘How well do you know Aquitania, Fronto?’
* * *
‘The general is waiting for you, sir.’
Fronto turned from Galronus, who paused in the midst of an explanation of Belgic decoration, to see a clerk standing behind him, so rigidly at attention he looked as though a stiff breeze might topple him. The two visitors had been standing under a canvas shelter close to the command building for half an hour, since word had reached them that Caesar had returned to camp. In fairness, given the noise made by the general’s cavalry escort, it would have been obvious to most people that Caesar had returned without the need for confirmation. Fronto had hoped to catch up with Aulus Ingenuus, the general’s bodyguard commander, but the horseman had not been one of the smaller unit that escorted him to the headquarters.
‘Thank you, soldier.’
The clerk bowed and returned to his duties, and Fronto gestured to Galronus, who followed him across the road and into the headquarters. A quick question put to one of the legionary guards on duty directed them to an office at the opposite end of the hall to that of Labienus. The door stood open and no guards were in evidence there, but Fronto could hear the distinctive sound of Caesar’s slightly nasal yet commanding tone from within. Intrigued, he paused.
‘…that while he might owe Pompey, Marcellus is married to my great niece. Family should be above politics. Remind him of how unhappy I shall be if he continues to speak against me. And how… disappointed… Octavia will be.’
‘And Lepidus, general?’
‘I shall deal with Lepidus in due course. I have no immediate hold over him, but everyone has their weakness and I have friends looking into his. Now formulate that letter, Hirtius, and then bring it for me to peruse before you send it.’
‘Yes, sir.’
Moments later, the gangly, greying form of Aulus Hirtius, Caesar’s secretary, appeared from the doorway, bearing a stack of wax tablets and a pained expression. He paused, startled to find someone standing outside, nodded with a sour grimace to Fronto, and then stalked off like a crane with bad knees.
Fronto threw him a smile and almost jumped as the general’s voice from inside called ‘come in, Fronto. Don’t dither.’
How did he know?
Fronto and Galronus strode into the office and stood before the desk. They did not come to military attention, though – after all, one was native royalty and the other a retired Roman noble. But neither of them could help slipping slightly into the at-ease stance.
‘Be a good fellow and close the door will you, Galronus?’ the general said, from where he was standing on the far side of the desk with his back to them, apparently studying a huge map of Gaul. Galronus pushed the door to with a click and returned to his stance beside Fronto.
‘I shall not bother regaling you with my many woes,’ Caesar said affably without turning. ‘I am sure that the detail of my troubles is the talk of every tavern from here to Cremona, and I imagine you are already familiar with the matter.’
‘I am acquainted with your issues, Caesar, yes.’
The general nodded as though the huge, impenetrable problems blockading his future were nothing but a small speck on a glass beaker. ‘And you, I understand, have removed your exiled self to Massilia in order to evade the senate’s reach. Sensible solution, to my mind.’
‘Except that it seems Massilia are turning their back on you, general, and making overtures to the senate.’
The general nodded, displaying not even a modicum of surprise at the news. ‘I can understand their decision. Much of the trade that maintains the city comes from Rome. However, I am rather disappointed in them. I may have to make my disappointment tangible at some point. And so, having been removed from Italian territory and finding Massilia rather unfriendly, you decided to call upon me and seek my patronage once more.’
Fronto felt faintly irked by the notion that a man whom he had financially supported in his initial rise and who owed a number of successes to him would think in such supercilious terms, but he was here as a supplicant in the end, and had to play this carefully.
‘I believe that we share a common enemy, Caesar, in Pompey and his cronies. And I believe that we also share a time limit. As soon as your command is up – the senate’s timing, that is, not yours – you have nowhere to go without falling into their hands. And the same is true for me, since your army is my last haven.’
‘And you believe that we can be of service to one another? You may well be right, Fronto. And I like to help out old friends, anyway.‘ The general finally turned, and Fronto realised that the old man’s sleep pattern – always too little and too late anyway – must have become almost non-existent from the dark circles under his eyes and his drawn features. His exhaustion was clear and his look made those clerks and tribunes Fronto had seen earlier appear healthy and full of vigour.
‘And Galronus,’ Prince of the Remi,’ the general said with a tired smile. ‘Are you simply passing through on your way home, or are you Fronto’s man now?’
The Remi nobleman gave the general a strange, guarded smile, and folded his arms. ‘I am accompanying Marcus here. I have… ties to the Falerii.’
Caesar’s brow rose questioningly, and Fronto shrugged. ‘My sister.’
‘Ah, the redoubtable younger Faleria. You are formidable, master Galronus, for I had never thought that lady to be tamed once more.’
‘Tamed is the wrong word, general.’
‘Yes, you are correct. She is too powerful for that. Contained might be a better word. And I can see that her influence on you is no small thing, Galronus. I remember you some years ago as a cavalry commander, moustache and braids and arm rings and the whole Gallic look. And now I would not be able to pick you out of a crowd at the circus. By Jove, you have become more Roman than many of my friends!’ The general let out a laugh, which seemed to ease some of the exhaustion in his face.
‘Therein lies the second part of my reason for coming, General,’ Fronto mused. ‘Galronus is troubled by the social gulf between he and Faleria. While the senate is unlikely to be forthcoming with a solution, I felt that you might wish to reward the prince here for his years of faithful service in suppressing Gaul’s rebellions?’
Galronus shot Fronto a look filled with embarrassment and shock, but the general just smiled. ‘You are as impertinent, opinionated and correct as ever, Marcus. Very well, let me lay out my situation and my requirements and we shall see if we can come to a mutually beneficial arrangement.’
Here we go, thought Fronto. Nothing for nothing with the general, as always.
‘What you need, Fronto, is security for yourself, your family and your friends, and assurances that your situation will improve as soon as the opportunity presents itself, am I correct?’
‘That’s the meat and bones of it, yes, General.’
‘Then here is what I propose. I will have my agents in Rome and Italia secure whatever of your holdings and possessions have not yet been claimed by the senate. That gaggle of squabbling hypocrites work slowly, and the Falerii, if I remember correctly, have quite a collection of sprawling estates. You will have lost the house in Rome and the villa in Puteoli, sadly, but there will be other estates they have not yet touched. I will have them purchased by my factors under other names and held for you, along with any possessions, so that the senate cannot take them. Moreover I will take steps to secure the ongoing sector of your businesses in Italia. Essentially I will keep your interests safe until you can resume your former position. I will even see what I can do about acquiring the Puteoli villa, as I know that means a great deal to your mother. And I will vow here and now, on the altar to Venus if you wish, that the moment I achieve the consulship in Rome, I will renounce your exile, reinstate your family name and position and return all holdings I can secure to you.’
‘That is quite acceptable, Caesar. We must just hope that the consulship does not elude you, then.’
‘Worry not, Fronto. I will have my consulship one way or another. And I am content that I can do so without drawing Roman blood in the process. It is a matter of frightening the opposition – of being willing to go that step further if need be and making sure they know that. No, I will be consul next year and in Rome, be certain of that. And with it the Falerii will rise once more. Does that meet your requirements.’
And there was something about the matter-of-fact way the general made the statement that convinced Fronto of the truth of it. Caesar would be consul in Rome. He was sure. That it would happen without the drawing of blood was another matter.
‘Perfectly, General.’
‘And so to master Galronus. Your life would be easier if you were to share some level of equality with Faleria. It would not be within my power, even as a consul, to induct the Remi royal line into the patrician class. However, I can bring you close enough that the divide is crossable. Serve me one more time, and in return I will bestow upon you and upon your family Roman citizenship. After that unpleasant business with Comum’s citizens last year no one will dare try to overturn a similar grant. They would open themselves to public derision, so you can be sure that your citizenship will be ratified in due course. Moreover I will, upon my return to Rome, grant you the equus publicus, making you one of the equestrian class. I will see to it that you have the right to sit in the senate. In order to qualify for the equites, you must meet the financial and property requirements and while I am certain that as a prince of the Remi you can meet the former, I will have estates passed to you so that you satisfy the latter. As one of the equestrian order you will be close enough socially to court the lady Faleria even in the most stuffy of circles. Especially as a senator.’
‘And Caesar gets a grateful ally in the senate,’ noted Fronto with a sly smile.
The general shrugged. ‘A mutually beneficial situation. In fact it might be an idea to follow suit with a number of the more loyal Gallic and Belgic royalty. A man can never have too many allies, after all.’
‘Now tell us the cost,’ Fronto said, pursing his lips. ‘Labienus was coy and evasive, but he did mention Aquitania.’
Caesar smiled. ‘Yes. Aquitania. It seems interesting to me that we have spent eight years moving back and forth among the lands of the Gauls and the Belgae, but have had precious few dealings with the Aquitanii. Crassus claimed a victorious campaign there, though in truth he only really dealt with the low-lying tribes and found them to be very similar to their Gallic neighbours, as you will remember, Galronus, since you were with him. But last autumn I toured that region and I found that the true Aquitanii in the valleys and mountain passes of the Pyrenaei are somewhat different. They remind me more of the tribes of northern Hispania that we used to encounter in the old days, Marcus, though more hirsute.’
Fronto’s expression became at once both wistful and dark. He had many happy memories of their time in Hispania, but recent dealings with Faleria and Galronus had stirred the ache of old wounds and now he could no longer quite manage nostalgia when he thought of the place. Hopefully that would fade with the union of his friend and his sister, laying ancient ghosts to rest.
‘Anyway,’ the general went on, stepping to one side to reveal the bottom left corner of the huge map on the wall, which covered Aquitania, the Pyrenaei mountains, and much of north-eastern Hispania. ‘On my visit, I made assurances to a number of tribes and took their oaths of allegiance to Rome. I had altars set up at all the tribal centres to remind them constantly of their oath, but I also sent men to help build aqueducts, cisterns, roads and so on, to remind them of the benefits, as well as traders, many of whom went of their own accord. The Pax Gallica has been in place in Aquitania now for some time.’
‘I foresee a “but” coming here, yes?’
Caesar nodded. ‘The Aquitanii have not lived up to their end of the bargains we struck. Either taxes or payment in goods were agreed with each tribe, and while we saw minor, sporadic appearances of such for a while, nothing has been forthcoming for months. They have reneged on their promises as a region entire. Moreover, it seems that Roman merchants who have moved into the passes have disappeared. That, of course, is not unusual in barbaric places, but so too have small parties of legionary workers and engineers, and that I cannot overlook. The commander of the Lapurda garrison beseeches me for aid. Clearly the Aquitanii are flagrantly defying the peace to which they so recently agreed. I fear the tribes there need to be reminded of their commitment, their oath and, most importantly, the supremacy of the Roman military. Do you follow me?’
Fronto nodded. ‘You want to send an army to stand on the toes of the mountain chiefs while you poke them in the eye. And I presume you wish me to take that army.’
‘Indeed, Marcus. Succinctly put. I had marked down Quadratus for the task, but illness has rather laid him low. He is constantly in a sweat and his face is the colour of goat’s cheese. And then, as if winged Fortuna herself had flown over the camp and dropped the answer in my lap, here you both are: one of my most successful and ingenious officers, who has a good working knowledge of both the Gallic and Hispanic tribes and with at least a passing familiarity of the region, and a Remi prince who was with Crassus when he crushed them the first time. All rather neat, wouldn’t you say?’
Fronto nodded, his mind racing ahead. A largely unknown expanse of mountains, untamed tribes, a simple situation with an enemy facing you across a battlefield rather than enemies wrapped in togas who used pens and scrolls to fight you? Something deep in his blood stirred, and he realised he was grinning.
‘Sounds perfect, in fact.’
‘I knew you’d approve, Marcus. If I am to return to Rome in due course, I will need every morsel of support I can muster, and the favour of the public and the lower ranks of public office tend to be swayed by pomp and military victory. If I can say without fear of argument that Gaul is at peace, I will gain extra support.’
‘What force were you planning?’ Fronto mused. ‘Just a single legion, I presume? Any more will become too cumbersome to move fast and efficiently in mountainous terrain. We discovered that two years ago crossing the Cevenna mountains against Vercingetorix.’
‘My thoughts precisely.’
‘And auxilia, General?’ Galronus put in. ‘Any cavalry or missile units?’
‘I have had a mixed unit of slingers and archers three hundred strong prepared. Their commander is on their way from Vesontio as we speak. Cavalry-wise, I thought the standard ala attached to a legion would be adequate. Quadratus is a very able cavalry officer and was to lead the horse himself but in his absence, and given the fact that Fronto has fallen off more horses than he’s stayed on, you Galronus would be the logical choice to command the cavalry.’
‘Would regulars be willing to take commands from the Remi?’ Galronus asked seriously. ‘My experience with them suggests otherwise – they are a haughty and arrogant bunch.’
‘You may be Remi,’ Caesar smiled, ‘but I will inform them that you are a member of the equestrian order in Rome. That should forestall any problems.’
Fronto nodded. ‘What legion?’
The Tenth. Please let it be the Tenth…
‘Therein lies the most interesting part, Marcus,’ Caesar said with a knowing smile that made Fronto’s nerves twang.
‘What?’
‘Part of the plan to settle the region is to put down any trouble. Another part is to garrison the area. I intended to settle veterans in colonies among their lands to keep the region stable and under control.’
‘Veterans?’
‘Indeed. I have had Labienus hard at work forming a single legion from all those men and officers who have reached the end of their term of service or are close to doing so. Every man in the legion prepared for the task is ready to retire. As you move through the region and work your wonders with its populace, you will leave small colonies of veterans behind you. I shall leave the specific details to you, of course, but you know the drill. And there will be a substantial train of pack animals to come with you bearing all the money and goods you need to settle the veterans, as well as the military diplomas for each man, which are currently being prepared. You will need a good clerk with you to confirm and detail each one in due course.’
As the general had detailed his plan, Fronto’s eyes had widened and he was staring at Caesar in disbelief. When the general finally fell silent, Fronto coughed.
‘You want me to march up into mountains controlled by rebel tribes with a legion of creaky old men and help them set up house along the way?’
‘Oh you do have a way with words, Marcus. In essence you are correct, yes. Remember, though, that these “creaky old men” to whom you refer are well-trained and experienced combat veterans, and mostly, frankly, the same age as you or I.’
‘And that should be adequate warning, Caesar, since I can’t lift myself out of a chair these days without a bunch of creaks and groans.’
The general chuckled. ‘The legion, which has no number, for it is in truth just a temporary vexillation formed from eleven different legions, is encamped a few hours’ ride from here at Samarobriva. They are currently in training in the camp of the Twelfth, since they are formed from many units and need some time to begin working together as a single unit. And it will be a week or two before they are prepared to move, since we are waiting for all the goods, money and diplomas to be made ready and the unit of missile troops is still awaiting its commander and a half hundred men from Vesontio. Cretans under a prefect named Decius.’
A wide smile slowly blossomed on Fronto’s face. Decius. The man he had fought alongside at Bibrax and who had crossed the Rhenus with him. Well that, at least, was a comfort.
‘Decius is commanding the archers and slingers?’
‘He is. Of course, you two know each other. This will be Decius’ last season. I am not sure whether he intends to settle with the legions or return to Rome, but he has accepted a diploma this year. That is his choice. If you want all the details of the officers assigned to the legion, you can get the records from the camp prefect. In fact, I highly recommend you give him a visit. His office is across the hall.’
Fronto frowned. ‘Very well. I think we have a deal, Caesar. I will see to your Aquitanian problem, and you see to my Roman one in due course. Galronus?’
The Remi turned a strange smile on him. ‘A good exchange, I think.’
Fronto straightened with a contented sigh. Perhaps his specific command was not the one he would have chosen, but it felt good to be among the army once more and being pointed at an enemy and told to attack. The world became much simpler in these circumstances. And whoever else he might get saddled with, he would have overall authority, with Galronus and Decius as his seconds. It could be far worse.
‘Very well, Caesar. I shall return once I have acquainted myself with the officers, and then we can discuss the intricate details. For now, I shall go see the camp prefect, then take a ride to have a look at this mobile cemetery I shall be commanding.’
Caesar snorted a laugh, and Fronto turned with Galronus and strode out of the room, closing the door behind them.
‘What do you think?’ Galronus muttered.
‘It’s a barking mad plan, full of holes and trouble, but like most of the general’s plans I can see no distinctive reason it wouldn’t work if we play everything right. A lot of our success will be down to the officers, I think, since they are such a disparate lot. I’m dying to meet them, as they’ll make or break the campaign. I think it’s too late in the day now to ride
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