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The Honour of Rome

 


The dust merged with the spittle
from the soldier’s mouth in front of him as it landed on the baking
rocks. The men were running at double pace, their equipment
clanking as they moved, leather and metal bouncing off each other,
their javelin points bobbing up and down like a sea of fishing
floats. He stopped a moment and watched as his cohort moved past.
He looked at their faces, none of them stopped to look at him, all
had a tunnel vision - keeping their eyes on the man in front, being
sure not to break formation. They were marching to battle.

The senior centurion of the
second maniple did look up as he jogged past. His eyes falling on
Flavius for a moment and then fixing back on his men.

“Keep it tight lads, no
stopping, we’ve got to get across the stream before they do,”
shouted the centurion as he rushed past. Not a word or a nod for
his commanding officer.

Flavius turned to the south,
down the hill to see where the Macedonians were forming up below
them. It was a race to get over the stream and attack the enemy
before they could form proper ranks. Both armies were acting almost
on instinct, rushing formations into the battle as quickly as they
could be armed and mustered into approximate units. After days of
stalemate and waiting across the shallow valley, the battle had
started as if at random; a chance encounter provoking an attack on
one side and then a stronger counter attack on the other. It was
what they had all been waiting for, but none of them expected it to
happen like this.

There were already two cohorts
of legionnaires and several formations of alae in the messy
scrum on either side of the wide, shallow stream at the foot of the
hill. Probably they were now up against a superior number of pike
bearing Macedonians and their Celtic allies, armed with swords,
shields and javelins. This was going to be a hard fight, and
possibly one that the army of Rome might not win. The prospect
pleased Flavius more than anything had for weeks. He smiled grimly
and strode after his men down the hill to the battle.

The blood was pounding in his
ears as he ran, muffling the shouts and war-cries that could be
heard as his unit got nearer. His own small group of staff had been
left back at the camp - too slow to join him. It did not matter.
The only command that he needed to give his centurions was to form
up in maniples in column and move as fast as possible to where the
battle was. He followed his men, eager to be part of their
fighting. Today would not be a day to issue orders through runners
or trumpet blasts in order to adjust the movements of the units
under his command. The fighting was to be too chaotic for that. He
could see that the general of the army had given up on any pretence
of controlling events and was instead riding from one part of the
field to the other encouraging and shouting at the citizens and
allies of Rome to get forward as quickly as they could.

What a place to die, this
worthless piece of rocky scrub land, but if Rome won this battle
then King Perseus of Macedonia would be taken captive back to Rome
in triumph, the subject of yet another parade through the streets
of Rome to the honour of her general and armies in Greece. Flavius
fervently hoped that he would not return there. He had said his
goodbyes to the eternal city three months ago when he had begged
the armies’ commander to give him the position as a tribune in the
First Legion. Perhaps Maximus Aurelius had realized that here was a
man with no fear of death. A man whose name had been dragged to
reside with the dogs in the gutters of Roman society.

Yet as he ran alongside his
troops, he did feel fear. Whether it was of dying he was not sure.
Perhaps it was fear of the unknown. What would it feel like? Would
the pain be unbearable, or would it be a swift path to the
afterlife? No none of these things. He feared that it might all be
in vain. What if his name was not cleared and his family were
forever shamed?

Many of his fellow officers had
mistresses and were unfaithful to their wives - it was almost
expected - especially on campaign. And one could see them even in
the Forum of Rome, openly parading with their concubines. But the
Roman patrician class had never been forgiving of other sorts of
adultery. How ironic, that here he would die amongst men, the only
sex that he had any passion for.

The battle lines clashed in
front of him. He leaped forward, his gladius drawn from his
scabbard, eager to taste blood. Through deeds that day he hoped to
make up for the shame he had brought on his family. He was not
meant for this world anymore. His sword found the head of a
Macedonian pikeman, easily cutting through the leather helmet and
hacking a piece of skull and brain out of him.

Had it remained a secret he
could still be happy now, even though he lived a secret life.

Amazed at killing the man in
front of him he bellowed at his men to follow him forward. He did
not recognize the voice that he used. So unlike the voice of his
lover. The voice he would never hear again.

The men around him looked at him
with a mixture of fear and bloodthirsty hunger and followed him
into the gap in the Macedonian lines where the pikes had become
tangled amongst their own dead. The pikeman in front of them
hastened to throw away their unwieldy poles and draw their
sidearms, but they were not quick enough for the rampaging brutal
legionaries. The pikemen only found death at their side as Flavius
and his cohort tore through them.

He lost count of how many he
killed that morning. Each time he chopped one down he looked for
the next opponent, eager to find one that would match him and end
his time. He threw away his shield and helmet to give them more
chance of landing a fatal blow.

He survived. Barely a scratch
blemished his skin.

The battle was over. There were
no more men to fight.

“Tribune of Rome!” The voice
commanded attention. It was the voice of their general. He looked
up at the man on his horse above where he knelt on the sandy earth,
the blood of others all around him.

“My lord,” he said, rising onto
one knee and weakly standing as his body realized its total
exhaustion.

“Your name, young Tribune. Give
me your name, you deserve honour on this day of victory. They tell
me you have killed more of the enemy than the whole of the Second
Legion.”

Flavius collapsed to the ground,
his knees buckling and tears welling in his eyes. He had
failed.

 


THE END
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Chivalry: A Jake Savage Adventure
– Free Bonus Short Story

 


Jake sneezed hard into his hand: blood
mixed with snot in his palm. In a moment the heavy rain had washed
it away.

‘Vous êtes chiens et démons,’ shouted
the old woman tugging at his left stirrup. She shouted some other
words in a harsh raw voice, and shook her fist at Jake. Rain-water
streamed down the gullies of her face like a waterfall of
tears.

‘I don’t speak your stupid French,’ he
shouted down at her in English. His horse moved skittishly under
him and he pulled back on the reins to stop it. The old woman
tugged at his left leg.

‘Get off, crone!’ Jake shouted.

Burnell, the tall man-at-arms,
dismounted and strode towards her. With his studded leather gloves
he smashed her hard across the face, drawing blood, knocking out
her last teeth to leave her sprawling with a splash in the mud.
Burnell sat on her stomach, drew a dagger and held it to the old
woman’s throat.

‘Now then you old witch,’ said Burnell,
‘Tell us where they’ve hidden the food or I kill you right
now.’

Jake turned away as Burnell hit the
woman again. He heard the pig-like squeal of her last breath
escaping as he cut her throat. Jake clenched his jaw; he hated this
war.

Jake sneezed again, and again. He held
his nose with one hand, but he lost his grip on the reins as his
horse snorted and stamped in annoyance, and another sneeze burst
from his sore nostrils. Damn you, you old nag, thought Jake, I know
you’re hungry too; be patient. He hadn’t given the horse a name; he
hadn’t thought it worthwhile as they died so quickly from lack of
fodder.

Jake managed to get his sneezing under
control. The other men in the small foraging party led by Sir
Robert hunted through the houses, sheds and barns. Sir Robert had
taken what was left of his small retinue, three men-at-arms and six
archers including Jake, and left the main army two days ago under
cover of night. He had said that the villages in the hills might
have food, and perhaps some manor house that may offer chance for
pillage. But each village they encountered had been like this one:
empty
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