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PART ONE: GALLIA INVICTA


Chapter 1

(December: Octodurus, in the
Alpine passes above Geneva)

 


It is the third day before the
nones of December, and we are feeling the first morsel of security
in months. On the orders of the general, I left Titus Labienus and
his command at Nemetocenna and brought the depleted Twelfth Legion
into the mountains above Cisalpine Gaul, a territory only nominally
Roman, plagued with bandits and antagonistic Celts, in order to
secure a trade route across the mountains.

Our task has not been an easy
one. Indeed, this is the first time I have had the leisure and
reason to make report.

Upon arrival in these
unforgiving valleys, once we had departed from friendly territory
and lost sight of the Geneva Lake, we immediately encountered
opposition in the form of the Nantuates. It causes me to shake my
head in wonder when I remember that these men were raw recruits
less than two years ago, hastily trained and armed for campaigning
in the very lands that we once again occupy. Two years of brutal
warfare against Gauls, Belgae and Germans have left me with tough,
if relatively inexperienced, men at every level, but all too few of
them. By the time we had reached Geneva we had lost another fifty
men or more of our already woefully understaffed legion to their
wounds and the increasing cold of the mountains.

Despite promises of
reinforcements from Cisalpine Gaul, we have seen or heard no sign
of relief and have carried out the orders to take and hold this
vital mercantile pass with a legion so diminished we would not be
able to form three complete cohorts, let alone the full ten. Our
numbers are down to a little over seven hundred, including my
officers, some of whom have only been soldiering for two years, due
to the high death toll last year and this small but costly
campaign. Even with the cavalry ala that accompanied us, we are
terribly reduced.

And yet we have fought on for
more than two months. The valiant and rapidly diminishing Twelfth
have pushed back and contained the Nantuates, reducing three of
their fortresses to ash and rubble, have forced the Seduni back
deep into their lands and reduced their strength, and lastly
stormed the main strongholds of the Veragri, breaking the greater
part of local resistance. Only three days ago did we stop for the
first time to take account of our accomplishments.

The three tribes we have
subdued here sent emissaries seeking peace and I have never been
more pleased to be able to grant a request. Our men were close to
breaking through exhaustion, numbing cold and the unsettling odds.
But we have agreed terms with them all. The Seduni, who are the
most distant of the three, have sent us hostages as a sign of
faith. The Nantuates have done the same, but there was something
about the way they spoke that has left me unsure of their fidelity
and so I settled three centuries of men, which was all I can truly
spare, among the Nantuates under a veteran centurion with orders to
fortify and keep in contact with riders.

I then brought the rest of the
army to the centre of this hornet nest: the town of Octodurus in
Veragri territory. Here, we are fortifying our own position and
preparing to send out patrols and set up a line of signal stations
in both directions across the pass, to the north through our
garrison among the Nantuates down to the fort at Pennelucos by the
lake and to the south as far as the fort at Eporedia in Cisalpine
Gaul.

It is my dearest hope that
within a few weeks we will be settled, fortified and beginning to
trade and work with the local tribes rather than having to watch
them for signs of trouble and increased banditry. When we have
signal towers and watch stations we will be in a position to say
that the pass is truly safe for merchants, but at this time I would
still strongly discourage any civilian from trying the route, even
with armed escorts. It will be some weeks at the least before we
can claim the pass is safe. Indeed, I still feel uneasy in myself;
a sentiment that is echoed among the men, though they try not to
show it.

I will make further report when
we have the signal system in place and have set up good lines of
trade and communication.

While I do not wish to speak
out of turn, I would urgently request that emissaries are sent to
Caesar in Rome or Illyricum, wherever he may be, with a request for
reinforcements. Without them, the Twelfth remains in dire straits
throughout this damned winter.

My courier and his escort will
need food and shelter upon receipt of this report and will stand by
to return to Octodurus with a reply at your earliest
convenience.

For the senate and the people
of Rome.

Servius
Sulpicius Galba, legatus of the Twelfth Legion.

 


Galba furrowed his brow as he
reread the last paragraphs for the fourth time. It was delicate.
With the general away involved in politics either in Rome or across
the sea, their closest senior contact was the camp prefect of the
Tenth’s garrison fortress at Cremona. While Galba theoretically
outranked the man, Piso was the de facto senior commander in the
whole province of Cisalpine Gaul and therefore the immediate step
between Galba and the general.

To suggest that the general had
been neglectful or deficient in some way in not providing the
troops that he had promised almost half a year ago would not be,
Galba was sure, a good career move. Still, something had to be
done. The Twelfth barely had enough men to keep Octodurus quiet,
let alone the entire pass that led from the eastern end of the
Geneva Lake all the way across the Alps and down to Eporedia in
Roman territory.

With a sigh, he nodded at the
last few lines, his mouth turning up at the corner as he noted once
again ‘For the senate and the people of Rome’ when the whole
campaign was clearly ‘for the glory and purse of the great Caesar’.
Fronto may be an outspoken lunatic with plebeian tendencies, but
there were times he nailed the general to the wall with a well
chosen description.

‘Shame
I couldn’t get away with
that…’

‘I’m sorry
sir?’

Galba blinked. He had forgotten
the cavalry decurion was there.

‘Oh, nothing.
Just talking to myself.’

Taking a breath, he snapped the
wood-encased tablet shut and sealed it with the wax from one of the
three candles that lit the room’s murky interior, plunging the seal
of the Twelfth’s commander into the liquid and watching it harden
instantly. For a moment, he frowned down at the mark of the bull
with the XII and sighed. If they did not get more men soon, this
letter may be the last time the seal was ever used. Shaking the
gloomy thoughts from his head, he reached up and passed the tablet
to the cavalry officer.

‘This goes
into the hands of Prefect Piso at Cremona and no other. Do not be
fobbed off at the gate with a promise to deliver it.
Understand?’

The decurion nodded.

‘Yes, sir. I
have assembled a turma of men for escort. I realise that leaves you
with diminished cavalry, sir, but the pass is very
dangerous.’

Galba nodded.

‘I’m aware of
the situation, decurion. One turma of cavalry will hardly make or
break our position here. Just get this report to Cremona and don’t
come back until you have a reply… preferably a good one with an
offer of help.’

He smiled at the man. A little
encouragement would not go amiss. The valley was still home to many
bandits and pockets of resistance that had not surrendered with the
main tribes and the journey would be dangerous.

‘And make
sure they feed you well and soak you in wine when you get there. On
my orders, yes?’

The decurion grinned.

‘Count on it,
sir.’

With a salute, he turned and
left the building, tucking the wax tablet away into his tunic.
Galba sighed and leaned back in the chair. This room smelled of
badly-cured animal skins, burned meat and a tightly-packed family
group who had clearly eaten too many vegetables.

Trying not to picture what
might be lurking in the dark corners of the room where he had not
yet had the courage to prod and examine, Galba stood and turned to
follow the trooper through the door.

Outside the house, the street
sloped gently down toward the river that cut Octodurus in two. It
was the most unusual Celtic settlement Galba had ever seen. No hill
fort here, with high walls and a central gathering place at the
summit. Here, the Veragri had been at the mercy of the vertiginous
landscape. Octodurus lay on almost flat land at the head of a
‘Y’-shaped valley, in a commanding position and bisected by a
river. The view down the street was truly breathtaking, not for the
town itself, but for the enormous mountains that rose up like
unassailable walls to either side of the valley and at the spur
rising like the prow of an upturned trireme between the
valleys.

Climbing those mountains was an
epic journey in itself, as the scouts that he had sent up there
yesterday had verified when they returned late in the evening,
exhausted, scratched and bruised. Since the legion had arrived here
two days ago, the town had changed beyond measure. In an effort to
preserve a level of reasonable trust and acceptability with the
Veragri, Galba had allowed them to keep the lower, flatter half of
Octodurus for themselves on the other side of the river, across the
single bridge that joined the two halves.

The Twelfth and their cavalry
counterpart had taken control of the so-called ‘upper’ town and
evicted the natives, forcing them to take up residence down the
valley. The better of the squat stone and timber buildings had been
requisitioned as the headquarters, armoury, store, watch office,
and the various senior officers’ quarters. The town’s granary lay
on the far side of the river, but the men were busy converting a
building on high ground to do the job. The rest of the structures
had been divided up among the men as barrack blocks.

The situation was hardly
perfect, and it would take days or even weeks before the buildings
were clean and comfortable and serviceable as fort structures.
Galba glanced back over his shoulder once more, narrowing his eyes
at the dark corners of the house with their piles of unknown
objects. The idea of burning the damn thing down and building a new
one was appealing. It would take weeks just to get rid of the smell
in there.

A voice surprisingly close by
cleared its throat and Galba grimaced as he jumped a little in a
very unprofessional manner. Whipping round to see who had been
lurking at the corner of the legate’s quarters when they should
have been busy working, he was relieved to see the battered and
worn figure of Baculus, the primus pilus, sitting on a large
half-buried block of stone and tapping his bronze greaves with his
vine staff. His helmet lay on the grass beside him.

‘In the name
of Jupiter’s balls, do you have to sneak up on me like
that?’

Baculus raised an eyebrow and
Galba chortled at himself.

‘You startled
me. How can a man like you
be so quiet?’

The primus pilus started
pulling himself respectfully to his feet. Galba waved the man back
down and wandered across to take a seat facing him on a similar
stone nearby.

‘Sit, man.
You’re still supposed to be on light duties at best. The medicus
keeps telling me that you’re a long way from healthy again and that
you’re overdoing it. In his opinion you should be back in Rome for
the next season recuperating.’

Baculus shrugged.

‘Too much to
do, sir. And you’re already understaffed. Frankly, if I wasn’t
here, the whole collection of adolescents and near-cripples that
pass for the officer class might just collapse into a blubbering
heap.’

Galba frowned.

‘Harsh,
centurion, don’t you think?’

Baculus curled his lip and
waved his vine staff expansively at the town around them.

‘Respectfully, sir, there are four officers left in the legion
that I would consider veterans. Apart from myself there’s
Herculius, who’s damn near due for retirement, and Petreius who
suffered a blow to the head at that hill fort with the rolling logs
last month and keeps forgetting words and misplacing things.
There’s the one tribune left who’s good but exhausted from having
to perform the duties of several men. Other than that, the entire
officer class is filled with centurions who’d been immunes
legionaries with perhaps three years of service in other legions
before being drafted across to us, or even green recruits who
couldn’t have told you one end of a gladius from the other two
years ago.’

He sighed and settled back on
the rock.

‘Don’t get me
wrong, legate. They’re good lads, all of them. They’ve fought like
monsters through this campaign, despite their youth and lack of
experience, and they’ll do whatever you ask, they’re so damn loyal
to the banner. They’ll be an excellent cadre of officers in time;
best I could ask to serve with. But that’s at least two or three
years of campaigning away yet. They’re trying hard, but they’ve
just not got the experience to carry out this sort of operation
without older, steadier hands holding them in place.’

Galba nodded and stretched his
arms out.

‘Good job
they have you to advise them, then.’

The two men fell silent for a
time, nodding, until finally Baculus raised his face and cast a
meaningful glance at his commander.

‘I assume
you’ve put a fairly urgent request for men in that report,
sir?’

Galba nodded.

‘Couched it
in the best terms I can, but you know as well as I that, even if we
get these reinforcements, they’ll be raw and untrained. We’ll be
very lucky indeed if the command in Cremona can rustle us up a few
veterans who are bored of their retired farming lives and feel like
taking up the stick again.’

‘Indeed. But
at least it would give us a little more manpower.’

Silence descended again for a
long moment.

‘How are the
works coming on?’

Baculus looked up again at his
commander and leaned forward, his hands on the end of the vine
staff, standing point down in the turf.

‘Getting
there. They should be basically ready by noon or midafternoon
tomorrow. We’ve got the ditch and breastworks complete around the
west, south and east sides, and the palisade is being produced at
the moment. I’ve got the men working in shifts cutting timber on
the valley side and working on construction, and they’ll continue
through the night. If everything goes according to plan, the gates
and palisade should be up not long after first light. I’ve got them
planning towers, lilia, a fortified bridge and various other things
as well, though.’

He narrowed his eyes.

‘We may have
these bastards officially subdued and hostages and all that, but I
wouldn’t trust any of those carrion-feeding dogs further than I
could spit one. I won’t be able to relax until I have at least
three levels of defence between us and them.’

Galba sighed and leaned
back.

‘I know what
you mean. Things are theoretically quite settled here and yet I
just can’t shake this impression that something is going on that we
don’t know about.’

‘It’s
like that with Celts,
legate. After all, Caesar’s conquered them twice, and they still
rise up and complain. They just won’t stay conquered.’

That last comment drew a
throaty laugh from the stocky, barrel-chested legate.

‘I wouldn’t
say that too close to the general.’

Baculus reached down to the
hardness on his chest and stroked the shiny phalera and golden
corona decorations that hung from the leather.

‘You think
he’d take these back?’ the grizzled veteran grinned. ‘I’d hate
that, having just become accustomed to the extra
weight.’

Galba laughed and scratched his
chin.

‘We’ll see
soon enough. At least we’ll have the defences up soon.’

Baculus nodded again.

‘I wish we
still had Calvus or Ruga with us. The few remaining engineers we’ve
got don’t have between them half the experience of either of those
poor sods. Still, as you said: we’ll see soon enough.’

 


* * * * *

 


Galba blinked twice and tried
to reel in his whirling thoughts. A knocking; heavy and fast.
Urgent. Blink. The room was dark. Yes, middle of the night.

Blearily, the legate pushed
back his blankets and rubbed his eyes as the hammering on the door
began once again.

‘All right.
I’m coming!’

Pulling down
his ruffled tunic and wishing the Gauls had discovered heated
floors, or even just smooth
floors, he shuffled to the entrance and undid the
latch, swinging the heavy wooden door open. A legionary barely old
enough to shave stood at attention outside, a look of heavy concern
weighing down his features.

‘What is the
meaning of this, soldier?’

The young man looked panicky,
but also red-faced and exhausted. He’d been running. Alarms were
triggered in Galba’s head as he realised this must be one of the
perimeter guards, since no one else would have cause to be armed at
this time of night. With a snap the blurred fuzziness of waking
from a deep sleep evaporated and Galba straightened, his eyes
straying to the periphery as he listened.

‘Sir… beg to
report sir that the Veragri have gone!’

More alarms. The legate’s eyes
darted to the native settlement on the far side of the river,
behind the red-faced legionary.

‘Gone? From
the town?’

‘Yessir.’ The
legionary was calming down now, and Galba realised the lad was
still standing stiffly to attention.

‘Stand at
ease. Details, man. What’s happened?’

‘Watch
centurion sent me to find you sir. He sent a patrol to check out
the town, and it’s completely deserted, sir.’

Galba frowned and rubbed his
stubbly chin.

‘Why in
Minerva’s name would he be sending out patrols in the middle of the
night?’

‘Sir?’

Galba shook his head.

‘Wait
here.’

Leaving the bewildered
legionary in the dark road, Galba rushed back into the squat stone
building and grabbed his sword belt and boots. Pausing inside the
door, he hurriedly pulled the boots on. The night was chilly but
dry, much as the last two days had been, and he could get by
without his cloak for the sake of a few moments. Strapping on his
belt, he strode back out into the night air.

‘Take me to
the watch centurion.’

The soldier saluted and started
to march off at high speed down the road toward the bridge. As they
strode forth, Galba peered ahead into the darkness. It may have
been dry, but the sky was filled with fast clouds that hid the
stars from view, and it was hard to pick out detail at any
distance. The bridge was the only area of the camp defences that
was still under construction. The old Celtic bridge of heavy wooden
piles with no rails had been upgraded, given a new surface and
sides, but also incorporated into a new fortified gate system at
that end of the camp. It appeared, as he squinted into the
darkness, that work was almost complete.

Beyond, past the narrow, swift
waters of the Dranse, the settlement of the Veragri lay silent and
dark. It would have been eerie, but for the fact that, since the
arrival of the Twelfth Legion, the native settlement had been
silent and dark every night.

The pair approached the gate
and bridge to see a small group of soldiers at the entrance, two of
them bearing officer’s crests.

‘Centurion?’

The men turned and saluted as
their legate came to a halt before them.

‘Legatus.
You’ve heard the news, sir?’

Galba nodded.

‘Tell me what
happened.’

‘Well, sir’
the centurion said, tapping his vine staff idly on his leg, ‘one of
the lads thought he saw something out there in the fields about an
hour ago. We didn’t think much of it. Picket guards is always
seeing things in the dark, and this was on the other side of the
river, way out past the town…’

Galba frowned.

‘What did he
see?’

‘Said he
thought he saw maybe a half dozen people running off toward the
valley side, sir. Well we watched for another quarter hour or so,
sir, but saw nothing more. No one else appeared, and no other guard
saw them.’

The irritation was welling up
in Galba. Baculus was right. These men were too inexperienced to be
commanding a campaign like this.

‘And this
seemed unimportant enough to go on watching without having any kind
of alarm raised?’

The centurion flinched.

‘Well sir, it
was only a few folk and they was running away, not coming toward
us; and that’s even if he wasn’t mistaken about it
anyway.’

‘Centurion,
we are in hostile lands, surrounded by a treacherous bunch who
would outnumber us a hundred to one if they all pull together. What
else happened?’

‘Well, I
looked hard at the town and realised that there was no smoke coming
from the roofs, and it’s quite a cold night, sir. If they was just
settled in for the night, they’d be keeping warm sir.’

‘And this
didn’t push you to raise the alarm?’

‘I sent a
patrol across the bridge to check the town, sir.’

Galba rubbed his temples as he
squeezed his eyes shut.

‘And they
discovered the town was completely deserted. And then you decided
to send for me?’

‘Yes sir.
They must have run away.’

Galba stared at the man.
Clearly, he was an idiot. The legate was winding himself up to
deliver a tirade when he noticed the startled looks on the faces of
the soldiers around them and forced himself to relax, exhaling
slowly. The officer class were still very inexperienced, but they
were all he had and hauling them over the coals in front of their
men would hardly serve to improve matters at this point. He nodded
to himself and kept a straight face as he turned to the optio
beside them.

‘Raise the
alarm, but do it quietly. No buccinas or shouting. Just pass the
word and get every man awake, dressed, equipped and to the wall as
fast as you can.’

The optio saluted and ran off,
taking several of the legionaries with him to help spread the word
and Galba turned back to the centurion.

‘I want a
dozen of your fastest men out of their armour and split into groups
of three. Send one group down each branch of the valley, past the
town. I want a three mile search down there, and then they can
report back. The other two groups need to get up the valley sides
and to the top of these hills. I want a clear picture of what’s
going on here.’

‘You think
there’s trouble, sir?’

‘You’re damn
right I think there’s trouble. They’ve not run away; they’ve no
reason to. And if they’re not running away that means they’re
organising; massing somewhere. We could be knee deep in the shit
any moment now.’

The centurion nodded, a hunted
look about his eyes, and sent one his men to rouse the soldiers of
his century and bring them to the gate.

Galba ignored the quiet
activity going on around him as the camp burst into silent, eerie
life. Instead, he climbed the steps to the rampart by the bridge
gate and turned slowly, casting his gaze over their surroundings.
The town had emptied under the cover of darkness, and that meant
that they were gathering somewhere secretly. There were seven
hundred or so left of the Twelfth and at least twice that number of
enemies had just left Octodurus. There was no doubt in Galba’s mind
that the Veragri from the town had met up with a much larger force
somewhere. His uneasiness of the last few days seemed to have been
well founded.

Squinting, he peered off down
first one valley and then the other, straying up the slopes
and…

He stopped dead. Silvery
moonlight had just, for a fleeting moment, flickered through the
fast scudding clouds, and there had been reflections, high up on
the hills above the valley. Galba found he was holding his breath.
Sharply, he reached out to the legionary nearby, who stood fast,
watching the empty settlement across the river.

‘Soldier,
look up on the hills above us. What can you see?’

The legionary, startled at
being addressed directly by his senior commander, turned and cast
his own gaze up the vertiginous valley side. There was a long
moment of silence and the legionary made some uncertain noises in
his throat before finding his voice.

‘I can’t see
anything, sir.’

But he had.

Before the sentence was fully
out there was another brief flicker of moonlight and this time they
knew what they were looking for. Only one thing could produce that
effect; like the myriad points of light as the moon reflected on
calm seas, there was a scattering of reflections along the mountain
top. Spinning round, already knowing what he’d see, Galba focused
on the matching force of glittering men on the opposite side of the
valley.

‘Shit.’

Ignoring the shocked stare of
the legionary as he gawped at the huge force that loomed over them,
Galba scoured the camp. The watch centurion was returning to the
gate with a dozen men from his century while Baculus, already
armoured, strode down the street toward them. As he turned, he
spotted the tribune, Volusenus, hurrying out of one of the
buildings, strapping on his belt and carrying his helmet. Furrowing
his brow, Galba gestured down to the watch commander.

‘Belay my
earlier orders, centurion… no time for that now. The hills above us
are swarming with Celts. Get every man to the walls; we’ve not got
long.’

Shaking his head in irritation,
he beckoned to Baculus and Volusenus and the two most senior
officers of the Twelfth hurried across the space before the gate
and joined their commander on the rampart.

‘Bad news,
sir, I take it?’

Galba nodded at the
tribune.

‘They’re all
over the hills above us. If they charge, they’ll be on us in
moments. Our only advantage right now is that I’ve kept the
buccinas quiet, and I’m hoping they haven’t paid too much attention
to all the activity in the camp. Thing is, as you know, we’re
vastly outnumbered, so I need your opinions. Can we hold out, or is
it worth trying an ordered retreat before they attack?’

Baculus shrugged.

‘We can hold
out for a while, but not forever. There’s a lot more Celts around
here they can call on and precious little chance of us getting any
support. It’s a ‘gates of fire’ situation, legate: glorious, but
suicidal.’

Beside him, Volusenus was
nodding.

‘True, but
there is some value in certainty. Here, we have the defences, and we
know the land. If we pull out, we’re essentially marching into the
unknown and will likely end up joining battle somewhere much less
advantageous. We have no idea how many there are of the enemy or
their disposition, and we don’t know the territory in any direction
well enough to plan ahead. My heart is already running for home,
but my head says stay and fight where you know what you’re
doing.’

The primus pilus raised an
eyebrow as he regarded the tribune for a moment and he finally
nodded.

‘I concur,
legate. I don’t like it, but he’s right.’

Galba sighed. He had reached
much the same conclusion, but had hoped for a flash of inspiration
from his two veteran officers.

‘Very well.
Then if we’re going to stay and do this the old-fashioned way,
let’s do it properly.’

He turned to the watch
centurion, at the gate below, waiting for further orders.

‘Have the
call to arms delivered from the buccinas, get the cavalry in with
the men, have all the spare pila brought out to the walls and get
the artillery crews to their weapons. Time to let them know we’re
aware of them.’

Tribune Volusenus leaned past
him, a grin on his face.

‘And when
you’ve delivered the order, centurion, take these dozen men of
yours across the river and fire the town. Get the whole place
blazing as fast as you can and then get back here.’

He turned to the quizzical
looks of his peers.

‘Less cover
for them to hide behind, and it effectively prevents them from
attacking on one side until the fire dies down.’

Galba nodded.

‘Fortuna and
Mars smile on us tonight!’

 


* * * * *

 


Baculus stood on the platform
above the east gate of Roman Octodurus, surrounded by a centurion,
an optio and a number of legionaries, while the ramparts stretched
off to left and right, manned by the diminished cohorts of the
Twelfth. Galba had taken the south wall and Volusenus the west,
leaving the watch centurion to command the bridge entrance, should
the enemy try to navigate the blazing streets.

The cavalry had dismounted and
were now bolstering the numbers on the ramparts but at this moment,
defending the walls of a fort against overwhelming numbers, Baculus
wished once more that Pansa and his auxiliary archers were here and
not still quartered up in Belgae territory with Labienus.

The walls of the fortification
were punctuated with squat towers, each home to one or more of the
precious few scorpion bolt throwers left with the Twelfth, while
the remaining two ballistae and the single onager, of little use in
this situation, were positioned together in the fort’s central
square.

They were as prepared as the
numbers permitted, and Baculus clenched his teeth as he looked back
up at the vast swathe of men on the hillside above.

Only moments later, a call
bleated out from on high: a horrendous honking, followed by a messy
metallic crash as the Gauls rapped their weapons on shields,
helmets, or anything they could find to make noise.

‘Here they
come, lads. Hold fast and pray! Pila first, but make them
count.’

The Veragri and their allies,
the blaring and crashing done with, began to roll down the
hillsides from their dizzy heights like a wave crashing toward the
beleaguered Roman defenders. Baculus heard a soldier close to him
mutter a prayer to Fortuna and nodded approvingly. They could all
do with a little luck right now.

Closer they came, racing down
the slopes and the defenders of Octodurus watched, patiently and
professionally but, as Baculus glanced here and there, he noted
that where the men changed their grip on the pila ready to cast,
there were a number of shaky arms.

‘Ready…’

He concentrated on the enemy
force that had reached the valley floor and picked up speed now
they had to pay less attention to their footing. Most of them were
unarmoured, much like any other Celtic force he had seen. The
majority of those few with breastplates, mail shirts or helmets
were in the front row: nobles and powerful warriors among the
tribe, displaying their wealth through attire and their valour
through the position at the front.

Unfortunately for them, like so
many other Celtic charges Baculus had faced, the veterans knew how
to break the morale of a force like that.

‘Artillery:
aim for anyone wearing bronze. Same goes for every pilum you
throw.’

A little bit closer…

‘Artillery:
loose!’

A chorus of sharp cracks from
the five towers along the wall mingled with those of the others
around the far sides of the defences as the outnumbered Romans
faced the attack on all sides. The initial volley of eight shots
peppered the front line of charging Celts, each blow picking out
one of the armoured nobles, punching through the protective bronze
and killing or mortally wounding the man, throwing him back among
the charge.

Such, however, was the blood
lust of the Veragri that the loss of a few nobles failed to even
slow the charge. Baculus watched them come on, judging the distance
from the wall and counting under his breath. Briefly he glanced up
at the towers, just in time to catch the second volley as it began,
hammering into the bronze-clad nobles. He nodded as he counted; the
third volley would coincide nicely.

The primus pilus waited
patiently, counting down and, as the line of charging barbarians
finally reached a good range, he raised and dropped his arm,
shouting a command to release. The order went unheard over the roar
of charging Celts, but the men had been waiting for the gesture
and, as the scorpions released their third volley, two hundred pila
soared out over the wooden palisade and swooped down like a deadly
hail into the front lines of the Veragri.

The effect was impressive.
Eight bolts at a time, no matter how well placed, hardly drew the
attention of the frothing, frenzied barbarians. Two hundred pila
punching through the line was, however, an entirely different
matter.

The bodies of the initial
targets collapsed to the ground, causing a number of their comrades
to trip and fall across them. The front ranks of the Veragri slowed
in uncertainty as a fresh line of iron tips appeared over the
parapet, awaiting the order.

‘Release!’

The second volley of pila flew
forth from the battlements and plunged into the seething ranks of
the Veragri. Chaos ensued as many of the ordinary warriors on the
front lines attempted to push their way back through the crowd to
flee the deadly hail of pila.

‘Arm and
release spares at will and then prepare for melee!’

The reserves and support staff
below the turf and timber defences passed the few remaining cached
pila up to their compatriots on the walls. Baculus watched as
roughly every other man received an extra shot and cast it as soon
as he could before settling into a defensive position with gladius
and shield.

There was an eerie pause as the
front line of the Veragri shuffled around, punctuated occasionally
by the shot of one of the scorpions as the engineers loosed down
into the mass. Baculus tensed. Something would happen any moment
now. He had known this to be the breaking point of some weaker
assaults, but the Veragri had been planning this for a while, knew
they outnumbered the Twelfth tremendously, and were slowly becoming
aware that the rain of missiles had all but stopped.

‘Steady,
lads…’

The strange silence, somehow
made all the more oppressive by the distant sounds of battle on
other fronts, was broken by a stone, flung with amazing accuracy
and power by some hidden arm among the barbarian crowd. The missile
crested the wooden parapet, catching one of the legionaries square
in the forehead with enough force to knock him from the walkway and
send him tumbling down the earth slope within. Instantly one of the
reserves stepped up and took his place while a capsarius rushed to
help the fallen man. All along the wall, helmets sunk a little to
meet shields coming up, closing the gap through which a stone could
strike.

And then suddenly the Celtic
army answered the Roman artillery with a volley of their own.
Hundreds of iron darts and sharp rocks began to arc up from the
crowd, aimed at the defenders on the wall. Baculus ducked back
behind his shield as he watched the projectiles strike home in
increasing numbers. Here and there one would manage a lucky blow
between the shields, helmets and wooden palisade and the location
would be marked with a shriek and a crack of bone. Baculus leaned
back in time to see two men topple from the parapet and down the
interior slope of the rampart, either unconscious or dead.

A quick glance upward showed
that the towers were out of effective enemy missile range, the few
shots aimed at them bouncing off the timber or falling short. Over
the enemy onslaught, the engineers kept up their steady pace with
the scorpions. Another glance at the mass of Veragri confirmed that
the artillery were picking off more targets every heartbeat than
the Celts could manage with their darts and rocks, but the Twelfth
would be unable to withstand the attrition rate for long.

He realised with irritation
that even the support staff and reserves were in danger, as
missiles that crossed the parapet without striking home were
falling among those inside the fort. Something would have to be
done soon, or the reserves would end up buried in a pile of
rocks.

‘Reserves and
support staff…’ he shouted down inside, attracting the attention of
everyone he could. ‘Gather all the fallen missiles you can and get
up into those towers where you can throw them back!’

There was a pause for only a
moment, while the more nervous of the men within weighed up the
chances of being struck by one of these projectiles while gathering
them if he left the safety of his shield. Then the interior of the
camp burst into life, men grabbing baskets and sacks and beginning
to fill them with darts and stones.

Baculus turned back to the
enemy, trying to ignore the occasional cry of pain from behind
where one of the support staff was caught in the open by a falling
stone. The men on the wall had given up hope, if that was an
appropriate word, of being able to take on the enemy with swords
and had closed up in small pockets with their shields raised,
forming mini testudos that effectively protected them from almost
any angle.

Baculus was
impressed. He knew there were still a few veterans among the men,
but that kind of quick thinking was what saved armies. Keeping
himself covered as best he could, he watched tensely as bags and
baskets were hauled up the towers on ropes that were used for
rearming the artillery from the ground. The hail of projectiles was
beginning to slow. Soon the enemy would run out of missiles, both
purpose-made and hastily-gathered, and the assault would begin in
earnest. At that point it would come down to pure numbers. The
Roman army was the most effective force the world had known.
Gods would tremble before
the legions, but the simple fact was that no army, no matter how
good, could fight odds like this for long.

Men were now hurrying up the
ladders and to the towers. As the primus pilus watched, two were
caught mid-climb by stray weapons and thrown clear into the fort’s
interior, but more arrived on the raised platforms every moment
and, without waiting for the order from a superior, they began to
cast the waste projectiles back among the enemy.

Once again, the Celtic lines
faltered under this fresh barrage and slowly the missile shots from
both sides diminished and tailed off to the occasional lob, while
the ‘thunk’ of scorpion bolts continued unabated.

‘This is it,
lads. Break your testudos now and get ready. I don’t want to see
any of you fighting cleanly or being fair. If you see Gallic flesh,
stab it, hack it, kick it or bite it. I don’t care what you do,
just keep them off the ramparts.’

There was a trickle of nervous
laughter along the palisade as men resumed the traditional stance
of the legionary line, shields presented, and blades hefted at the
ready.

‘Remember,
we’re eagles, not sparrows! If the Twelfth are destined for Elysium
today, we’re going to swim there in a river of barbarian
blood!’

A roar ran down the line,
triggering a similar response from the enemy thirty paces away and
the whole mass suddenly broke into a screaming run, bearing down on
the walls with their handful of Roman defenders.

‘Here we
go!’

 


* * * * *

 


‘Sun’s coming
up!’

‘Thank you
for stating the bloody obvious, Sep!’

Baculus took the opportunity
between exhausted sword thrusts to glance down the line at the
source of the banter. Once again, it reminded him of a truly
veteran unit, where even hard pressed and in constant bloody
danger, the troops could find something to laugh at. Off down the
wide valley, past the pillars of smoke and the smouldering remains
of the native settlement, the first glimmers of morning were
showing between the mountainous spurs. A welcome sight, even in the
circumstances.

His attention was drawn back to
the present situation as one of the barbarians still seething below
the parapet threw himself up to the top, hooking an arm over the
palisade while trying to swing wildly with the sword in the other.
The situation, grave at the onset, was becoming more and more
perilous all the time. The centuries defending this wall had
suffered almost a fifty per cent casualty rate and, though they had
only ever lost control of small sections of rampart very briefly
before regaining them, the incursions were becoming more frequent
and harder to repel. The end was close.

Unable to step back far enough
to stab effectively at this latest interloper, Baculus swept his
sword out to the side and head-butted the man with every ounce of
his remaining strength. The helmet’s iron ridge smashed into the
barbarian’s face, shattering bone and loosing him from the wall to
fall back among his companions. The primus pilus blinked away the
spattered blood that had sprayed across the helmet’s front and
raised his blade to strike as something grabbed at his arm.

His arm swept wild as he
realised the hand grasping him was a Roman, and the blow fell into
empty air.

‘You bloody
idiot. I nearly cut your arm off!’

The soldier, his eyes wide,
shrank back.

‘Sorry sir. I
couldn’t get your attention. Legate Galba sent for you. Wants you
to meet him at the headquarters, sir.’

Baculus growled at the man and
then nodded.

‘Well since
you’re nice and clean and fresh, step up here and take my place.
Don’t let one of those shit-eating dogs across my wall.’

The legionary nodded meekly and
stepped up to the rampart, drawing his sword and settling his
shield in front of him. Paying the lad no further attention,
Baculus dropped from the parapet and slid down the grassy bank of
the rampart to the ground. A quick glance back told him that,
despite his fears, the Twelfth was still miraculously holding the
walls, though for how much longer remained to be seen. Squaring his
shoulders he set off at a quick march toward the squat stone
building that served as Galba’s headquarters. No matter how dire
the situation, a centurion should not move at an unseemly run.

A moment later, he rounded a
corner to face the building, its usual guard stripped to help man
the walls. No man was being excused today, even the legate’s
bodyguard, as Baculus was pleased to note. The door stood open, and
the primus pilus entered, allowing his eyes to adjust to the dim
glow within, darker than the pre-dawn light outside despite the
guttering candles. As he strode into the room, the legate and
tribune Volusenus looked up from the table and a hastily prepared
model of their immediate surroundings formed from the various small
pieces of clutter they had gathered.

‘Ah, Baculus.
Come and join us, quickly.’

‘Sir.’

The primus pilus, aware that
this was a gathering of desperate minds rather than a situation for
high etiquette, strode over, dropped his shield and helmet and sank
into one of the two spare seats around the table.

‘We were just
trying to find a way out of this mess, Publius.’

‘Unsuccessfully, I might add’ agreed Volusenus
quietly.

Baculus nodded as he examined
the makeshift model.

‘We’re
certainly in the shit, legate. The enemy has all but filled in the
ditches, the piles of bodies are giving them a ramp to reach the
palisade top, and we’re out of missiles. My lads are down to about
half strength and the wall will go within the hour. I can’t imagine
either of you are managing to fare any better?’

He was greeted with silent
nods.

‘Then
frankly, we’re bollocksed. We’re trapped here. We must number maybe
four hundred by now and, though we’re killing them in droves, there
are still quite a few thousand out there. Once they get inside the
walls, we’re done for.’

Galba shrugged.

‘Then we
either fight on like this and fall, however heroically, to the
barbarians, or we have to find a means to get away.’

The tribune rubbed his eyes
wearily.

‘The only
thing for it is to try and buy ourselves a little time somehow and
then make a break through the south gate, out up the valley and
back toward Cisalpine Gaul. I don’t like running, but it’s better
than extermination and losing the eagle.’

Galba shook his head.

‘No chance
from the south. The Veragri pushed a cart up against it just over a
quarter hour ago and lit it. My men are trying to stop the
spreading fire, but the chances are that gate will be ablaze any
time now and will fall soon.’

Baculus shrugged.

‘Then we have
an obvious choice. Our walls are all heavily under attack, but the
bridge across to the town still stands.’

Galba raised an eyebrow.

‘You are
aware, I suppose, that that bridge leads to the north, deeper into
enemy territory.’

‘Indeed, sir,
but beyond that lies Geneva and friendly tribes like the
Allobroges. We might be able to make it, so long as we can get out
of here.’

Volusenus frowned as he
examined the makeshift model.

‘We might be
able to take them by surprise… if we timed it right?’

‘Explain?’

‘Well,’ the
tribune said, furrowing his brow as his gaze swept back and forth
across the model, ‘we don’t care about holding the walls, just
about getting the men out as fast as possible, yes?’

He was greeted by nods from his
fellow officers.

‘We don’t
want to stay here now, so everything is disposable. Also, we’ll
need to travel as light as possible to outrun them until we’re a
long way from here. So…’

He gestured around the model
walls and then pointed to the centre.

‘We’ve still
got the siege weapons, and we’ve got pitch. What would the
barbarians do if we set fire to our own walls?’

Galba blinked.

‘I expect
they’d laugh, once they were able to believe it. Why would we do
that?’

Volusenus shrugged.

‘We can’t
hold them much longer, and we need to buy some time while the enemy
can’t cross them. If they’re on fire, the barbarians will have to
hold back at least for a while. They’ll be in a state of confusion.
We can add to that by madly firing the ballistae and the onager
into their ranks.’

‘But what
good does it do?’

‘While
they’re milling about in confusion, we form the men up into
testudos and break out of the north gate, across the bridge. The
enemy are thin over there, and the river will prevent the rest from
joining them without following us over the bridge which, of course,
they can’t do because of the blazing walls. Then it comes down to
discipline, the ability of the men, and a little bit of luck. Once
we’re clear of the barbarians, we do a triple time and head
northwest as fast as Mercury himself.’

Baculus frowned as he stared at
the model.

‘It has
merit, but there were a mass of barbarians on the hills on that
side of the valley as well as this. Will they not be waiting for us
in the open across the river? I’d assumed only the river and the
bridge were stopping them from taking the north gate
easily.’

Volusenus shook his head.

‘We watched
them from the west gate as they first charged. Once they realised
we’d fired the town, and they couldn’t get in that way, they spent
a good hour and a half crossing the river to join in the attack.
Had to put together rafts. Might piss them off a bit when they
realise they have to do it again.’

The legate leaned back in his
seat.

‘It’s a mad
plan… absolutely barking
mad. Even Fronto would think twice before doing
this, but then, I really can’t see any other way. Can we
do it,
tribune?’

Volusenus grinned.

‘Given the
alternatives, I’ll have to say yes.’

‘Then lets
get back out there and start passing the orders down.’

 


* * * * *

 


Baculus mopped his forehead and
then replaced his helmet.

‘Are we
set?’

The wounded legionary with the
empty pitch bucket nodded and gave a weary half-salute, being
careful to avoid the medical padding at his temple. The primus
pilus turned and peered into the early light. Someone by the south
gate was waving a torch. Reaching down, he lit one of his own from
the brazier that burned at the top of the sloping rampart and as it
burst into life, passed it to the legionary.

‘Wave that
like you’re at the races.’

The man did so, and Baculus
squinted off across the camp once more. A hundred tense heartbeats
followed until he finally saw the twinkle of a torch being waved
across at the west gate.

‘Fire!’ he
bellowed and, as the dozen men standing ready with blazing torches
stepped up to the rampart, in a precision manoeuvre as beautiful as
any parade ground exercise, the beleaguered legionaries defending
the walls stepped back, disengaging the barbarians and feeding
between the torches, retreating down the bank in an orderly
withdrawal. Barely had they left the walkway and stepped onto the
grass slope before the torches of those men that had stepped
forward connected with the pitch that had been liberally spread on
as many of the wooden surfaces as possible.

The victorious cries of the
Veragri as they began to clamber across the palisade in pursuit of
the fleeing defenders turned in short order to panicked screams as
the timber defences around them caught like dry tinder and leapt
into roaring flames. Many of the front line of the barbarian attack
were unable to pull back from the flames, the crowd behind driving
them on, and blazing figures dotted the ramparts, screaming and
floundering, as the Roman lines reached the bottom of the slope
and, turning at Baculus’ orders, reformed quickly and ran in
perfect order along the street toward the fort’s centre.

At the call of a buccina from
somewhere in the heart of the camp, Baculus and his men split into
lines and hugged the buildings at the sides of the street as they
ran. Overhead, a half dozen rocks, each larger than a balled fist,
arced across the heavens toward the mass of barbarians beyond the
walls. The chances of one falling this far short were very small,
but Baculus had lost enough men for one day and motioned the
centurions around him to keep close to cover.

A roar of dismay arose behind
them outside the fort, as the artillery attack of the Roman
defenders began to take its toll on the mass of enemy milling
around in confusion below the blazing walls.

As they approached the central
square where the siege weapons kept up as speedy a barrage as they
could manage, Baculus spotted the men from the other walls, pouring
in good order from different roads and into the space, where they
converged, creating larger units and moving toward the northern
street.

With a quick gesture, the
primus pilus passed down the order to continue on to the north
gate, while he marched at speed from the advancing column toward
the onager and its crew. As he reached the engineers, they finished
winching the machine and stepped back. Baculus waited patiently
until they loosed the shot, launching a collection of small but
deadly rocks away toward the distant unseen attackers. As the
crewman reached for the next in the pile of ammunition, the primus
pilus waved his vine staff.

‘Forget that
now. Cut the cables, get your gear together, gather the ballista
crews and fall in with the rest of the men. Time to go.’

Leaving the men to their work,
Baculus strode back, picking up his pace yet more in order to catch
up with his unit. As they marched off down the street toward the
north gate and the bridge that would take them to relative safety,
he spotted legate Galba striding out alongside another column and
angled across to join him.

‘Centurion.’
The commander looked tired and drawn.

‘Sir. All
went off rather nicely, I thought.’

The legate shook his head.

‘We’re not
out of it quite yet, Baculus.’

The primus pilus nodded.

‘Perhaps,
sir, but we’re on our way. We’ll be out in no time and then heading
down for friendly territory. Mind if I ask, sir, what we do
then?’

Galba nodded.

‘I’ve been
thinking about that. Caesar promised us extra recruits that we
never got. He’s going to be a little put out by what happened up
here, but even he can’t push the matter, given our numbers and situation. Even
Scipio would have pulled out of there. So we’re going to go stay
among our allies in Gaul, and I’m going to start recruiting myself
on Caesar’s behalf. Then I’ll send another report to the
general.’

‘What do you
think the general’s plans are for the coming summer,
sir?’

Galba shrugged.

‘That all
depends on what’s happened to him in Rome, Crassus in Armorica and
Labienus and the Belgae. I can see this being a problem season for
us, Publius. Once we’ve replaced some of the losses, and I’ve sent
off a report, we’ll march off up to Vindunum, training the recruits
while we move, and joining the main force there. At least there we
can make use of their stores and armourers to rebuild the
Twelfth.’

Baculus nodded as they
approached the gate. The massing Roman force within, added to the
burning of the camp, had struck the smaller force of Veragri among
the charred ruins on the opposite bank with uncertainty and, far
from gathering to prevent the legion leaving, they had skirted away
out of reach to the east and west, watching warily.

‘Been a hell
of a winter, legate.’

‘That it has,
Baculus… that it has.’


Chapter 2

(Ianuarius: The Andean oppidum
of Vindunum in northwestern Gaul)

 


‘Have you
made an example among the locals?’

The tribune sighed inwardly but
was careful to keep his expression neutral. He’d managed to avoid
much direct contact with Crassus, but word got around.

‘With
respect, legate, we’ve made an occasional example, but it really is
no good. They simply don’t have the grain to spare and no amount of
beating is going to make more grain grow.’

He winced, aware that he could
have overstepped the mark there. Crassus may be only one of several
legates with a command at Vindunum, but Caesar’s orders had been
clear. Crassus was in overall command of the army in this region
over the winter months. There were many rumours as to the reason
for the extra power granted to the man, but the most common was
that Caesar needed to tighten the bonds between himself and the
legate’s father in Rome.

Crassus stared at him, silent,
those piercing eyes boring into his skull.

‘Also,
legate, the Gauls are a proud people. If you push them hard, they
don’t bend, sir; they break. I and the other officers are walking a
fine line between keeping them subjugated and trying not to fan the
flames of revolt. The failure of the Belgae’s revolt last year may
have settled things for now, but they will only take so
much.’

‘I fear you
forget your place, tribune…’

Gallus, senior tribune of the
Ninth, ground his teeth, irked at such a rebuke from the commander
of a different legion. A complaint to legate Rufus would be no use;
Rufus was as powerless as he to put the influential Crassus in his
place.

‘I mean no
disrespect, sir…’

Somewhere deep within, Gallus
laughed at his own words.

‘…It's just
that the Andes have been nothing but accommodating and helpful.
Given that we have effectively displaced them and tithed their
stores during a fairly harsh winter, I feel we should be rewarding
them, rather than punishing them. Perhaps we can send to Caesar and
request that extra supplies be sent up from
Narbonensis?’

Crassus swept a hand angrily
through the air.

‘I have
conquered Armorica with one
legion, tribune! Imagine that! While the rest of
the army was bogged down with the Belgae, the Seventh
alone pacified the whole
of the north west! Do you think I am about to crawl to Caesar with
my tail between my legs and beg for some extra supper?’

Again, Gallus had to bite his
tongue. He’d seen first hand the results of Crassus’ conquest.
Pacification by near-genocide. The mass burial pits were still
visited by weeping relatives all up and down these lands. Still,
the winter would soon be over and then his own legate would return,
along with the general and the rest of the staff. Things would
change then.

‘What are
your orders, sir?’

Crassus glared at him for some
time and finally slid from his chair and stood, reaching out to the
table and swiping his crimson cloak from the surface, fastening it
around his shoulders.

‘Come with
me.’

Gallus nodded and, turning,
followed the legate out of the headquarters. The air outside was
cloying and unpleasant. A fog had settled earlier in the week and
seemed to be set in for the duration, lifting only briefly during
the height of the day before descending once again to wrap them in
its damp embrace as the sun sank. The unpleasant weather was
affecting the mood of the army, who had weathered the crisp cold
winter reasonably well, but this damp fog was a whole different
matter. It soaked into the clothes and made even the flesh feel
soggy and cold, it cut down visibility and shut out the welcome
gaze of the sun.

The
headquarters had been converted from the house of the Andean chief
at Vindunum during the Seventh’s campaign last year. Indeed, the
Seventh and their allied legions occupied the entire Gallic oppidum
and the surrounding territory on this side of the river, the
surviving population having been evicted to the far bank where they
had set up makeshift huts to survive the winter. The
pax Romana as
demonstrated by the great Crassus.

Still grinding his teeth,
Gallus strode out into the street behind the young commander as he
glanced left and right. There were the standard legionary guards on
duty outside the headquarters, as well as the granary and other
stores, but here in the hub of Roman command, the higher proportion
of the sparse figures visible bore the crests and plumes of
officers.

‘You!’

Gallus frowned as Crassus
gestured to two tribunes standing huddled against the cold and
studying a wax tablet. The tribunes looked up, and Gallus vaguely
recognised them from meetings and dice games. Men of the Eleventh,
if he remembered correctly.

The two tribunes turned and
saluted the legate, standing at attention.

‘Identify
yourselves.’

‘Quintus
Velanius, tribunus laticlavius of the Eleventh, sir.’

‘Titus
Silius, tribunus angusticlavius of the Eleventh,
legate.’

Crassus nodded.

‘Come with
me.’

The two men exchanged anxious
glances and, as they fell into step with Gallus at the legate’s
heel, they looked around at him questioningly. Gallus shook his
head and made a face suggesting they should stay quiet.

The three tribunes pulled their
cloaks tighter around them against the numbing fog and traipsed on
down the street toward the former centre of the oppidum. As they
entered the main square, once more Crassus waved an arm at a man
with a tribune’s plume.

‘Terrasidius?
Join us.’

The tribune, one of the junior,
or ‘angusticlavius’ tribunes of the Seventh, turned and came to
attention, saluting, before striding toward them. As the five men
converged, Crassus gestured to one of the buildings around the
square, converted for use as an office for the clerks of the
various legions and the camp prefect, nominally Priscus, ex-primus
pilus of the Tenth, but who was convalescing in Rome with his
commander during the winter.

The small group approached, and
Terrasidius stepped out ahead to open the door and stand aside
politely until the others had entered, closing it behind him as he
joined them. This building had clearly been a shop or a tavern
before being commandeered by the Seventh. Three clerks worked
studiously at desks in the large open room.

‘Find
something to do outside’ Crassus said flatly.

The clerks looked up in alarm
and saluted hurriedly before gathering their tablets and styluses
in their arms and leaving the room in haste, making their way out
of the front door and into the damp, depressing square outside.

‘Right.’

Crassus turned to the four
tribunes as he leaned back against a desk and folded his arms.

‘Tribune
Gallus here informs me that we are being too harsh on the Andes
here; that we cannot demand any more grain or supplies from them,
or we may push them into open revolt.’

Gallus’ teeth continued to
grind in irritation but, as the other three officers glanced across
at him, he noted the sympathy and understanding in their eyes.

‘So’ the
legate continued circling his neck to the sound of bones clicking.
‘What are the options?’

He fell silent, but none of the
tribunes fell into the trap. Crassus nodded to himself.

‘One: we
banish the Andes altogether and send them to leech off one of the
other tribes in this benighted land, while we commandeer their
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