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165 AD. Parthia




I

Marcus Oclatinius Adventus walked slowly through the city of Seleucia with a dry mouth, wide eyes and a racing heart. To his left, an elderly matron came stumbling out of a burning building, screaming as she tried to beat out the flames that had taken hold of her hair. Ahead of him, two legionaries had grabbed a young women and were dragging her, sobbing and struggling, down a side alley. All around, the roar of the flames mingled with the cries of the dying city and the laughter of its executioners.

Seleucia was once the capital of the Seleucid Empire, and later an important city under its conquerors, the Parthians. It was still great when the general Avidius Cassius, under the co-Emperor Lucius Verus, besieged it in his war on the Parthians.

Oclatinius had joined the legions a year before, had finished his training and joined the III Gallica in time to be blooded in the front rank of the battle of Dura-Europos. That first fight had been terrifying and exhilarating, facing down Parthian soldiers, with shield to the fore and tough legionaries on each shoulder. They had marched into Dura-Europos as worthy conquerors, and the general had accepted the surrender of its citizens with grace and mercy.

Why then was the taking of Seleucia so different? Why was it necessary for the city to die? Especially since the Seleuceni had opened their gates to the Romans, rather than face a siege. Was it some command of the usually hands-off Lucius Verus, correctly or incorrectly interpreted? Had the Seleuceni broken the terms of their surrender? It was not for a young soldier like Oclatinius to know. But he didn’t have to like it.

“Not joining in the fun, boy?”

The voice from over his right shoulder was hoarse, maybe from smoke inhalation, maybe from shouting. Oclatinius turned to find himself looking into the stern face of his centurion, Flaccus.

“It doesn’t look like much fun to me, sir.”

Flaccus took a long look around him, then shrugged. “Most of your comrades would disagree, it seems.”

“The city surrendered, sir. This isn’t right.”

Flaccus put an arm around the back of Oclatinius’ neck and pulled him forwards, the centurion’s hot onion breath washing over his face.

“Listen, boy. It isn’t up to the likes of us to decide what is right. We do as we are told. Things go badly for us if we start having our own opinions. Understand me?”

“Yes. Yes, sir.”

Flaccus released him, and gave him a shove.

“Join in, or don’t. But don’t you be giving out your opinion on what’s right or wrong again, do you hear?”

“Yes sir.”

Flaccus’ eyes narrowed, catching sight of something behind Oclatinius. Suddenly alert, Oclatinius turned swiftly, hand on the hilt of his gladius. But it was just a corpse, one of thousands that Oclatinius had seen that day. There was a gaping wound in the dead man’s abdomen, ropes of intestines leaking out onto the ground. Flies buzzed around the slick offal, and the stench of fresh excreta made Oclatinius wrinkle his nose.

Flaccus took a couple of steps forward and knelt by the body. He grabbed the blood and mud soaked hair and lifted the head, so the dead eyes stared at him past the flies that walked across the dry globes.

“What is it, sir?”

“I don’t know,” said Flaccus. “Have you ever seen anything like this?”

Oclatinius bent over to peer at the dead face, swallowing down his disgust. To call the pattern of lumps and bumps on the man’s face a rash was as accurate as calling his abdominal wound a minor injury. Every inch of his face, and all his visible skin – neck, arms, upper chest, was covered in round, raised, suppurating pustules. Some had scabbed over, some still leaked fluid, which more flies lapped up. The appearance was actually terrifying, like this was some demon from the underworld that had been summoned by the defenders of the city, and had died fighting. But there were no dead Roman soldiers nearby, so Oclatinius knew that really this deformed man had put up no resistance.

“I’m not sure you should be touching him, sir.”

Flaccus let the head drop down to the ground with a thud.

“You’re probably right boy.” He stood and wiped his hands on his tunic. “Go and fetch Fulvius. See what he makes of it.”

Oclatinius took another look at the disgusting corpse, and hurried off in search of the century’s medicus.



Oclatinius found Fulvius sitting on the steps of a marble temple, a flask of wine in his hands, ignoring the chaos around him. The solid structure was resisting the fires that were taking hold of so many other buildings in the city, and with the priests and temple slaves fled, this was a small oasis of calm in the chaos and destruction.

“What do you want?” said Fulvius, before Oclatinius could even speak.

Oclatinius took in the ugly scars on his face. After months in this grizzled veteran’s company, he still hadn’t got used to the disfigurement he wore with a defiant glare at anyone who looked too hard.

“Flaccus wants you.”

“If some legionary has been stuck by the innocent he was raping, then he can look after himself.”

“It’s not that. We’ve found something strange.”

Fulvius looked up at Oclatinius curiously. “What sort of strange?”

“You need to see for yourself.”

Oclatinius led Fulvius to the body, where a couple of other legionaries had joined him, staring down with horrified fascination. Fulvius elbowed them aside, then knelt down beside the body with an air of irritation.

But as soon as he saw the foul rash on the dead man’s face, his annoyance disappeared, and an air of amazement replaced it. He reached down and touched the suppurating rash, rubbed the oozing juice between thumb and finger, sniffed it. Oclatinius’ stomach gave a little lurch in protest, but Fulvius seemed unperturbed.

“What is this?” he asked.

“You’re the medicus,” said Flaccus. “You tell us.”

Fulvius turned back to the corpse and examined it further. He turned its head this way and that, picked up the limbs, even examined the entrails, grasping the fly-covered, glistening ropes in his hands and letting them slide through his fingers. The he stood up, wiped his hands on his tunic, and shook his head.

“I cut off legs and sew skin back together. You need a physician for this.”

“You mean you don’t know what it is?” asked Oclatinius, surprised. Fulvius had always seemed so self-assured, if distant and curmudgeonly. Now, he seemed, not alarmed. Just confused.

“Look, it’s some sort of imbalance of the humours, or a curse from one of the nastier gods. Or maybe it’s a miasma. I don’t know, it’s not what I do. I met this fellow in Rome once, what was his name? Galen. He was different from all the other physicians I have known. Always enquiring, wondering what made people ill, how he could treat them better. He would have loved to take a look at this.

“But I think you are all missing the point.”

“And what’s that?” asked Flaccus.

“His guts are over the floor. That’s what killed him. Not this rash. Unpleasant as it looks, I’m sure it’s just cosmetic.”

He stood up. “If that’s all, I have somewhere I need to be.” He picked up his flask and headed back towards the temple.

Oclatinius looked down at the dead man’s face. Cosmetic? He didn’t think so. An involuntary shudder went down his spine.



A legion marching to war is an inspiring or a terrifying sight, depending on whether it is marching towards you or away from you. A legion marching back from war engenders other feelings, depending not only on whether it is marching towards you or away from you, but what it is marching from. A legion loaded with spoils, its soldiers with heads held high, full of pride and tales of bravery, is a very different sight to a legion retreating from a defeat, shoulders down, not looking each other, ignoring the cries of the wounded.

Yet a neutral observer of the III Gallica as it marched back from Parthia towards Syria under its legate, Gaius Avidius Cassius, might find it hard to work out if this was an army returning from victory or disaster. Yes, their backpacks were laden with looted gold and silver, the carts dragging the wounded were lightly laden, their numbers were not markedly depleted. But they marched with heads down, exchanging guilty glances from time to time. There was no singing, no bawdy jokes, no unlikely tales of derring-do. This was an army marching from a victory which it felt it did not deserve.

“We’re cursed,” muttered Bricius the Gaul loud enough for his voice to carry to the Centurion. Flaccus whirled on him.

“If I hear you say that one more time, you long-haired idiot, I’ll take my vine stick to your arse and you won’t be able to sit for a week!”

Bricius clamped his lips shut, and looked at Oclatinius who was marching next to him. Oclatinius gave him a sympathetic shrug. When the centurion turned back to the direction of the march, Bricius mouthed to Oclatinius, “We are, though.”



They marched along the west bank of the Euphrates, heading north west. The vast river was spotted throughout with craft, fishing vessels, cargo boats, ferries. Along the banks were small settlements – fishermen’s huts, small docks for trading goods locally. The sun was burning, and Oclatinius thought wistfully of the water flask in his pack. His mouth was dry as a Vestal’s… he stopped the sacrilegious thought before he could finish it. He wasn’t overly religious or superstitious, but Bricius’ constant whispering about the doom that was sure to befall them had left him uneasy.

He swatted away a small swarm of flies from his face, which scattered but then descended immediately, and after two or three attempts, he gave up, and let them do as they wished. The sun was heating the metal of his armour to uncomfortable temperatures, and he wished desperately that he could go and jump in that inviting expanse of water.

But Flaccus would have none of it. He kept his vine stick to hand, ready to lay into any of his men that slackened the pace.

“When can we stop, sir?” asked Mergus, a tall, willowy individual from northern Italy, who marched directly behind the signifer, Pictor, but was benefitting from none of the shade of the standard that Pictor carried since the sun was at their backs.

Flaccus didn’t slow his pace, just called over his shoulder. “When the primus pilus gives the order, and not before. I will not have the men of my century showing me up, understood?” He swished his cane ominously.

Mergus had a sheen of sweat over his face and Oclatinius, marching behind him, could see droplets running down his back.

“He’s going to be on his knees from the thirst soon,” said Fulvius who was behind Oclatinius. “He isn’t built for this sort of heat.”

“Is any man?” asked Oclatinius, wallowing in his own misery. A fly settled on his cheek, and he swatted it, then rubbed at a pock mark that was collecting sweat. He had a few dents on his face and hands from a childhood illness, but he hoped he wasn’t ugly enough to scare the horses. Maybe just enough to make the odd maiden tremble.

His mind went back to the disfigured corpse in Seleucia. They had not stayed in the town long, before returning to their encampment outside the burning city, but some of the men in the century told tales of others from the city they had seen, mothers begging food for their children, offering their bodies in return, young men and women taken as slaves, wide-eyed children sitting silently in the shade, staring at the men. And many of these sported rashes. Some little more than pimples, some covered in suppurating pustules. There was something rotten in that city, and when, after a few days, the order had come to pack up and begin the march back to Syria, they all breathed a sigh of relief, and muttered thanks to whichever god they thought might be interested.

But Oclatinius felt they had not really left Seleucia behind. Something nagged at him. A feeling deep down, that Seleucia would yet have its revenge.

In front of him, Mergus suddenly bent double, and vomited loudly onto his caligae. Flaccus let out a short cry of disgust. The spew had splashed the back of his legs.

“Mergus, you disgusting felator. What do you think you are doing?”

Mergus ignored him, dropping down to his hands and knees, retching miserably.

Flaccus sighed and put his hand up high.

“Halt.”

With well-disciplined precision, the century came to an abrupt stop.

“Fulvius,” Flaccus yelled. “Get up here now.”

Fulvius hurried forward.

“Sir.”

“Deal with this… weakling. Cominius!”

Cominius the optio came to attention, face earnest in his desire to obey.

“Give me your water flask.”

Cominius threw his pack to the ground, opened it and handed the flask over. Flaccus pulled the stopper and poured the water over his legs, rubbing away the vomitus with his hands. Then he took a swig from the flask and handed it back without a word of thanks. Cominius took it and raised the flask towards his mouth. Flaccus looked at him steadily. Thinking better of it, Cominius restoppered the flask and placed it back in his pack.

Oclatinius watched the precious water spilling over his centurion’s legs and over the ground, and was reminded how dry his mouth was. He thought about taking his own flask out, but Flaccus was glaring at his men, daring them to do anything they hadn’t been ordered, and so he merely stood, eyes forward, face set, and tried to think of something pleasant. A plunge into the cold pool in the baths of Trajan in Rome, followed by a good rub down with oil by a skilled masseur to ease his aching muscles.

It didn’t really work. He couldn’t hold the picture for long, before visions of flies, desert sand and purulent visages pushed it out.

“Told you he wasn’t going to last much longer in this heat,” muttered Fulvius, who was kneeling beside Mergus.

Mergus groaned, strings of saliva hanging out of the corner of his mouth and snot running down his upper lip.

“Well,” said Flaccus. “What’s going on? Something he ate?”

“It’s the heat,” said Fulvius. “He hasn’t got the right constitution to march for long distances in this temperature.”

“He’s a legionary,” said Flaccus. “He survived basic training. He should be able to cope with a little stroll in the countryside.”

If Oclatinius had still been unsure whether Flaccus was a real bastard, watching Mergus vomit his innards out under Flaccus’ contemptuous eye finally dispelled any doubts.

Fulvius put a hand on Mergus’ forehead, then looked up sharply at Flaccus.

“He’s hot.”

Flaccus sneered. “The climate does seem to be on the warm side.”

“No, I mean really burning up.”

“Nonsense, just a touch of the sun. Get him back on his feet, we need to march. The whole legion behind us has had to stop.”

“With respect, centurion,” said Fulvius with obvious disrespect, “I am not some young boy who has been given a roll of bandage and told to get on with the job. I’ve been around a long time. I’m not sure this is just heat exhaustion.”

Flaccus ignored him and looked back down the marching line at the halted centuries behind them.

Mergus moaned pathetically, and rolled onto his back. Fulvius took a cloth and wiped the goo away from his mouth and nose, then tipped a little water into his mouth from a flask. Mergus coughed it out, but Fulvius persisted, and he managed to get the recumbent legionary to drink a few mouthfuls.

A short, squat centurion with a broken nose and ears like cabbages poking out from under his helmet marched up to them.

“Flaccus, you old goat. What’s the hold up?”

“Greetings, Quintillius. Apologies. I have a malingerer who can’t seem to stand a little bit of sunshine.”

Quintillus looked at the supine Mergus.

“To be fair I’ve got one two in my century looking peaky.” He squinted up at the sun. “We’ve marched through a lot worse. Do you think there was something in the food?”

Flaccus looked sceptical.

“A weakness of spirit, I would say.” He swished his vine stick. “A bit of discipline is what they need.”

Quintillus nodded. “Do you need any help?”

Flaccus shook his head. “Cominius, Oclatinius. Help Fulvius get this weakling onto a cart so we can march on.”

Cominius jumped to the task, stabbing a finger at Oclatinius to help. With a couple of cloaks and two palisade stakes they fashioned a makeshift stretcher, and rolled Mergus onto it, though he protested and moaned softly. Cominius took the head end, and Oclatinius the end of the poles by his feet, and they hoisted him up, escorted by Fulvius who kept a restraining hand on his patient.

Flaccus shouted the order to march, and the century moved on, setting a time and a half-pace to catch up with the rest of the legion ahead. Oclatinius and Cominius tramped backwards by the side of the legion towards the baggage train. Legionaries with slumped shoulders threw them sullen sideways glances, as if, Oclatinius felt, they were blaming him personally for parading this sickly soldier past them.



They reached the train with the ox and mule-drawn wagons and carts. Among the food supplies and ammunition for the artillery and the auxiliaries’ bows were the wounded, lying in rows next to each other. Oclatinius couldn’t stop himself staring at some of the injuries – the bandaged stump of a leg or arm, a broken jaw, a bandaged gut wound that even the inexperienced Oclatinius knew would soon prove fatal.

But as well as these normal battle-injured men, there were a handful of others without obvious external injuries. Packed in among the wounded were men sweating out fevers, lying supine and breathing shallowly, or sitting up to vomit periodically.

Oclatinius frowned, puzzled. It was usual to have a few infirm among the baggage who had illnesses other than those sustained in battle – twisted ankles, exhaustion and so forth. You had to be pretty bad to be allowed to stop marching and hitch a ride on a cart in the Roman army. But all these sickly individuals, seemingly with similar symptoms – this wasn’t normal in his limited experience. He wasn’t the only one who thought so.

“This isn’t normal,” said Fulvius, scratching the scars on his face. “I haven’t seen this before.”

Oclatinius felt the first sense of misgiving churning inside him. That was bad. If it was outside Oclatinius’ experience, so what? Most things to do with the legions still were. But Fulvius had been around since Romulus and Remus were sucking wolf’s tit, or so it seemed to Oclatinius. If he was concerned, then there was a reason to worry.

But more pressingly, he was still carrying half of a heavy body.

“Where do we put Mergus?” he asked.

Fulvius scouted around a few carts, and found one with a space, next to a man with a bandage around both eyes. Fulvius jumped into the cart, shifted the blinded man aside, and helped drag the stretcher up. They rolled Mergus unceremoniously off, and retrieved the stretcher.

The cart rolled on, and the three of them watched it on its way for a moment. Mergus paid them little attention, even when Oclatinius wished him the best of fortune.

“Come on,” said Cominius. “Double time back to the century, or Flaccus will be displeased.”

Fulvius and Oclatinius exchanged a weary glance, but did as their optio told them. They marched back up the line of the legion and, unburdened this time, Oclatinius observed the soldiers more closely. Most were marching as well as expected in the heat, but others were dragging their heels, falling out of step, getting shoved back into line by their optios. This did not look like a legion in full health.

They reached their century, and fell into line, matching their pace to the rest. Oclatinius thought they had been swift in their task, but Flaccus of course was not pleased.

“You took your time didn’t you? All you had to do was drop off that weakling.”

“Sorry, sir,” said Cominius, a bit too grovelly for Oclatinius’ liking. “We did our best. There are lot of sick back there.”

“Ridiculous,” said Flaccus. “What is the army coming to?”

Then he put his hand to his forehead, his knees buckled, and he collapsed.

Cominius and Oclatinius were instantly at Flaccus’ side. Flaccus was on his back, staring up at the sky in confusion.

“Sir, sir,” said Cominius, his voice high-pitched and panicked. “What happened?”

“Who… who hit me? I am injured? Was it a slingshot?”

“Be calm, sir,” said Oclatinius. “You aren’t injured. You had some sort of turn.”

“Fulvius. Fulvius! Get over here,” squeaked Cominius.

With the air of a recalcitrant slave asked to pick up dog shit, Fulvius strolled over.

“Come on man,” said Cominius. “Help him!”

Fulvius shrugged. “He just fainted.”

“How dare you?” cried Flaccus. “I was struck. Or assaulted. I…”

He tried to pull himself upright using Cominius’ arm for support, but as soon as he reached a sitting position, his eyes rolled and he fell back.

“I fought against the Jews, I fought the Germans, I fought the Parthians,” he murmured, his eyes wide with confusion. “I don’t faint.”

“And I didn’t get these scars fucking Greek arse bandits,” said Fulvius pointing at his face. “Doesn’t make me invincible.”

“What’s wrong with him?” asked Cominius, eyes bright with moisture.

“Fatigue? Heat?” suggested Fulvius noncommittally.

Flaccus turned to one side, and vomited on Cominius’ feet.

“Or something else,” said Fulvius, shooting Oclatinius a frown. He bent down to offer Flaccus some water, but he continued to retch uncontrollably, and all they could do was wait out the attack. Eventually the heaving stopped and Flaccus rolled over, moaning softly.

The century had stopped marching when Flaccus collapsed, and now Quintillius marched up again.

“What’s the hold up this time, Flaccus?” he called as he approached. “More malingerers?”

Then he saw Flaccus lying flat on his back, mumbling incoherently.

“Oh,” he said.

“What are your orders?” asked Cominius, anxiously.

“My orders?” repeated Quintillius, surprised. “This isn’t my century. You are second in command, optio. What are your orders for your men?”

“I… er…” He looked down at Flaccus, who was muttering something about what he would do to the man who had clubbed him on the back of the head.

“Maybe you would be thinking of having some of your men take your centurion to the wagons with the wounded, and get the century moving again, before the primus pilus has your balls nailed to the standard?” suggested Quintillius.

“Yes, of course. Oclatinius, Bricius, take the centurion to the wagon train. Fulvius, go with them. Give him every attention he needs.”

Oclatinius sighed. He had only just got back from taking Mergus there. But he beckoned Bricius, and together they cobbled the stretcher back together and rolled Flaccus onto it. Fulvius put a cold, damp cloth on the centurion’s brow which had started perspiring profusely. Oclatinius was breaking out in something of a sweat himself, but he believed or at least hoped, that it was just because of the extra physical activity he was being made to do.

They tramped past the marching soldiers, who now gave them open stares of fear and hostility. One or two called out. “What’s going on? What are you doing to them up there?” But Oclatinius ignored them. He had no answer for them anyway.

Bricius was not so reserved.

“We’re cursed,” he told any who would listen. “This whole damned legion. I can see it in all your eyes. The gods are going to take a terrible revenge on us, for what we did to Seleucia.”

His words were met with jeers and abuse, but Oclatinius could see they were hitting home. The already demoralised legion was starting to wonder if the gods had turned their faces away.

“I’m not sure you should be shouting that stuff out loud,” said Cominius. “The centurion wouldn’t be pleased…” His voice trailed away as he looked down at his superior officer.

“He doesn’t exactly look delighted at the best of times,” said Oclatinius. “And now is certainly not the best of times.”

They reached the wagon train, and found the wagon that contained Mergus. Their comrade had his knees hitched up to his chest, hugging them tight and he his whole body shivered uncontrollably. There was still space for one more in the cart, and they heaved Flaccus up beside Mergus. The centurion immediately started babbling.

“We’re under attack! Form a testudo!”

“Yes, centurion,” said Fulvius, pulling down Flaccus’ lower eyelid to examine the white of his eye. “Stick your tongue out, sir.”

Flaccus did as he was told, obedient as a school boy to his cane-bearing grammaticus. Fulvius looked at it suspiciously, then told him to put it away.

“They’ll be coming out of the forest.”

“Who, sir?” asked Oclatinius, unsure whether he should be engaging with the feverish babble.

“Them. You can’t trust them you know. Any of them.”

“Leave it,” said Fulvius. “You’ll get no sense from him while he is burning up so badly. Sir, drink this.” He offered some water to the centurion, who batted the flask away.

“You! Are you a medicus?” The new voice boomed with accustomed authority.

Oclatinius saw Cominius’ reaction before he discovered the newcomer’s identity. The optio went pale, stood to attention and gave a faltering salute.

Oclatinius turned and found himself confronted by a tall, stern-looking man, flanked by two huge bodyguards wearing immaculate and clearly not battle-worn armour.

“L… legate,” stammered Cominius.

Oclatinius saluted the commander of their legion, the Butcher of Seleucia, Avidius Cassius.

Fulvius finished attending to his patient, before climbing down from the cart of sick and injured. He moved as slowly as was possible to express his contempt for authority without earning a summary field punishment. Avidius Cassius, who was mounted on a fine black gelding, started to fidget in his saddle, and finger the hilt of his sword. One of the mounted bodyguards barked, “Hurry it up, legionary.”

Fulvius stood to attention before the general and saluted.

“I asked you a question. Are you a medicus?”

Fulvius gave an insolent glance down at the roll of bandages protruding from his satchel, then looked back up at Cassius.

“I am, sir.”

“Then can you tell me what in the name of Mithras is going on here?”

“No, sir.”

“No?” Cassius was turning purple, and Oclatinius tensed, wishing the veteran wouldn’t push things like this, purely, as far as Oclatinius could see, for his own amusement.

“No?” boomed Cassius. “You won’t tell me?”

“No, sir. I can’t tell you. I have no idea.”

Cassius clenched his fists. “Just tell me why men keep dropping out of the line, and the carts for the wounded are filling up with vomiting, raving invalids.”

“I think they are ill, sir,” said Fulvius, with wide-eyed innocence.

“Give me strength,” muttered Cassius to himself. Then to Fulvius, at full volume. “I can see they are ill. But why?”

“I can tell you, sir.”

The voice came from the cart. Flaccus was sitting up, propped on one elbow.

“Go on, centurion,” said Cassius.

“It’s the Germans, sir. Coming out of the forest and hitting us on the back of the head with their sausages.”

Oclatinius looked at the desert around them, and wondered if Flaccus really was seeing trees.

Cassius let out a long sigh.

“Right,” he said, addressing Fulvius again.

“Rock solid, those sausages are sir,” said Flaccus.

“Right,” repeated Cassius, trying hard to ignore the earnest centurion. “We are going to separate off the sick. I want to get home, and I’m not being slowed down by these weaklings. We’ll leave a century behind to escort them. Fulvius, since you have been so helpful, you have just volunteered your century for that duty.”

Oclatinius and Bricius, who had been trying to stay out of sight, turned acid glares on their comrade, whose expression remained equanimous.

“Who is your centurion?”

“Reporting for duty, sir,” said Flaccus, attempting to salute and falling onto his back. “Can anyone smell sausages?”

Cassius shook his head. He looked at Cominius, considered for a moment, then said, “I’ll assign Quintillius to lead your century, while your centurion recovers. His optio can take control of his century.”

Cominius flushed at being overlooked for the temporary promotion, but merely snapped out, “Yes, sir. Excellent choice, sir.”

“I’ll send him down to you, with your century. You four remain here. We’ll send down anyone else who looks sick. Guards, let’s go. Maybe we can finally get this legion moving.”

He wheeled his horse, and cantered back up the line, the bodyguards quickly following and kicking up dust that made Oclatinius cough.



Quintillius arrived a short while later, leading the remainder of Flaccus’ century. He was clearly not delighted to be assigned this duty, and was ready to take it out on anyone he could. But he was also an efficient officer, and his first step was to assess the situation.

“Tell me what’s going on, Cominius.”

“Yes sir, well sir. There are some people getting sick. And the legate has told us we have to escort them so the legion can carry on.”

“I got that much from the legate. Medicus, what’s your name?”

“Fulvius, sir.”

“Fulvius, anything to add?”

“Not really, sir. As Cominius said, lots of people are coming down with some sickness, but I haven’t seen the like before. Fever and vomiting seem to be the main symptoms so far in the cases I have seen.”

“Where has it come from?”

“Where does any disease come from? Imbalanced humours? Miasma? The gods? Curses?”

“It’s a curse,” said Bricius. “For Seleucia.”

“Be quiet, Bricius,” snapped Cominius.

“Well, whatever,” said Quintillius. “Let’s get to work so we can let the legion get on its way. Cominius, get the wagons with the sick out of the road. Bricius, is it? And you, what’s your name?”

“Oclatinius, sir.”

“Oclatinius and Bricius, we will be marching without the supply wagons, so make sure that we have everything we need to be self-sufficient for a long journey. Food, water, ammunition. Raid the stores, and tell the quartermaster that Avidius Cassius authorised it.”

“Yes, sir.”

Oclatinius and Bricius saluted and headed down the line, relieved for the moment to be away from the sweating, vomiting, sickly soldiers.

When they returned from their foraging trip, the rest of their century had arrived, looking distinctly fed up. Quintillius was busy organising them, with help from the deferential Cominius. The wagons with the sick and wounded had been hauled off the road and the rearguard of the legion were passing by. Some of the finest troops were stationed in the rear to guard against surprise attack, both cavalry and infantry. They passed by with contemptuous glances and mocking comments about those who couldn’t stand the heat, and those who were such crap soldiers they were being left behind to babysit the invalids.

Pictor the signifer was happy to give back as good as he got. As the standard bearer, he took more pride than anyone in the century, and wouldn’t stand to hear it maligned. Cominius kept his head down and ignored the cat calls, to Oclatinius’ embarrassment. But Quintillius would have none of it. When one legionary was particularly insulting, Quintillius strode over to him and dragged him out of the line.

“You think you are funny, boy?” he roared, and threw him to the floor.

“Sir, I was just…”

Quintillius swished down with his vine stick, cracking him across the forearm. Then he laid into him, ignoring the legionary’s apologies and cries for mercy, caning his legs and arms until the red-faced centurion broke out in a sweat.

“What are you doing to my legionary?” The recumbent legionary’s centurion had hurried over to investigate.

“This boy thought he could insult these fine soldiers who are putting their lives at risk by caring for the legion’s most needy.”

“It isn’t your job to punish him, Quintillius,” said the centurion. “It’s mine.”

Quintillius kicked the young legionary in the kidneys.

“Then I suggest you take him away, and instil some discipline into your century.”

He turned his back on the centurion and the recumbent legionary, and returned to calmly directing his new century.



Oclatinius thought he rather liked Quintillius after that, though he resolved not to get on his bad side. The century waited by the side of the road as the tail of the legion marched on. It took some time, waiting in the sun, for the last stragglers to finally pass. Then Quintillius ordered everyone to start moving. The wagon drivers coaxed, cajoled and whipped the donkeys and oxen back into motion, and Quintillius arrayed the century around them in a protective formation. The bulk of the century marched at the front, three abreast, led by the centurion, the signifer and the optio. Then came the wagons, flanked by half a dozen legionaries on either side. In the rear marched a further twenty.

The pace was slow, and soon the rest of the legion was out of sight. In some respects the reduced speed was a blessing – less effort in the hot sun, and more time to sneak drinks when the centurion wasn’t looking. But Oclatinius knew it would mean a longer march, all that time in the company of the sick.

The sun dipped in the sky, and Quintillius gave the order to halt and make camp. A century could not recreate the formidable fortress that a legionary in the field built every night when in hostile territory, but Quintillius did his best. They dug a shallow trench in a wide circle around the encampment and used the stakes the legionaries carried as standards to make a pallisade, with a simple gap for the gate.

Tents were erected, each contubernium pitching theirs where Cominius directed them, and cooking fires were lit. Oclatinius and Bricius were assigned second watch, so they made the most of a brief rest by eating a warm stew and stretching their legs out for an hour.




II

When it was their turn to go on watch, they donned their armour and strapped on their gladii and pugios, picked up their pila and reported to Cominius at the open gateway. He gave them their orders for a patrol, then disappeared back into the camp for a two hour sleep, leaving Oclatinius and Bricius to their own devices.

They trod a route around the outer perimeter that was already well worn by the previous watch. It didn’t take long to complete a circuit around the small encampment, but night had fallen by the time they had completed half a dozen laps. Torches along the palisade lit their way, but allowed them to see little beyond the puddles of light at the base of each. Another pair patrolled in the opposite direction, and two guards kept watch at the gateway.

Every so often they would stop to listen. From inside the camp came the sounds of swords being sharpened, some loud snoring, some muffled arguments. None of the usual laughter and songs that usually drifted over an encamped legion in good spirits. They could hear little from the surrounding arid countryside. They were too far from the Euphrates to hear any night river traffic, and there were no nearby settlements. But every so often, Oclatinius thought he could hear the light tread of a horse hoof in the soft ground, or an isolated whinny.

Bricius was oblivious. He mainly stared at his feet as they marched, muttering to himself. Oclatinius wondered whether to mention it. They were still in enemy territory, albeit a subdued and beaten Parthian enemy.

When their watch was over, they reported to Cominius at the gateway.

“All quiet?” asked the optio.

Oclatinius hesitated and looked over at Bricius, who offered him no support.

“Sir, I think I heard horses.”

“Where? When?”

“Out there.” Oclatinius gestured vaguely.

“Did you see anything?”

“No, sir,” Oclatinius conceded.

“Bricius, did you hear or see anything?”

“No horses, sir, but I swear I heard an eagle circling overhead, crying ‘death, death is with you.’”

Cominius rolled his eyes. “Fine. Well, I don’t think this is anything we need to bother the centurion with. Get some sleep you two.”



Oclatinius woke feeling dry-mouthed and groggy. Sleep had not come easy, he had insect bites on his ankles that itched viciously, and the night heat was oppressive. So when he dragged himself out of his tent, he wasn’t in the best of moods.

But his irritability dissipated when he saw Mergus walking past. The tall, pale legionary had never seemed to possess the strongest constitution, and now he looked thin and drawn. But he gave Oclatinius a cheery wave.

“Mergus? You’re better?”

“Well, I wouldn’t say fighting fit. But yes, loads better. I’ve stopped throwing up, and I’ve started keeping food down. I’m on my way to the latrine. Want to join me?”

“A kind offer, I’ll shit on my own schedule though thanks.”

Bricius emerged from the tent behind Oclatinius, looking at Mergus with narrowed eyes.

“What do you make of that, then, Bricius? Eh? You said we were doomed. And look, Mergus is up and about.”

Bricius pursed his lips, seemingly unwilling to commit himself. Oclatinius spotted Fulvius, heading towards the hospital tent. He hurried over to the medicus.

“Fulvius, Mergus is better. So this sickness isn’t that serious?”

Fulvius shrugged. “Maybe. But four more fell ill overnight. It’s spreading through us rapidly.”

“So we just wait it out, and once everyone who is going to get it has had it and got better, then we can get our pace up and get home, right?”

“The optimism of youth. I love it.”



The day’s march was if anything even slower. Several more legionaries dropped out of the line, feeling nauseous, feverish and faint, and most of them vomiting soon afterwards. Fulvius had drafted Bricius and Oclatinius into helping him with the dozens of sick that the legion had left behind. That meant swabbing out the carts that were running with vomit, offering food and water, dabbing cold towels to sweating foreheads. Oclatinius’ compassion quickly fatigued. Constant cries for his attention, curses or pleas, or just incoherent moaning took its toll. These, coupled with being splashed with emetic juices more often than anyone would fairly expect in a life time, had Oclatinius thoroughly fed up.

When they made camp for the night, Oclatinius found sticky fluids had dried and congealed on his legs and feet and in his hair.

“I need a bath,” he told Bricius.

“You’ll have to wait for Palmyra for that,” came the reply.

“There’s a great big river half a mile north east.”

“It might as well be in Britannia. The centurion won’t let you go.”

“He doesn’t have to know.”

Bricius gave him a surprised stare.

“Our watch isn’t until nearly dawn. I’ll sneak out when it’s dark, have a nice swim, be back in the tent within an hour, and dry by the time I have to go on patrol. I know the route the watch guards will be taking, so it will be simple to avoid them.”

Bricius shook his head. “Quintillius will slit you open and leave your guts for the birds.”

Oclatinius ignored him, and laid on his bed roll, waiting for full darkness to fall.



The moon’s reflection rippled in the gently flowing surface of the river. Oclatinius stripped off and jumped in from the dusty bank, barely keeping in a whoop of joy. He swam a few strong strokes to take himself out towards the middle. He could feel the dirt leaching off him, and he rubbed his legs and arms under the cool water, scrubbing away crusty scabs from tiny bites, the dirt from the road and the excretions from the sick. He took a deep breath and ducked under, swimming a short way near the river bed. For just that brief moment, the length of one breath-hold, there was no sound of crying or vomiting, no shouts, no orders, no clanking of armour and weapons and the thud of wheels in potholes. For a moment, he was alone, and free.

He surfaced and stood, a few feet from the bank, waist deep, water cascading off him, and used both hands to squeeze the excess from his hair, blinking drops from his eyes. As his vision cleared, he saw movement, a short way up the river bank.

Ducking low, and moving his legs slowly to avoid making splashing noises, he crept out of the river and retrieved his clothes – a tunic and boots. He kept his eyes on the shadows he could dimly see coming nearer as he hastily dressed. The moon was behind him, so his face did not reflect the silver light, but the figures approaching were more clearly illuminated. Slowly they resolved themselves into a group of riders.

Parthians! Armed with bows and spears. At least twenty.

Oh shit.

It was half a mile back to the camp. Oclatinius set off at a loping run. In a straight sprint it would not take long to reach relative safety, but he had to keep his head down and try to remain undetected. There was no way he could outrun men on horseback at that distance, and they would chase him down in moments, if they decided not to pick him off with their frustratingly accurate bows.

Fortunately the riders did not seem to be in a hurry, approaching at a gentle trot. Oclatinius felt his legs begin to ache, as well as his back, from the unnatural, stooped running position. The camp palisade came into view, just visible in the moonlight, and his heart, pounding from exertion and fear, gave a little leap of hope.

Just then there was a shout.

Whether he had made a noise, or he had crossed the path of the moon, or one of the Parthians with excellent night vision had noticed movement, didn’t matter. Other riders took up the cry. He heard the horses being urged forward, the hooves hitting the earth heavier and faster as they accelerated into a gallop.

Oclatinius put his head down, pumping his arms and legs, gasping in deep chests-full of air. The camp grew bigger in his vision with an agonising slowness. He risked a glance over his shoulder, and saw the two lead riders nocking arrows and pulling their bowstrings taut. The space between his shoulders blades suddenly felt like a practice target. He zigged and zagged, and the first arrow flew past his shoulder, the second parting the air where his head had just been.

He could see the guards at the gateway now, holding spears, peering into the darkness to try to work out what the commotion was.

“Parthians!” yelled Oclatinius at the top of his voice. “To arms! We are under attack.”

He heard hoof beats right behind him, and tensed, waiting for the spear thrust into his back.

Then a figure stepped out from behind the guards, took two paces forward and hurled his spear. It sailed past Oclatinius and a whinny of pain told him it had impacted the horse that was on the verge of riding him down. With a desperate effort, he threw himself through the gates, and the legionary guards braced themselves with shields forward and spears angled with butts in the ground like stakes. The lead riders broke off, and retreated until they were just out of bowshot.

Oclatinius lay flat on his back, trying to get some breath back. A face leaned over, occluding the stars. Oclatinius found himself staring into Bricius’ concerned features. The long-haired Gaul held out a hand, and hauled Oclatinius to his feet.

“It was you that threw the spear?” said Oclatinius, still breathless.

Bricius nodded.

“What were you doing awake?”

“I couldn’t sleep. I had a bad feeling.”

“Thank the gods for your feelings,” said Oclatinius.

Quintillius came hurrying over, strapping on his sword.

“Report!” he snapped.

Oclatinius, Bricius and the two guards came to attention. One of the guards spoke first.

“Parthians, sir. They came out of the darkness. Chasing Oclatinius here.”

“Chasing? Why were you out of the camp, man? You aren’t dressed for patrol.”

“I…I mean…that is…”

An arrow came flying over the palisade and landed in the dirt at Quintillius’ feet, quivering.

“I think we will discuss this later,” he said calmly.

Cominius appeared out of his tent, breathless and fiddling with the buckle on his belt.

“Optio,” said Quintillius as if he was giving an order to begin a routine march. “Sound the alarm.”

The legionaries responded efficiently, emerging from their tents ready for battle. Quintillius barked out orders, and half a dozen reinforced the gateway, spears and shields to the fore. Behind them the rest of the century lined up six rows deep. Oclatinius rushed to his tent to grab his sword and shield, no time to don his armour.

More arrows flew over the palisade.

“Shields up!” yelled Quintillius, and the soldiers smartly raised their protection over their heads, so the missiles bounced off harmlessly or embedded themselves in the wood. From beyond the confines of the camp, they heard galloping horses, circling the perimeter, looking for weak spots. Then they heard a cry for help in accented Latin.

Oclatinius exchanged a look with Bricius, who shook his head.

More cries, running feet, pounding hooves.

A young legionary came sprinting around the corner of the stake fence, shield, spear and sword cast aside. Oclatinius struggled to recall his name for a moment. Junius. That was it. He must have been on patrol. In fact there should have been two of them. His comrade must be dead already.

“Run, boy,” yelled Quintillius.

“Run, run!” screamed the century, urging him to one last effort to get to safety. Behind Junius, two mounted Parthians cornered skilfully, bows already drawn. The legionaries at the gateway stepped aside, to give him space. He charged at the gap, arms pumping, his face a grimace of fear and exertion.

“Second rank, spears ready,” yelled Quintillius. “Throw!”

Six spears arced out, and the riders whirled. Oclatinius marvelled at how they controlled their mounts, turning them as if they stood on a denarius. The sudden manoeuvre meant all the spears missed their mark, but they had done their job. Now, Junius had time to reach the camp. The legionaries cheered.

As they rode away, one of the Parthians turned in his saddle, and with contemptuous ease, loosed an arrow behind him. It hit Junius square in the middle of his back. The young legionary pitched forward with a cry. For a moment, he tried pathetically to reach the shaft that had severed his spine and pierced his lungs. Then he shuddered, and went limp.

The legionaries stared at him, face in the ground, blood leaking into the dirt, feet away from safety.

“Fucking Parthian shot,” muttered Bricius.



The harrying continued most of the night. The century stood at battle readiness, guarding the gate and stationed around the palisade in case any tried to break through or climb over, but the Parthians were not in the mood for a full attack on a Roman encampment, even though the defences were poor compared to a full legion’s marching camp. Instead, they galloped around, shouting and whooping and sending arrows over that did little damage, but kept the legionaries on their guard.

The sick and wounded were corralled into the centre of the camp, as far away from the missile attack as possible, but it was still within range of the Parthian bows. Legionaries assigned to their protection did their best to fend off the arrows, but their large shields were unsuited to moving rapidly to intercept them, and a few got through. Most hit dirt or bedding, but several hit non-vital parts of the bodies of the invalids, arms, legs, grazing off ribs. And one skewered a legionary who had been suffering with the sickness – one of those from a different century who had been left behind – through the upper abdomen, and despite Fulvius’ best efforts, he bled out and died within minutes.

The Parthians left a short while before dawn. Quintillius kept the century at full readiness and summoned Oclatinius.

“Young man, you did us a service by alerting the camp to the attack.”

“Thank you, centurion.”

“There still remains a question as to why you were out of the camp at all. And why you still haven’t got your armour on.”

Oclatinius hadn’t had a chance to return to his tent and strap his lorica segmentata on during the fighting, and now was acutely aware that he was in trouble.

But Quintillius obviously thought this wasn’t the time for disciplinary action. At least not formally. The fact that when Oclatinius asked if he could fetch his armour, Quintillius merely raised an eyebrow and noted that he hadn’t seemed to need it earlier in the evening, and besides he could run faster without it, suggested that his misdemeanour certainly wasn’t forgiven or forgotten.

So Oclatinius went out through the camp gateway, unarmoured, with just his shield strapped to his left arm, and his drawn sword in his right hand. The century watched him go with mixed emotions, hope that he would find the enemy gone, worry for their comrade’s safety, and relief that it wasn’t them going out alone into danger.

Oclatinius peered into the dim light, the glow on the horizon heralding the imminency of dawn. There was no sign of movement. He started a slow lap of the camp, ready to bolt back to safety at the first hint of danger. His heart thumped in his chest, his breathing felt harsh in his throat.

Something moved in the shadow of the palisade, and Oclatinius was ashamed that he let out a squeak like a girl seeing a mouse. But it was just some sort of desert fox or wild dog, and it ran off when it saw him, tail between its legs.

He rounded the corner of the camp, and came across the body of the dead legionary, the unlucky victim of the last patrol. He was lying on his back, staring at the purple sky, one arrow in his chest, the other in his groin. It was the latter that had bled the most.

Oclatinius bent down, gently prised the sword from the dead man’s fingers, then hoisted him onto his shoulders. He completed the circuit of the camp, legs straining under the weight. But he saw no sign of the Parthians, and he walked slowly back in the gateway.

The legionaries parted silently to let him through, and watched dolefully as he set the body down at the feet of the centurion.

“Nothing to report, sir,” he said, a little breathless, but his tone leaden.

Quintillius nodded, then put a hand on his shoulder. “Go and get some rest legionary.” He raised his voice to address the rest of the century. “Break camp. We march in an hour.”



They reached the small town of Sura – which Oclatinius learned was a common name for towns in the region – days after that first night attack by the Parthians. Oclatinius wasn’t sure how long it had been exactly. Nine or ten days? Time was a blur of marching, heat, flies and thirst. They had left the banks of the Euphrates when they reached the remains of Dura-Europos. Though they had bypassed the sacked city, they still encountered many refugees, starving men, women and children, as well as plentiful fly-blown and scavenged corpses. Oclatinius noticed that a handful of them had those strange pustules on their face, and he suddenly wished he still had his childhood bulla around his neck, containing the lucky phallus amulet he could hold to ward off evil.

On each day’s march, they had also seen riders, who were clearly keeping an eye on them. Oclatinius wondered if the Parthians were content simply to escort them out of their territory. They had certainly showed no interest in attacking them in daylight, fully prepared for battle as the legionaries were.

But each night they had made camp, the Parthians had come near, shouting, firing arrows at random. Quintillius had stopped sending patrols outside the palisade, and kept half the century at full readiness for half the night, then swapping, so they all got at least some sleep, though it left them weary and irritable the next day.

At Sura, Oclatinius ordered the century in through the gates in the wooden perimeter defensive walls. The townsfolk were not foolish enough to try to deny entrance to the Romans. They had heard what devastation the legions had wrought in the area. But little did they know how weak the century was now. Throughout the march, men had been falling sick, until at one point more than a quarter of the century was being hauled in the wagons, along with the ill and injured from the rest of the legion.

But some had started to recover, and return to their place on the march. Among them was Flaccus, who had demanded Quintillius turn command of the century back to him. Something of the centurion’s old bluster and authority had returned, but he was still physically weak from his illness. Quintillius had put an arm around his shoulder, walked him away from the men, and spoken a few quiet words. Oclatinius had watched Flaccus nodding, then the convalescent centurion’s head fell and his shoulders slumped, and he took his place in the marching order, ahead of Cominius but behind Quintillius, and that was the end of the matter, at least for the time being.

Quintillius quickly set about ordering the century to set up a camp, a fortification within the town walls. The biggest open space was the market square, so the centurion gave the traders one hour to pack up and move out. Anything left after that time was removed or demolished. A small number of wattle and daub houses encroached on the perimeter that Quintillius had walked out for the camp, and Oclatinius and Bricius were in the detachment detailed to pull them down. Watched by somber men and wailing women, they used axes and ropes with hooks to tear the flimsy buildings apart, then dragged the timbers and any furniture that the occupants hadn’t been able to take away into a big pile and set it alight.

When they reported back to Quintillius at the end of their task, the centurion was talking to Flaccus, Fulvius and Cominius.

“Half the century have had it now,” Fulvius was saying.

“And those that are back on their feet are weak as kittens,” put in Cominius.

Flaccus gave him a glare and Cominius paled. “Most of them, I mean. Some seem to have just rared back to full strength. Like the centurion here.”

Flaccus gave a sharp nod, but Quintillius ignored the sycophancy.

“So we have around a hundred wounded and ill from the rest of the legion, plus around forty of our own.” They had picked up a few more sick legionaries on the march, who had been left behind by the legion with supplies and instructions to wait for the hospital train. Unfortunately, their marching speed had been too slow for many of the stragglers, so in many cases all they found were corpses, or delirious men who became corpses soon after.

“We have about thirty-five of our own century that have had the illness,” said Fulvius.

“Thirty-five? Half of our century of eighty is forty. I may not have spent years being tutored in mathematics, but I can do basic sums.”

“Yes, sir,” said Fulvius. “Forty had it. Thirty-five of them are still alive.”

Quintillius’ jaw tightened.

“Cominius, just tell me, what is our fighting strength at this moment?”

Cominius looked up, his mouth moving as he performed the mental addition.

“Thirty nine.”

“Thirty nine?” gasped Quintillius.

“Yes, sir. Half the century dead or weakened by the virus. And one killed by the Parthians.”

“What about those who have recovered?”

“There are a dozen who can hold a sword,” said Fulvius. “So they can be a reserve. But march and fight? They just aren’t up to it.”

Quintillius sighed and looked at Flaccus, who gave a barely perceptible nod.

“That decides it then. We stay here, until we are strong enough to march.”

He noticed Oclatinius and Bricius for the first time.

“Cominius, take these two, and start to scour the town for supplies. We may be here some time.”



They went from shop to shop and house to house, knocking on doors, and kicking them down where necessary. Soon they had two ox carts laden with grain, flour, dried meat and figs. They confiscated weapons wherever they had found them too, a sensible suggestion from Cominius who didn’t want armed civilians strolling around at will, so they had gathered a motley collection of knives, axes, sickles and hammers.

Quintillius congratulated them on their haul and sent them to add their plunder to their stores. There was water aplenty supplied by a well in the centre of the market place, which was now their fortified encampment. The townsfolk were allowed inside one at a time to fill buckets, no more than two, for their own needs. Oclatinius watched old ladies, mothers, young girls, totter in, heads bowed, avoiding meeting eyes with any of the onlooking soldiers. Clearly fetching water was not man’s work.

Quintillius was an efficient leader, and he organised the men who were well enough to man lookout posts around the town walls as well as the encampment. Oclatinius and Bricius were given a position on a small wooden tower in the north east corner, with a sardonic admonishment from Quintillius not to take any unauthorised exercise.

They looked out across the barren landscape, leaning on their spears, watching the sun set. They spoke little. Bricius couldn’t help but bring any conversation to their imminent doom, and Oclatinius had had enough of that subject.

But when the sky turned from blue to purple to black, sprinkled with sparkling stars, Oclatinius became aware of other lights, dotted near the horizon. He peered at them, squinting. They were flickering like torches. Like a row of torches that a group of riders at night might hold aloft to light their way.

He turned to Bricius. “Do you see that?”

Bricius vomited on Oclatinius’ shoes, and his legs buckled beneath him.

Oclatinius genuinely didn’t know what to do first. Help his collapsed comrade or go to warn the centurion? But the lights were a long way away, and Bricius was right here, lying in vomit and moaning. He hoisted his friend up and threw him over one shoulder, then struggled precariously down the ladder of the guard tower. With straining legs, he carried him to the camp, and straight to the area designated as a hospital in the centre.

“Fulvius, Fulvius!” he yelled, expecting to rouse the medicus from his sleep.

“Here.” Fulvius was bending over a figure lying on a mat.

Oclatinius hurried over and gently lowered Bricius onto the ground beside the medicus.

“It’s Bricius,” said Oclatinius. “He’s got it.”

“Wait your turn,” said Fulvius tersely.

“But Fulvius, he is really ill.”

Fulvius looked up sharply.

“Listen. A dozen legionaries have come down with it tonight. They are vomiting and collapsing all over the place. But that’s not the worst of it.”

“Not the worst?”

“Look at this.”

Fulvius held his oil lamp over the man he had been tending. Oclatinius bent over to have a look.

The soldier’s face was the colour of a lobster. There were pustules protruding from his skin, weeping a clear fluid.

Then Oclatinius saw his eyes.

The whites of his eyes were no longer white, but blood red. Not just blood-shot, but a chilling crimson, as if the eyes belonged to some demon from the underworld.

So it was his eyes that caught Oclatinius’ attention.

That and the fact that the man who possessed them was stone dead.

“B…but,” stuttered Oclatinius. “What…?”

“It’s the sickness,” said Fulvius grimly. “Just like we saw in Seleucia. There are more.” He gestured around him with a wide sweep of his hand, and Oclatinius saw bodies in the darkness, most breathing, moaning and tossing and turning, but some deathly still.

“Why now?” asked Oclatinius, struggling to come to terms with what he was seeing.

“Apollo and Aesculapius may know but I certainly don’t. But what I can tell you is every man here who has come down with this horrific rash had previously had the vomiting sickness and fever.”

“It’s the same illness?” Oclatinius was confused now. He had no idea how diseases worked, had never been taught about humours and miasmas, and for an illness to go away and then come back as something else was incomprehensible.

Fulvius shrugged “Who knows? What I do know is that some of the least ill have the worst rash. The ones whose rash is flatter to the skin are weak and hot and have swollen bellies. And in some the skin remains smooth, but they bleed out of their mouths and noses and arses and into the skin and the eyes, and they die quickly.”

He nodded down to the corpse at his feet. “This lucky fellow seems to have had some sort of combination of all three.”

Oclatinius ran his fingers over the pock marks on his cheeks and nose, remembering the childhood illness that had left him covered in little blisters on his face, arms and legs, and the aches and sweats that had accompanied them. But that illness had been nothing like this. He had shaken it off like half a dozen other childhood illnesses and within days was back to working on the farm.

“What are you going to do?”

“Do? What can I do? Give them comfort, pray, and wait for them to live or die.”

A moan came from just behind Oclatinius.

“Bricius!” he exclaimed. “I’m sorry, I… Fulvius. What about Bricius?”

“You will have to tend him yourself.”

“I can’t. I have to go and find Quintillius.”

“Why?”

“I saw riders coming this way. Lots of riders.”

“Fuck me,” said Fulvius in a low voice. He looked down at Bricius. “You were right, you Cassandra. We are doomed.”

“Look after him,” said Oclatinius. “I have to go.”

He hurried away to the centurion’s tent, where he yanked open the flap.

“Centurion Quintillius. Wake up!”

Quintillius jerked upright, reaching for his sword even as his eyes opened. He squinted at Oclatinius.

“What is it, legionary?”

“Sir, I think…I saw…”

“Spit it out!”

“Parthians, sir. Riders, in the distance. Lots of them, I’m sure of it.”

“Minerva’s tits!” He was out of the tent in a flash, fully armoured and ready for action. “Cominius! Get out here.”

Cominius emerged from the next tent, bleary eyed, struggling to strap on his cuirass.

“Sir,” he said, attempting to come to attention while still dressing.

“Sound the alarm. Now!”

Cominius hurried off, moving from tent to tent and calling out at the top of his squeaky voice.

“To arms. We are under attack. To arms!”

Soldiers appeared with greater or lesser alacrity, and in various stages of alertness and dress. They assembled before the centurion in an ordered square, but it quickly became obvious there were numerous gaps in the ranks.

“Optio. Where is everyone?”

Cominius looked around in puzzlement at the assembled century, which appeared to be at half strength.

“I… I don’t know.”

“You don’t know?” roared Quintillius. “It’s your job to know.”

“But, they were here yesterday.”

“I think I can tell you, sir,” said Oclatinius tentatively.

Quintillius rounded on him in fury. “Speak!”



“They’re sick, sir. I mean, really sick.”

“This vomiting bug that has been going round?”

“No, sir. Not exactly. I don’t know. It’s much worse.”

Quintillius looked him up and down, then turned to Cominius.

“Get the men lined up. Three lines by the gate, reinforce the towers and leave a mobile reserve in the centre.”

Cominius looked around uncertainly, clearly wondering how to achieve all that with the men he had available.

A tall man who had joined the assembly belatedly walked stiffly and slowly to the front and saluted.

“Sir, can I be of assistance.”

Centurion Flaccus had lost weight and lost muscle. Oclatinius thought he was maybe half the man he had been. Yet his face, though showing a humility and deference that Oclatinius had never seen before, still showed a stern resolve.

“Are you up to it?” asked Quintillius uncertainly.

Flaccus looked at Cominius, who flushed under the gaze.

“I think you need me to be.”

Quintillius nodded. “Very well. Thank you centurion. You heard my orders. Carry on. Oclatinius, show me what’s going on?”

Oclatinius led him to the hospital area in the centre of the camp. Fulvius was where he had left him. He had Bricius on a mat, and was offering him well-watered wine, which Bricius was weakly batting away.

“Medicus! Report!”

Fulvius got slowly to his feet, and his fatigue was written in his slack features, the bags under his bloodshot eyes.

“I think you can see for yourself,” said Fulvius. “These men are dying.”

Quintillius’ eyes narrowed. “Can you tell me why?”

“No, I can’t. I’m a medicus not a physician. I patch up battle wounds.”

“Then tell me what you know.”

Fulvius summarised what he had told Oclatinius earlier. Men had started to break out in pustular rashes. Some were feverish, some had worse rashes than others, and the worst ones were bleeding into their skin and eyes.

“How many dead?”

“Two. Two more who won’t make the night.”

“So this is a different sickness from the vomiting that has been going around?”

“Maybe. Yet every man who has come down with the rashes or the bleeding previously had the vomiting.”

Quintillius stroked his chin, looking at the sickly men lying on mats all around.

“Will we all get it?”

Fulvius let out a humorless laugh. “I told you I’m not a physician and I’m no haruspex either. Have you ever heard of a man called Galen?”

“I can’t say I have.”

“An amazing doctor. Brilliant mind. Understands everything there is to know about diseases. He once told me about this potion he had created for treating some sickness or other, I forget which. He was delighted with it, and told me that all who drink of the remedy get better in a short space of time. Except for those it doesn’t help, who all die. If a man of that calibre cannot predict who will live and die, how can you expect it of me?”

Quintillius had been shifting impatiently from foot to foot during this short anecdote.

“Fine, I get it. What do you advise?”

Fulvius shrugged. “Try not to get ill?”

“You’re wasting my time, medicus. I’m minded to have you whipped. You are lucky I have better things to do.”

“I have told you the truth, centurion. I’m sorry if it’s not to your taste.”

Quintillius glared at him, then whirled round. “Oclatinius, with me. If these riders really are Parthians coming for us, we are going to need every man that can hold a sword.”

He marched to the main gateway, where Flaccus had done a good job of following Quintillius’ orders. Oclatinius remained surprised the strict centurion had ceded command so easily. It was testament to how humbled he had been by the illness that had struck him so low.

Oclatinius took his place in the mobile reserve, such as it was. A mere dozen legionaries, still rubbing the sleep out of their eyes. Mergus was next to him, still weak, but able to support his weight by leaning on his pilum. Half of the reserve was made up of those who had recovered from the sickness. Though Oclatinius now wondered whether they were really recovered at all.

Mergus made a strange mouthing movement, working his tongue in his mouth. Then he spat, and though it was dark, Oclatinius thought he could see blood in the saliva.

“Are you well, Mergus?” he asked.

Mergus nodded. “Yes,” he said, his voice thick, like his tongue was too big for his mouth. “But my mouth is really sore. I’ve got these ulcers.”

He stuck out his tongue, and Oclatinius saw red dots throughout his mouth and tongue, with much larger blisters, many of which had ruptured and were raw. And as he looked more closely, he saw small lumps on his face. Just like little pimples at this stage. But definitely there.

“How long have you had that rash?”

Mergus ran his fingers over his cheeks, and his face registered surprise.

“That’s new.”




III

The attack did not come straight away. Unlike with their previous encounter with the Parthians, the riders initially kept their distance. Firing blindly into a town was far less likely to hit a Roman than firing into a more densely packed camp. And the town was nominally in Parthian territory, so they presumably had some obligation to minimise civilian casualties.

So they rode in a circle around the town, out of arrow shot, making noise, aiming to disconcert and demoralise. Quintillius kept the whole century standing to for two hours, until it became obvious that there would be no imminent attack. After this, he sent half of the reserve to go and get food, and to rest, though not to sleep.

On one occasion a small group of riders approached the main gate, but were chased away by a few arrows from the towers flanking the gate. Apart from that, there was no action the whole night, and Oclatinius felt that strange mix of anxiety and boredom common while waiting for a dangerous or stressful situation to materialise.

When it was his turn to be rotated out of line, he grabbed some soup from the mess. In contrast to the heat of the day, the nights in this country chilled to the bone, and he was grateful for the warm broth, even with its stodgy consistency and unidentifiable lumps of gristle. As soon as he had finished it and used the latrine, he went to check up on Bricius.

His friend was sitting up, holding a piece of bread that had a single bite taken from it. Oclatinius squatted down beside him.

“What’s happening?” asked Bricius. His voice was weak and Oclatinius had to lean in to catch what he was saying.

“The Parthians have come.”

“The same ones that have been shadowing us?”

Oclatinius shrugged. “Maybe. But a lot more have joined them now.”

Bricius mouthed a word that Oclatinius couldn’t quite lip read in the darkness, though he presumed he had just said, “Doomed.”

“How are you feeling?” asked Oclatinius.

“Like Hades shat in my stomach.”

Oclatinius tried to imagine what that might be like, and quickly gave up. “Is there anything I can get you?”

“That physician you mentioned? Galen? Can you fetch him?”

Oclatinius chuckled and slapped him on the shoulder. Bricius heaved and clapped a hand over his mouth, and Oclatinius backed up, preparing to be vomited on. Bricius managed to hold it down though. He swallowed hard and gave Oclatinius a half-smile. Oclatinius settled himself on the sandy ground to sit with his friend for the rest of his break.



The Parthians still hadn’t attacked by first light. Oclatinius had been reassigned to his guard post, and as the horizon turned a dark blue and then orange, the number of men arrayed against them became clear.

Oclatinius’ heart sank. On their march, he had only seen around a score of riders. Enough to be a bother, especially when they had no cavalry of their own, but not a serious threat. Now he looked out across rows of horses mounted by riders armed with bows and spears, and though he quickly lost count, he estimated their strength to be a couple of hundred.

The century was now besieged.



The Parthian commander approached the gates, flanked only by two other riders, and came to a halt just out of bowshot. There he waited, the only movement coming from the swishing tail of the exquisitely obedient horses.

“What do you think?” Quintillius asked Flaccus.

“It doesn’t look like a trap. They seem to be unarmed.”

“Maybe so, but with ten score mounted bowmen a short distance behind, they don’t lack protection.”

“I think they want to talk,” said Cominius.

Quintillius and Flaccus both turned a withering glance on the optio, who shrank back.

“I’ll go and parley,” said Quintillius.

“I should go, sir,” said Flaccus. “I’m more expendable.”

“Nonsense,” said Quintillius. “No one is expendable. Well.” He threw a sidelong glance at Cominius. “Almost no one.”

Cominius flushed.

“Anyway, I’m in command, it’s my responsibility.”

“You aren’t going alone?”

“No. He has two escorts, I’ll take two. Not you, Flaccus, you take command if anything happens to me. Not the signifer either. We aren’t risking the standard. Cominius. You will come with me. And…” Quintillius looked around him, then spotted Oclatinius at his station on his guard tower. “You. Oclatinius,” he called. “You always seem to be in the middle of trouble. You can join me.”

Oclatinius looked at the guard on duty with him in the tower who gave him a sympathetic smile. He descended the ladder and hurried over to Quintillius. The centurion looked him up and down, then looked down at his own uniform.

“Not exactly Praetorians on parade are we? Well, a bit of dirt and grime never hurt a real soldier. Come on. Let’s see what these barbarians want.”

Oclatinius marched behind Quintillius’ left shoulder, Cominius behind his right. He kept his back straight and his face impassive, though his heart was pounding. As they neared, the Parthians became clearer. The two escorts flanking the commander wore tunics and trousers, like some of the northern barbarians preferred. Their pointy helmets seemed to be made of some sort of cloth. The commander by contrast had an iron helmet and a type of scale armour that covered his neck, chest, abdomen and legs. His horse too was covered with a similar armour, and Oclatinius wondered how you were supposed to bring someone like that down.

Quintillius came to a halt a dozen feet away.

“What do you want, Parthian?”

The Parthian commander regarded them for a moment, before replying in clear Greek.

“My name is Phraates. I command these horsemen you see behind me. You are in Parthian territory.”

“We’re leaving,” said Quintillius. “Let us pass peacefully, and there will be no trouble.”

“Peacefully? Did you pass peacefully on your way into our lands? Did you bring peace to Dura-Europos? To Seleucia?”

Oclatinius felt a weight settle in the bottom of his stomach. He had hoped that they had outpaced the news of the sack of those cities. But it was a forlorn hope, he knew. They had been making a pathetically slow pace, and these men were on horseback. If they knew what had happened, especially at Seleucia, they would not let them go without punishment. And the century was in no shape to fight its way through them.

“Then why are we talking?” asked Quintillius.

“So I may accept your surrender.”

Quintillius actually laughed aloud at this. Oclatinius didn’t know if it was bravado, madness, or genuine hilarity, but Quintillius put his hands on his belly, tilted his head back to the sky and let out great guffaws. Phraates watched impassively, waiting for the seizure to pass.

Quintillius regained control of himself, shaking his head and wiping tears from his eyes.

“How stupid do you think we are, Parthian? Surrendering to you is death. We still remember how you treated Crassus and his legions.”

“Whether you live or die after your surrender will not be my decision, Roman. Though you are right that mercy may be in short supply after your actions in Parthia. Still, if your sentence is death, it will be swift if you have not prolonged this struggle unnecessarily.”

“If it is to be death, we would rather die like Romans, with swords in our hands. But I think you are getting ahead of yourselves. We are a full strength Roman century in a strong defensive position.”

Phraates sneered. “Full strength? Please, centurion. Don’t insult me. My men have been watching you. You are carrying cartloads of wounded soldiers.”

Wounded? Oclatinius realised they didn’t know about the sickness. Their scouts won’t have got close enough to realise what had afflicted so many of them, and would have assumed they were just the battle-injured who had been left behind by the main column. It was a small blessing. If the Parthians knew how weak they really were, they would be tempted into a full scale attack. They clearly felt that as things stood, that would be overly costly, even if probably successful.

“If you have no more to offer,” said Quintillius. “This parley is finished.” He turned on his heel abruptly and headed back to the town. Oclatinius and Cominius hurried to catch him up.



The first attack came late in the day. The Parthians were clearly in no hurry. They had the Roman century penned in like sheep, and there were no reinforcements for many days ride in any direction. But after letting them sweat, quite literally, on alert all day in the sweltering heat, they came, just as the sun was descending towards the horizon.

It started with a hail of arrows directed at the sentry towers of the main gate, and the towers in the corner of that front wall. It had little direct effect, but it made the guards keep their heads down. They were too few in number to return a suppressing fire of their own, so all they could do was crouch behind the flimsy defences, flinching as the missiles whistled overhead or smashed into the walls, splintering wood and sending splinters flying.

And while the legionaries took cover, another volley of arrows sailed in. But these weren’t aimed at living bodies. They were aimed at the gates, and the arrows were flaming.

Oclatinius shouted down from his guard tower to Quintillius. The centurion was summoning all the men who were on a rest shift, getting them ready to repel an attack if the gates were rammed, while leaving a reserve in case the Parthians tried to scale the walls with ladders at other points.

“Fire arrows!” shouted Oclatinius. “The gates are starting to catch.”

Quintillius cursed, but he had been round long enough that he wasn’t caught by surprise. He quickly had the reserve forming a chain to pass pre-filled buckets up to the guard towers. Oclatinius received the first one, trying not to spill any, though his hands were shaking with nerves and exertion. He peeked over the top of the wall, ducked down as he saw a bowman line up and let loose at his head, then quickly tossed the contents of the bucket down the front of the gate.

There was a satisfying hiss, and one fire arrow which had only just lodged in the gate was extinguished. But a dozen more were blazing, and Oclatinius tossed his empty bucket to the soldiers below and reached down for another. The soldiers on the guard tower on the other side of the gate were doing the same, frantically grabbing full buckets and pouring them onto the growing flames, while trying to avoid the deadly hail of missiles from the Parthian archers.

One legionary was too slow, too unobservant, or just too unlucky. As he leaned over with his bucket to throw water at a more distant flame, an arrow struck him in the side of the neck. The bucket fell to the ground outside the gate, and the soldier reached up to grasp the arrow shaft. Oclatinius watched in horror as he tried to pull it free, though he surely knew that the wound was mortal. The arrow barely moved before the legionary tumbled over the parapet, falling on top of the bucket which splintered under the impact of the dying man’s body.

Oclatinius watched for a moment, paralysed. The legionary still moved, still tried to breathe. He reached an imploring hand up towards Oclatinius, whose heart broke at the pathetic sight. He started to stretch his own hand out.

The singing of an arrow’s path through the air made him duck. The arrow went high. He was fortunate – there wouldn’t have been enough time from him hearing the threat to it impacting upon him to get out of its path. He hunkered down behind the partial safety of the defences, breathing heavily.

“Oclatinius,” roared Quintillius. “Get up, and get those fires out!”

Oclatinius moved with a great effort, fighting against every instinct screaming at him to keep his head down. Expecting at any moment for an arrow to skewer him like the soldier on the opposite tower, he threw bucket after bucket over the flames. There were several near misses that made his bowels loosen, but eventually the fires were extinguished, the gates were still intact, and somehow Oclatinius had avoided perforation.

He sank back onto the floor of the guard tower, breathing deeply in an attempt to slow his racing pulse.

“Oclatinius!” yelled Quintillius. “Is it done?”

“All done, sir,” he shouted back. “All the flames are out.”

“Good work. Get down here, take a short break. You!” He randomly pointed to one of his reserves. “Get up there and take his place.”

Oclatinius climbed down the guard ladder on trembling legs, clammy hands gripping the rungs of the ladder overly tightly. At the bottom, he glanced at the gates. From the inside they seemed largely undamaged, but some patches had turned brown where the flames had nearly burned all the way through. One or two of the stakes that made up the gate had splintered from multiple impacts. But they were still able to do their job. They had beaten off the first attack.

Oclatinius took out his flask and drained it, then headed over to the well in the centre of the town, near the temporary hospital to refill it. Most of the townsfolk were cowering in their houses, praying to whichever gods they worshipped in these parts to be spared. But some peered out of the corners of windows as he passed, showing expressions of fear, resentment and anger.

Some of the braver children actually emerged onto the streets, until he had a following of half a dozen urchins of varying ages and sizes, and both genders. He stopped and turned on them abruptly, and they shrank back. But he had not the heart in him to be fierce with them, and when he saw that several of them were drawn and skinny, he tossed them some hard bread from his rations. They grabbed it hungrily, the eldest taking charge and sharing it out fairly.

Then a tan-skinned, crease-faced woman ran from one of the huts and grabbed one of the children by the hand. She yanked the little girl away, batting the food out of her hand so it fell into the dirt. The girl cried as she was hauled off to her hut, but the mother hurried inside, and with one disgusted look at Oclatinius, slammed the door shut.

Oclatinius looked at the oldest child. “What was that about?” He knew the child wouldn’t understand, but he did his best to look perplexed.

The child pointed to his own face, and stabbed it repeatedly with his index finger. What was he doing? Then Oclatinius realised. He was signifying the rash, this pox that had appeared recently among the soldiers. So the townsfolk were scared of that? He rubbed his own pock-marked face thoughtfully, and continued on to the well.

The few townsfolk who had ventured out for water scattered at his approach. Was it the natural fear of a soldier? Before this last encounter, he would have assumed as much. But now, he wondered, was there another reason? Were the locals familiar with this disease, this poxy affliction, and were avoiding the soldiers like the… plague?



The noise from beyond the town defences was muted, and he could hear no urgent shouts, yells or screams from his comrades on guard, so after refilling his water flask, Oclatinius wandered wearily over to the hospital area to check in on Bricius.

“You look dreadful,” he said, when he saw his friend propped up on one elbow, face pale and sweating profusely.

“How many women have you talked into bed with that sweet tongue of yours?” muttered Bricius.

Oclatinius laughed. If his friend’s dour sense of humour was returning, that was surely a good sign. Then his attention was caught by two glum looking legionaries carrying a stretcher. Fulvius yelled to them, beckoned them over, then directed them to one of the sickly patients lying in an orderly row. The legionaries picked the soldier up by his hands and feet and dumped him heavily on the stretcher. Oclatinius winced at how roughly they treated him, until he saw the head loll to one side and stare at him, sightless eyes looking out from a pustulent, blistered, fly-covered face.

He was dead. All the soldiers, maybe half a dozen in that row, were dead. Oclatinius suddenly felt as cold as when he had jumped into the Euphrates, despite the fierce sun.

Fulvius caught him looking but he had no words. He just shook his head, and continued with his work, squatting down by a man with nose haemorrhaging and blood-stained saliva drooling from the corner of his mouth. He offered him water, but the clearly dying man didn’t even respond.

Shouts rang out from the direction of the main gate. Oclatinius looked towards the noise and saw arrows flying again, some flaming. He cursed, patted Bricius gently on the shoulder, and ran back towards the affray. And as he charged towards the battle, he wondered what would kill them all first. The Parthians, or the sickness.



Darkness fell with little progress in the siege. That was the nature of sieges, supposed Oclatinius. Long periods of time with nothing much happening. Weren’t the Greeks outside Troy for ten years?

But this town with its flimsy defences was no Troy, nor was the sickly century a Trojan army. And much as Quintillius seemed to be a competent commander, there was no Hector in their ranks. So he didn’t think it would take ten years to reduce their defences. He thought they would be lucky to hold out ten days.

Still the last attack had been beaten back with just a couple of soldiers wounded, one of whom would be out of action for the foreseeable future after an arrow went through his shoulder, the other who had a graze to his thick skull still able to fight once he had shaken off the concussion. The gates still held, despite some more scorch marks appearing, and the Parthians had retreated to their camp for the night. From his guard tower, Oclatinius watched their distant campfires, like stars strewn across the dark, barren landscape, and wished for a bath, a bed, and a city free from disease and soldiers trying to kill him.

He was glad when his watch ended and he was relieved by a solitary legionary. He had kept lookout alone in his tower. Numbers were so depleted by battle and illness that they could no longer double up, unless they kept watch all night, which would mean no rest before the expected renewed attack in the morning. He saluted the young soldier, then noticed with a shudder that the lad had a few pustules on his face. In that light he couldn’t tell if it was acne or the pox, and he decided that saying something would achieve nothing, and might even cause the soldier to run, terrified, to Fulvius, meaning Oclatinius would have to remain on watch. So he said nothing, and descended the ladder to find his tent and a few short hours of sleep.



His sleep was patchy and he woke frequently from dreams involving facially disfigured comrades, or hailstorms of arrows descending on his vitals. He decided he could no longer sleep at some hour before dawn, so he left his tent to use the latrine, then went to the fountain to drink and splash some cool water on his face. Seeing it was not yet time for him to report for guard duty, and all was quiet, he wandered over to the hospital area.

Fulvius was hard at work, looking like he hadn’t slept for days. He looked up at Oclatinius, nodded acknowledgement, and continued, feeding, offering drink, cleansing faces and limbs that were covered in suppurating sores. Oclatinius looked around at the massed ranks of the unfit, dominated now by the sickly, with those injured in battle a minority – presumably they had mainly recovered or died by now. There were so many. If only they were fit to fight, they had a chance of holding the Parthians off. Even outnumbered, a century of Roman legionaries in a defensive position was a tough nut to crack.

They had plenty of food in their supplies, supplemented by robbing the townsfolk. They had an endless supply of water. Ammunition for bows and slings was sufficient for some time. It was men they lacked. He sighed, and looked around for Bricius. Anxiety rose in his chest when he couldn’t immediately locate his friend. Then he saw the long-haired Gaul, sitting up with his back to a cart, chewing unenthusiastically on a piece of hard bread.

Oclatinius went over and sat beside him, resting the back of his head against the cart wheel.

“Feeling better?” he said.

Bricius turned to him. The pustules on his face had formed sheets, in some places oozing, in others scabbed over. Oclatinius winced.

“Does it hurt?”

“Only when I laugh,” said Bricius.

“Well that never happens.”

“And when I talk. And breathe.”

“Oh.”

Oclatinius fell silent for a moment.

“Is there anything I can do?”

Bricius reached around his neck and untied a leather string, then fished out a pendant that had been against his chest beneath his clothing. It was a bronze phallus, anatomically correct with helmet and balls, except for the two aquiline wings spreading out from the shaft.

“Please give this to my mother. She lives in Colonia Nemausus.”

He handed it to Oclatinius, who took it solemnly.

“This is a Roman good luck charm.”

Bricius nodded. “My mother was half Roman. That was her father’s. She gave it to me as a child and I have worn it ever since.”

“You should keep it. You will see her again yourself.”

“Look at me, Oclatinius. Between the pox and the Parthians, what are my chances? I wouldn’t feel so bad if I could go out fighting, with a sword in my hand, rather than rotting away here.”

Oclatinius looked at him with sadness. “You want to die in battle?”

“I’m a Gaul, Oclatinius. Vercingetorix, Gergovia, all that. It’s still in my blood.”

Oclatinius touched his friend gently on his shoulder. The sky was turning red in the east. He got up stiffly. “My watch starts again soon. I’ll come back when I can.”



The Parthians attacked soon after dawn. This time they showed more intent. Maybe they were too impatient for a long siege, maybe they had some idea of the Romans’ weakness. Oclatinius suspected that some of the townsfolk had sneaked over the palisade at night to escape the Romans, or the pox, or both. At least some of those would have gone to the Parthians, voluntarily or otherwise, and provided intelligence on the state of the defenders. And they were in a real state.

The Parthians had fashioned themselves a makeshift battering ram, which was impressive given the scarcity of wood in the region. From the look of it, it had previously been a support from some building, maybe the meeting hall of a local village. It wasn’t as hefty as a properly constructed Roman siege weapon, but it didn’t have to be to break down the flimsy town gates.

Dismounted Parthians rushed in, half a dozen carrying the ram, another half a dozen bearing shields to fend off the arrows that Quintillius frantically ordered let loose. The number of missiles was pathetically small, and all hit shields or went wide. The gates shuddered and there was a cracking sound as the ram impacted for the first time. The Parthians retreated twenty yards, then rushed in again.

Oclatinius attempted to line up his shots with his bow, but the quick moving, shielded targets were difficult, and he missed time and again. He leaned out from the tower, looking for an opening. Suddenly he saw a gap, and let loose. The arrow flew true, hitting an exposed Parthian leg, just as the ram impacted the gates again. The jolt through the woodwork unbalanced Oclatinius, already leaning out too far. He tilted, feet coming off the floor of the tower, balanced momentarily on his abdomen with the distant ground and the Parthian soldiers wobbling beneath him.



For a terrifying moment, he thought it was all over. If the fall didn’t kill him, the Parthians below would make short work of him. He flailed, but felt himself tilting inexorably forward and over.

Firm hands grabbed his feet, and yanked him back on the safe side of the parapet. Oclatinius sank to the floor, rubbing his stomach, sore from the stakes pressing against the mail, breathing heavily. Centurion Flaccus was looking down at him with his customary stern face. But that face was covered with sheets of coalescing, weeping, scabby pustules.

“Still being an idiot, Oclatinius,” he said. He reached a swollen hand, oozing hand down to help Oclatinius to his feet. Oclatinius hesitated to take it, repelled for a moment.

In that moment of hesitation, an arrow flew over the parapet and struck Flaccus squarely in the chest, penetrating his curaiss and lodging deep inside him. His eyes widened, and he opened his mouth to speak, but no words emerged, only dark blood. He took one step forward, then toppled over the parapet to land with a sickening thud below.

Oclatinius jumped to his feet, looked over, knowing there was no hope, but needing to see for himself the fate of his first ever commanding officer. Flaccus lay on his back, staring at the sky, a dark patch staining his front. A Parthian hurried over to him, sword drawn, ready to finish him off if there were any signs of life. He stared down into the dead face, took a hasty step backwards and called over another. He pointed at Flaccus, then pointed at his own face. The other Parthian grabbed his arm and pulled him away, muttering loudly. They ran over to the officer who seemed to be commanding the ramming party, shouting and pointing over to Flaccus.

The men holding the ram were readying themselves for another charge, but the officer yelled a command and they stopped in their tracks. At another command, they dropped the ram, and ran back towards their own lines.

Oclatinius watched the scene play out in fascination, the bow at his feet forgotten. This was important. He gave Flaccus a last, regretful glance, then hurried down the ladder to find Quintillius.



There were no more attacks that day. Oclatinius, watching from the guard tower, fancied that the Parthians had moved their camp further away from the town walls. He thought he could hear raised voices. Disagreements, arguments, even some fights breaking out within the Parthian ranks.

He kept a careful, solitary watch, and was relieved that they stayed their distance, while at the same time feeling a growing sense of frustration. Hiding in this foreign town, trapped like rats in a cage, made him want to break free, go running at the enemy with his sword over his head.

But young as he was, his rational side had a firmer upper hand over his irrational, animal instincts. He watched the sunset and the Parthian camp fires appear in the darkness until he was relieved. As had become his habit, his first stop after seeing to his bodily needs was to go to see Bricius.

His friend looked in a bad way. His head was drooped on his chest, and his face was one big scab, that had broken apart in multiple places, liquid oozing from the crevasses, pale yellow in some places, creamy and thick in others. Oclatinius touched a gentle hand to his shoulder, and Bricius jerked awake. He squinted up at Oclatinius, and the creasing of his eyes forced more liquid out.

Bricius covered Oclatinius’ hand with his own, and Oclatinius forced himself not to flinch at the crusty, sticky touch.

“Do you still have the fascinus?” Bricius’ voice was a hoarse whisper.

Oclatinius patted his chest where it dangled from the leather strap around his neck. He had taken his own childhood charm off when he had become a man, anxious to leave behind boyhood. What a fool he thought himself now. Those days growing up on his father’s farm, that he had been so anxious to escape from, now seemed like a sojourn in the Elysian fields.

“I think this may be the day,” said Oclatinius.

Bricius nodded, only a slight head movement.

“You know what I think, don’t you?” asked Bricius.

“Yes,” said Oclatinius. “We’re doomed.”



The remains of the century stood at the ready behind the gates. Oclatinius couldn’t help glancing down at them, though he was supposed to be watching the advancing Parthians. Half of the legionaries could barely stand. They leant on their spears or on one another for support.

He caught Quintillius’ eye, the centurion standing behind the ranks, surrounded by a small reserve of the fittest troops who had somehow avoided injury or illness. Quintillius held his gaze for a short while, but Oclatinius couldn’t read his expression. That was a skill he would have to work on, he thought.

He saw Bricius in the front line and waved the winged phallus at him. Bricius mouthed the word, “Doomed.” Then he swayed, and the soldier next to him grasped his arm to support him.

Oclatinius turned his attention back to the advancing Parthians. They looked a mighty sight, all mounted except for the handful carrying the battering ram, and a few carrying rickety ladders. Their mastery over the horses amazed Oclatinius every time he saw them, keeping them under perfect control, steering them as if by thought alone, given how imperceptible the movement of the riders’ heels and hands were.

His heart beat faster as they neared. He signalled to Quintillius their distance, as best as he could estimate it. They appeared to be in no hurry, confident in their superiority over the fragile Romans. When they were within bowshot, the men with the ram broke into a run, and the horses trotted alongside them.

Oclatinius shouted down to the centurion.

“Here they come!”

Quintillius yelled a command.

“Open the gates!”

Four legionaries hastened to obey, heaving the bar out of the iron catches holding it in place, and as soon as it was free two others hauling on the gates themselves. They creaked open, the gap widening slowly at first, then faster as the two legionaries who had removed the bar helped. The Parthians, unable to counteract the momentum of the ram quickly enough, burst through the empty gap in the gates. They stumbled, off-balance, braced for the resistance of the gates and encountering only air. Unexpectedly faced by the legionaries, some dropped the ram and turned tail, causing those who tried to keep a grip to trip and fall.

Legionaries placed either side of the gates in readiness, fit and well soldiers, stepped in with swords drawn. The Parthians had no chance to defend themselves. Gladii thrust, men screamed, blood gouted, and in moments the Parthians within the gates were finished, dead, dying or fled.

It was a good tactic, they had captured the ram, given the Parthians a bloody nose, and the sensible thing would be to close the gates once more.

Quintillius looked up at Oclatinius, as if seeking reassurance. Oclatinius nodded. This had been his idea after all. And maybe it would be the death of all of them. What was it Fulvius had quoted that physician as saying? “All who drink this recover, except those who don’t, who all die.” Something like that anyway. That was how he felt right now. This remedy would work, and they would be saved. Unless it didn’t. And then they would all die.

“Advance!” called out Quintillius.

The sickly front rank of the century lifted their shields, the efforts of even this showing on their pustular faces. Then, one foot plodding after another, to the amazement of the Parthians, they advanced.

Oclatinius watched with pride, hope and fear as the legionaries pressed forward, swords drawn, shields in front of them. But the shields did not cover their faces, Oclatinius was pleased to see. He had been very explicit about that instruction to Quintillius, and he was relieved the order had been obeyed, alien as it seemed to keep any vital part exposed to the enemy.

The Parthians unleashed a volley of arrows, and two of the front rank fell. Oclatinius was dismayed to see the lanky figure of Mergus fall with an arrow in his face. But shuffling soldiers filled the gaps and they continued forwards. Instead of hitting and running as was their usual tactic, the Parthians, seeing an opportunity to outflank them, and to end this fight once and for all, rode forwards. Oclatinius shot arrow after arrow into the horsemen, catching a horse in its flank which bucked and threw its rider, hitting another rider in the arm, making him drop his sword. But the numbers of attackers were too big for him and the other archer on the opposite tower to make a significant difference.

The Parthians were almost upon the advancing legionaries, when they became close enough to see the Roman faces. Oclatinius could feel the shock ripple through the enemy ranks, even from his lofty viewpoint. Some continued the charge. Some drew up short. Some immediately whipped their horses round in a tight half circle and fled. The legionaries, all infected with the most visible form of the pox, suppurating, oozing, scabbed and pustular jeered at the Parthians.

“Come on then you barbarians fuckers.”

“Aren’t we pretty enough for you, fellators?”

Some Parthians pressed the attack, and even those few looked enough to overwhelm the weak legionaries at the front. But at a command from Quintillius, the sickly soldiers opened up gaps in the rank, and the second rank, all healthy, fit men, stepped forward. The Parthians were committed, but found their horses riding onto spears braced in the ground, found themselves dragged off their horses and once on the ground kicked, beaten and hacked to death.

The attack was finished, almost as soon as it had started.



That evening, there were no fires visible as far as Oclatinius could see from his guard tower. As far as they could tell, immediately after the battle, the Parthians had packed up camp and melted away into the desert. Quintillius would not let them reduce their vigilance, but Oclatinius knew the siege was over.

When his watch was over, he went to report to the centurion. He found him outside his tent, in discussion with Fulvius and Cominius.

“So how come we three haven’t caught this pestilence?”

Fulvius shrugged. “I have no idea. I don’t know where it came from, how it spreads, or how it does the damage it does. I have noticed one thing though. Can I ask where you two grew up?”

“In Campania,” said Cominius.

“In a small village in Cisapline Gaul.”

Fulvius caught sight of Oclatinius lurking nearby.

“And you, Oclatinius?”

“On my father’s farm.”

“I think that people who grew up in the countryside have some resistance to the disease. Maybe there is something in the country air that provides protection. But it’s just a theory.”

Oclatinius rubbed his hands over the pock marks on his face. That illness, mild as it had been, had seemed similar in some respects to this much more serious sickness. Was it that that had protected him? He dismissed it from his mind. He was alive, and well, and that was all that mattered.

“How many are left, Fulvius?” asked Quintillius.

“A third dead from sickness or in battle. A third ill, some of whom will die. A third are well. At least for now.”

“Oclatinius, what did you see?”

“No sign of them, sir.”

Quintillius nodded. “It was a good idea of yours, lad. And you knew it would work, just from your observations of the reactions of the townsfolk and the soldiers to the disease? You knew they had seen it before and would fear it?”

“Yes, sir.”

Quintillius clapped him on the shoulder.

“I see great things for you, boy. You are destined to be more than just a legionary, I feel. Now go and get some rest. We will spend tomorrow in the town, then we will march again. And hopefully reach Palmyra before the pox or the Parthians take us all.”

“If Oclatinius is right, the Parthians should keep their distance now, knowing we have the illness among us.”

“Let’s hope. Dismissed, legionary.”

Oclatinius wandered through the town, drained physically and emotionally. That the centurion had trusted him still amazed him. But what other choice had he had? If it hadn’t worked, they were doomed anyway.

With that word ringing around his head, he went to check on his friend. Bricius looked spent, but he smiled when he saw Oclatinius. He had a half-eaten piece of bread in his hand, and Oclatinius thought he looked a little better in himself. Bricius confirmed this when he was asked.

“I don’t know if it’s the excitement of combat or the disease is waning, but I do feel a bit better. Though when I have finished eating, I’m going to sleep for a week.”

“We made it through, Bricius. For all your warnings. We have made it through disease and war.”

“For now,” said the pessimistic Gaul.

Oclatinius reached under his armour and drew out the winged phallus on its leather strap.

“Here,” he said, putting it over Bricius’ head. “You can show this to your mother when you see her next. Tell her you kept it safe. And in turn, how it kept you safe.”

He looked around at the dead, dying and diseased all around them, and wondered what would happen when the infected reached big cities like Palmyra and Antioch. But that was not his problem.

He put his arm around Bricius’ shoulder, and exhaustion finally claiming him, closed his eyes.
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Chapter One


210 AD


Caledonia

Some fifteen miles from his base, deep in Venicones territory and north of the vallum Antonini, staked out in dense forest, Silus said, ‘Fuck.’

Rainwater dribbled out of his forelock and down his nose, dripping off the tip so he felt like he had a streaming cold. He shivered despite the waterproof animal skins, woollen undershirt and whatever protection the lightly leaved branches that covered him afforded. The light was rapidly failing even though the hour wasn’t late. Not surprising given the northerly latitude and the typical Caledonian weather: bad all year round, but especially at the end of winter. It was the month of Martius, and the Augusti were planning a second consecutive year of campaigning against the troublesome tribes north of the Empire’s most northerly border. Hence why Silus, loyal auxiliary with the rank and role of Explorator, responsible for the exciting and vital role of spying on enemy movements in preparation for the coming of the legions, was stuck out here in the wet and cold, trying not to die of exposure.

He shifted his position to move his weight off a stick that was prodding him dangerously close to his groin, and in doing so he released a small flood of cold water that had been pooling in a pocket of his overcoat down his back. ‘Fuck!’ he said again, as loudly as he thought was safe. What a dreadful fucking job. His mates would be tucked up in their barracks with the rest of their contubernales, or on a sentry shift, or at the worst, on a short patrol. How had he ended up stuck out here for days on end, freezing his balls off, living off the countryside, alternating between miserable self-pity at the conditions and mind-numbing fear of being caught, tortured and killed?

Where the fuck was he anyway? Somewhere nearby was the hill fort the locals called Dùn Mhèad: his destination. The brass had heard murmurings of some unrest this way, so they had sent muggins out to do what he did best: skulk, hide, spy. Survive.

‘One of the best Exploratores in the army,’ his centurion had called him. His rigid upbringing by his Roman father had instilled both physical toughness and absolute loyalty to Rome. His half-barbarian heritage made him at home in the wilds of Caledonia. His fluency in the local language allowed him to blend in at will. But could he find the damned place? Fucked if he could.

The light was too poor for further scouting now, so he decided to pack it in for the night. He found a hollow beneath a large oak near a stream from which he filled his waterskin, and set two snares. He retrieved the last of his cheese from his backpack, unwrapped it, and swallowed it in two small bites, followed up with a few gulps of icy water. He relieved himself downstream of his shelter, then settled into the hollow, pulling a few branches over him for protection from the rain and for concealment. He closed his eyes, imagining his arms were wrapped around the warm, soft body of his wife, expecting not to sleep a wink.

He awoke to the sound of movement nearby. His eyes flew open, but he resisted the instinct to jump up and grab his weapons. He probably hadn’t been found yet, which meant he still had surprise on his side. His heart pounded. He was fully alert with no somnolent transition from sleep to wakefulness. He noted with amazement that it was dawn and he had slept dreamlessly for the whole night. The sounds of rustling in the leaf litter grew closer. He prepared to spring into action, to take his chances against however many of the enemy were there, and hopefully do enough damage and spread enough chaos to be able to slip away.

A shape emerged from the undergrowth a few feet away: a large boar snuffling through the leaf litter for roots and slugs. Even as Silus let out a breath of relief, his stomach clenched as he thought of spit roast pork, and his mouth watered. He slowly reached towards the knife at his belt, then hesitated. It was a big fellow with sharp tusks, and wouldn’t fall easily. Silus had no bow on this mission, and even if he was able to jump on the animal and overcome it man to beast, the racket from the tussle and the screams from the boar – and hopefully not from himself – would carry for miles. He relaxed and waited for the creature to move on, heart sinking as it retreated out of reach. Then he emerged from his hideout, rotated his head in an attempt to remove the crick in his neck which seemed to have become permanent, and walked disconsolately over to his snares.

The first was empty, but to his delight the second contained a squirrel weakly struggling, the wire biting deep into its throat. Silus quickly snapped its neck, and used his knife to skin and gut it. Making a fire was clearly out of the question, both because of the risk of detection and the impossibility of starting a flame in this rainfall. He said a brief prayer to Valetudo, goddess of personal health, that the squirrel was not diseased, then another to Apollo, god of sun and healing, on the off chance he might send a break in the clouds as well as protect him from food poisoning. Then he devoured the raw squirrel flesh, not attempting to savour it, just gulping down the chunks of meat.

Silus remembered the first time he had eaten raw squirrel. It was during a long hunt in the forests with his father, when he had been just five years old, still living with his family and others of the tribe of the Brigantes. The slimy texture had made him vomit it straight up. His father had beaten him, then made him eat what he had just puked. He had kept it down the second time. Father, he thought, you really were a bastard. Still, the skills his father had taught him were the reason why he was of so much use to the legions, and why he was out here now. So that’s one more thing to hate you for, Father.

Silus buried the remains of his meal, refilled his waterskin, retrieved his snares, relieved his bladder and bowels, and looked up. He could see through the canopy, as the oaks and birches were not yet even in bud, only the pine trees providing greenery. But the sky was a uniform grey, with no indication of the direction in which the sun might be rising. He turned his attention to the trees. In more open spaces, it was possible to work out which was south from the predominance of the branches growing towards the light, but in this dense woodland most of the trees just struggled upwards for a glimpse of the sun. The same went for the moss, which he knew grew predominantly on the north, the shadier side of the tree. But here all was shade, and the moss grew wherever it liked.

Silus shrugged, picked a direction he guessed was northerly and set off.

After half a day of tramping through leaf litter that hid treacherous roots and fox holes, the trees abruptly thinned, and within moments he found himself at the edge of the treeline. And there, ahead and to his right, was the hillfort of Dùn Mhèad.

It had to be Dùn Mhèad; there were no other settlements that big nearby. The hill it topped was broad and towered over the rest of the surrounding hills. The fort itself was nothing like the Roman equivalent. There was not a stone or brick in sight. The settlement itself consisted of a number of thatched roundhouses, a longhouse and some smaller structures and tents. These were surrounded by a wooden palisade made of sharpened stakes, and below these was a series of earthworks – ditches with heaped earth embankments. A well-equipped legion would barely break a sweat carrying a place like this. But first they would have to reach it through miles of enemy territory and hostile terrain. The Caledonians and the Maeatae confederation, of which the Venicones were one of the member tribes, had become masters of guerilla warfare, inflicting far more damage on the Roman invaders by ambush and trap than they ever managed in open battle.

Silus settled himself by the treeline, pulling some green branches over himself, and watched. It was hard to make out details from this distance, around a quarter of a mile away, but he could see plenty of activity, and the sound of hammer on metal rang out over the lowing of the cattle gathered in the fort. From his right, the east he thought, a band of warriors twenty strong climbed the hill. They wore cloaks and trousers but no armour, and carried spears and small round shields. Gates in the palisade swung open to admit them, and Silus was able to glimpse a large number of other men inside, with some milling around, some sitting and drinking and some sparring with their spears. Before the gates swung shut again, he had estimated some four hundred. Few were women, and fewer still were children or elderly.

This was a warband. Gathering for a raid.

Silus thought of his mates back at headquarters, and much as he resented the fact that they were probably sitting in their barracks warm and dry and fed, or at worst on a short patrol in a well-defended formation, he would hate to have this lot fall on them without warning.

Or maybe the target wasn’t even the fortification. Maybe it was a Roman settlement. Maybe it was a village, like the one where his wife and daughter, Velua and Sergia, lived. His stomach clenched at the thought. He weighed up the benefits of staying longer to gather more intelligence against heading home with his information immediately. The information that this band was gathering with battle clearly in their hearts was as important as anything else he could learn, and the longer he stayed, the greater the risk of discovery. He backed slowly away, deeper into the trees, and when he felt there was sufficient cover, he stood and stretched. He turned his back to the fort and started walking back into the forest.

He had made it barely fifty yards when a sudden noise made him freeze: a crashing through the undergrowth. He placed his hand on his knife and faced the direction of the sound, his heart racing. A large stag zigzagged through the trees, veering away when it saw him, then disappeared into the undergrowth. He remained still, letting his breathing settle and his pulse slow. Then he turned to make his way deeper into the thickness of the trees, away from the danger.

Voices stopped him again. Deep, getting nearer. He slid behind a large oak then peered out. He saw movement, and squinted: two, no, three men in the open just beyond the trees, leading horses on tight reins. He crept closer, feeling with the tips of his toes before transferring his weight to make sure he didn’t snap a brittle stick. He crept forward until he could make out the conversation. They were talking in a Veniconian dialect of Gallic and Silus could understand most of it.

One of the men was older than the others, and his voice rang with authority.

‘Maglorix, that stag is mine, and I will take it.’

‘My Lord Voteporix. We have other duties to attend. We can’t waste time here.’

‘Can’t? Be careful with your words, Maglorix. Son of mine or not, I’ll have your head if you don’t show me respect.’

Maglorix bowed his head. ‘I’m sorry, my Lord. Nevertheless, it is my duty to counsel you. The men will be expecting you back at the camp. For speeches and tales and ale.’

‘What are you scared of, Maglorix? Surely not of running into some bandits or a Roman patrol deep in our lands? So what is it? Ghosts and demons?’

Maglorix made a little sign to ward off evil, eliciting a sneer from his father.

‘Of course not,’ said Maglorix. ‘I fear nothing, except the hag, the Aos-sídhe and my Lord.’

Voteporix nodded. ‘Good. Buan, look after the horses. Maglorix, follow me.’

Buan, a huge, bald-headed warrior, gathered up the three sets of reins and held the horses dutifully, expression blank.

Silus’ mind raced. The names meant nothing, but the son had called his father Lord. This must be the tribal chief, the war leader, with his son, maybe even his heir. What should he do? He could still slip away with his information. But what if he could escape with more? Say the head of a rebellious tribal chief? Not only might he stop the raiders by killing their leader, what rewards might await him when he returned? Money? Promotion? A less shitty job and more time at home with Velua and Sergia?

Silus gritted his teeth. He was torn. The sensible thing was to disappear. Get back to safety, get a pat on the back for a job well done, then get sent back out into this shitty country with his shitty salary while his wife and daughter sat at home in their shitty house, wondering where he was and if and when he would be back. Or he could do something extraordinary.

The two men came nearer, and the time for him to escape unseen passed. Indecision had made the decision for him. They were too close now. Silus unsheathed his knife, then as silently as possible removed his snare from his sack.

The two men were moving quietly now, searching for the deer tracks. Silus stayed still and silent, his back flattened against a thick oak trunk, listening intently for the crunch of their feet on the leaf litter. He closed his eyes, picturing their exact position as the larger man, the chief, passed the other side of the tree first, followed by his son. Silus eased out from his cover and crept up behind them. He smelt stale sweat and ale.

Maglorix was tall and lean, and well-toned with long, curled red hair. He tiptoed behind his father, and Silus trod in time with the young man, masking the sound of his own steps. When he was in reach, he took a deep breath, lifted his knife and brought the hilt down hard on the back of Maglorix’s skull.

The young man crumpled to the ground instantly without a cry. Silus let the knife drop. Voteporix began to turn but Silus was on him, looping the tough string from the snare around the chief’s neck. Voteporix’s eyes bulged in surprise and fear, and his fingers grappled for the improvised garrotte. It was hopeless. There was no way for him to relieve the pressure obstructing the air and blood to his head. He struggled, kicked, but Silus’ grip was firm. The big man even thrust his head backward, smacking it into Silus’ nose, making blood flow and his eyes water in pain. Silus merely gritted his teeth and hung on. The chief’s desperate thrashing and writhing became weaker and weaker, until it ceased entirely.

Silus eased the body to the ground, but didn’t let up the tension on the string until he was sure there would be no recovery. He glanced at Maglorix, who was lying unmoving, bleeding from his head. He picked up the knife from where it had fallen and grasped Voteporix by the hair. The eyes were wide open and rolled up in to the head. The string had bitten deep into the flesh of the neck. Silus used the ligature mark as a guide, and began to cut, using the edge of his blade in a sawing motion. Blood spurted as he went through the vessels, and froth bubbled out of the windpipe as this was severed. He tilted the neck back, using the point of the blade to sever the tendons holding the neck bones together and disarticulated the head. With one last slice through the remaining skin, the head came free. He lifted it high, staring into the dead face, and a chill came over him as he wondered what he had done.

‘Father!’

Silus turned abruptly. Maglorix was propped on one elbow, eyes flicking from side to side crazily, blood smeared down one side of his face. His mouth was open in horror.

‘Faaaather!’ This time the word was a scream. Involuntarily, Silus turned towards the edge of the forest, and immediately there came the sound of Buan running, snapping branches aside in his haste to reach his lord. Silus stepped forward and kicked Maglorix hard in the face, snapping his head back and knocking him out cold. Then he thrust the bloody head of Lord Voteporix, Chief of the Venicones, into his sack and ran.

He made no attempt at stealth or silence. The scream from Maglorix had made his location obvious and now speed was his only ally. He briefly considered stopping to fight, but Buan looked well built and rough. Silas was not a big man, and though he was a mean fighter with a knife or a garrotte and surprise on his side, in a straight one-to-one fight with someone stronger, the outcome would be much less certain. Besides, his job now was clear: get home with the information. And the head.

He would have a short head start. Buan would no doubt stop in shock at the sight of his decapitated chief, then tend to the unconscious Maglorix. He had no idea how long Maglorix would be out for. He could be round in a short while or he may never wake. Then Buan would have to decide whether to return for help to the hillfort, to tend to Maglorix or to pursue on his own. Silus resolved to put the time to good use.

After some time running straight, breaking branches in his path and making deep footprints in the muddy litter, he backtracked for a hundred yards, treading in his own steps, then took a deer track that led at right angles off into the deeper forest, carefully easing foliage out of the way to avoid tell-tale damage that could be tracked. He moved swiftly but delicately, making little noise and leaving little evidence of his passing.

Soon he heard sounds of crashing in the woods behind him. He fought the urge to break into a run, trusting his stealth instead. He heard two voices, shouted orders and howls of rage. Maglorix had obviously recovered. Silus’ heart raced from fear and exertion. The sound of the voices faded, and he breathed a little easier. Before long though, the voices grew louder again. They had found the end of his trail, and worked out that he had backtracked. At least one of them wasn’t dumb. And apparently a good tracker too. Silus could hear them gaining on him, and realised that they had discovered his new, concealed route.

‘Fuck it to Hades and back,’ he muttered, and ran, no longer caring about noise or clues, just wanting to put distance between himself and his pursuers.

It became a race of endurance. Sprinting through thick undergrowth was an impossibility. Silus was encumbered by his pack and the head. He needed the pack for his supplies for his journey home, and he was damned if he was discarding the head after risking his life to collect it. As the ache in his legs intensified, and his breath came in ragged gasps, the forest seemed to close in on him. He cursed himself over and over for his recklessness, and tried not to think about leaving his wife a widow and his daughter without a father.

But slowly, the sounds of pursuit faded. Either Silus was the fitter man, or Maglorix was too injured to continue a long chase, and Buan would not leave him. Eventually the noise of snapping foliage and heavy feet ceased.

‘Rooooman!’

Maglorix’s roar was attenuated by the forest, but was still loud when it reached Silus’ ears.

‘Roooomaaaan! I have seen your face. I will find you! You are mine!’

Silus put his head down and ran.



Maglorix leaned against Buan at the southern edge of the forest. On the back of his head was a lump the size of a goose egg which throbbed in time with his pulse. Dried blood caked his moustache and beard where it had flooded out of his nose after the Roman had kicked him in the face. He touched his nose tentatively, fairly certain it was broken. A wave of dizziness swept over him, and he felt blackness closing in for a moment. His legs weakened, but Buan wordlessly took his weight with an arm around his chest, and soon the feeling passed. He gazed over the marshland and hills and woods that his homeland was comprised of and uttered a prayer. He did not raise his voice, just spoke in a matter of fact fashion.

‘Cailleach Bhéara, divine hag. By all that I hold dear, know that I will have revenge on the Roman who killed and dishonoured my father. He will suffer as I have suffered. This I promise.’

Buan bowed his head in silent witness to the oath. Maglorix closed his eyes. Two images were seared into his mind’s eye. His father’s head, held aloft, streaming blood from the severed neck. And the face of the Roman. Even though he had been covered in mud, though the light had been poor, though the time he looked at him before being knocked out was short, he would not forget him. Ever.

Maglorix looked at the ground. The Roman was long gone. Maglorix had tried to keep up, but when the energy from his fury and grief was no longer sufficient to sustain him, he had realised he was not going to catch his prey. He had tried to persuade the uninjured Buan to keep up the chase, but Buan would not leave his struggling ward. Though the Roman was no doubt nearly back to safety, his trail was still fresh.

Maglorix pointed to the muddy tracks made by hob-nailed boots.

‘I want to know where he came from. And where he has taken my father’s head.’

‘My Lord. Your family and your men will be worried. We should return.’

‘No!’ Maglorix spat the word. ‘Maybe I won’t have my revenge today. But it will come. I need to know where to find him.’ He pushed himself away from the large warrior, and stubbornly trudged south. Buan sighed and followed, staying close to his Lord’s shoulder, ready to catch him if he should fall.

They travelled for a whole day, bypassing isolated farmhouses and hamlets, not knowing where their loyalties lie. They lost the trail more than once, but Maglorix had grown up hunting and tracking with his father’s best warriors, and he always picked it up again. As the light began to fade, they saw one of the forts that made up the vallum Antonini in the distance. The fort the Romans called Voltanio.

Maglorix spat. The wall of Antoninus and the earthworks, forts and other fortifications stretching from the east to the west coast of Caledonia was like a wound in his own flesh. Construction had begun in the time of Maglorix’s grandfather, but soon after it had been completed, the Caledonians had driven the Romans out, all the way down to the vallum Hadriani. But that cursed Roman chieftain Septimius Severus had brought the legions back, restored the wall, and devastated Caledonia.

His grandfather had told him of the great Caledonian chieftain Calgacus, who had resisted the Roman warlord Agricola, but had been defeated at the battle of Mons Graupius.

More than a hundred winters later, Severus and his son had invaded the Highlands. When the Caledonians and their allied tribes, like Maglorix’s own Venicones, the Kindred Hounds, had harassed the legionaries and auxiliaries and inflicted heavy losses with guerilla tactics, Severus had responded by waging a campaign of devastation. Tough, battle-hardened warriors had wept around Maglorix’s home fire as they had told him tales of elderly parents nailed to trees, sisters gang-raped, children starving to death after the crops had been burnt and the cattle and sheep slaughtered. The proud Caledonians had even sued for peace, fearing for their very survival, but Severus’ haughty demands were too severe, and the peace talks had failed. The war continued. Not powerful enough to face the Romans in open battle, the Caledonian allies continued to harass and raid, and back at Dùn Mhèad, Maglorix had nearly half a thousand angry warriors ready to bring down death and destruction on the Roman brutes.

This cursed Roman spy though. Not only had he murdered Maglorix’s father and desecrated his body, he had no doubt seen their preparations for a raid, and was probably telling his superiors everything he had learned, even as Maglorix stood here, staring at the impenetrable Roman fortress. Maybe Buan was right. They were wasting time here. They should be summoning the warband to fall on the Romans before they had warning and time to prepare.

‘Buan…’ he said, then frowned. The Roman’s tracks were still visible in the muddy ground. But they didn’t lead towards the fort.

Maglorix strode forward, following the trail as it diverged from the path that led towards Voltanio. Buan shadowed him, saying nothing, but nervously scanned his surroundings for patrols, or for locals who may be unsympathetic and may report their presence to the Romans. Maglorix was fixated on the trail, and as night drew in, they crested a hill and found themselves gazing on a small civilian settlement, which the Romans called a vicus. These settlements often grew up near forts to house the civilian hangers-on that always accumulated around the legions. The traders, the craftsmen, the tavern owners, the prostitutes. The families.

Maglorix shook his head, regretted it as pain shot through him, then cursed himself for being so slow on the uptake. He had not understood why the Roman would not go straight to the fort, to report to his superiors, and to deliver his prize, Maglorix’s father’s head. Now he knew. The Roman had been a long time in enemy territory, in poor conditions, alone. What would he do first, before following his duty? A prostitute? Maybe, but after all that time cold and hungry and lonely, Maglorix felt that sex would not be the top priority. If Maglorix was the one wearing those muddy hob-nailed boots, he would want warm food, a warm bed, and the arms of a loved one. The Roman had gone to see his family.

Maglorix watched the little settlement. There was a score of large buildings – temples, shops, storehouses – and lots of smaller buildings, some brick, some wattle and daub, that he presumed were residences. Dogs, chickens, pigs and children played, pecked and snuffled in the streets between the buildings. A door opened and a large woman yelled something incomprehensible in Latin. Two children reluctantly abandoned a puppy and shuffled inside. The door slammed shut behind them.

Maglorix had seen enough.

‘Mark this place well, Buan,’ he said. ‘This is where we will show the Romans what it feels like to have their own homes made into a wasteland.’






Chapter Two

Silus threw the door of the small hut wide open so it crashed against the stone wall, shaking some thatching from the roof. A young girl, no more than five or six years old, screamed and ran behind her mother, grasping her legs and peering out. Silus realised his appearance must be quite terrifying to a child. Muddied, matted beard, and his brown hair grown long and tangled with twigs and leaves, stinking from the time in the field without a bath, and carrying a heavy bag soaked through with congealed blood.

The mother of the child stared coldly at Silus.

‘There is nothing for you here.’

‘Nothing?’ he said. ‘Not even a kiss?’

Instead she stepped forward and slapped him hard across the cheek.

‘You said you would only be gone two days!’ she yelled at him. ‘I thought you were dead!’

‘Sweetheart,’ he said, in what he hoped was a placating voice. ‘Velua, darling wife. The mission takes as long as it takes.’

‘Shit on the filthy whore of a mission. What about your family?’

‘My love. I am a soldier. I go where I am sent. And the money I make keeps this roof over your head, and food on your table.’

She looked up at the roof, where grey sky could be seen through gaps in need of patching. Then she looked at the table, on which sat a loaf of hard bread and tired looking cheese.

‘This roof? This food?’

‘Mummy?’ said the little girl. ‘Is that daddy?’

Silus knelt on one knee and held out his arms. ‘Sergia, darling. It’s me.’

Sergia screamed, this time in joy not fear, and ran to him, hugging him tight. Then she took a step backwards and wrinkled her nose.

‘Daddy, you smell.’

‘I know, darling. There were no baths where I have been.’

‘Where have you been, daddy?’

‘I’ve been helping keep you and mummy safe from the nasty Caledonians and Maeatae.’

Sergia held her thumb and first two fingers in a circle and spat to warn off evil.

Silus smiled, then was overcome by a wave of fatigue. He closed his eyes and put his hand to his forehead.

Instantly, Velua was by his side, steadying hand on his shoulder. ‘My love, is everything alright?’

‘Yes, beloved. My mission has been… challenging, and I’m very tired.’

Velua turned to her daughter and snapped, ‘Sergia, don’t just stand there. Get your father some wine, then get a bowl of water heating over the fire so I can wash this filth and stink off him. Silus, come and lie down.’

Velua led him by the hand to what passed as the bedroom, which was actually just a continuation of the room separated by a curtain. A simple wooden box with a straw mattress served as a bed for all three of them, and curled in the middle was a small, elderly black and white dog. She half opened her eyes, sniffed, considered, then jumped up and started yapping and running in little circles.

‘Calm down, Issa, your ladyship,’ said Silus, smiling and picking her up. ‘You must be getting really deaf now if you didn’t hear all the screaming and shouting that welcomed me home.’

He cuddled her close to him, and she licked his muddy face enthusiastically.

‘By Christos and all the gods of Olympus I swear you love that dog more than you love me.’

‘Of course not, my petal,’ he said, continuing to hug the little old bitch close. ‘Although, Issa has been in my life longer than you…’

‘We should put her in the cooking pot. Then at least she might make some contribution to this family. When was the last time she killed a rat or brought home a squirrel?’

‘Don’t listen to her,’ said Silus. He kissed the dog on the forehead, then put her down and gave her a gentle push out of the bedroom.

‘She’s retired,’ he said to his wife in a tone of reproof. ‘She has seen twelve summers.’

‘Hmm, well she had better stop pissing in the house if she wants to make it to a thirteenth. Now get those filthy rags off. I’m going to have to boil them, no doubt. Or burn them.’

Velua helped Silus out of his tunic and breeches. Her face softened when she saw the scratches of twigs and brambles criss-crossing his skin, bruises made by impacts from branches and rocks. She said nothing, but her gentle touch belied her stern words.

Sergia pulled the curtain back, holding a cup of watered wine, which she proffered to Silus. He took it gratefully and drank deeply, the liquid quenching his thirst and warming his empty belly. Sergia disappeared and returned with a bowl of lukewarm water. Velua tested it with a fingertip. She nodded.

‘Well done, Sergia. Now take this copper coin and go to Senovara’s house. Ask for six of her eggs. We will boil them for our dinner.’

Sergia grinned and took the coin, running towards the door.

‘Oh, Sergia,’ called Silus. Sergia stopped and looked at her father expectantly. ‘Ask if you could play with Senovara’s puppy for half an hour.’ He winked at his wife. ‘Actually, make it an hour.’

‘Yes, daddy,’ said the little girl and was gone.

‘You think, after you disappear for more than two weeks, without a word, and then return stinking like a derelict who has slept in a pigsty, that you can just…’

Silus silenced her with a deep, long kiss. She melted into him, arms sliding around him, head tilting to one side as she returned the kiss, her tongue pressing into his mouth and exploring desperately. Silus fell back onto the bed and pulled her with him, so she landed on top of him, laughing.

‘Silus,’ she said. ‘You’re filthy.’

‘Don’t you just know it,’ he said. ‘You’re pretty dirty yourself.’

He kissed her again, hands reaching for her breast, squeezing and kneading. Despite, or maybe because of, the stress and fear of the last days, he was desperately aroused. Velua straddled him, guided him inside her, and rode him fast. Her face and body, showing the first signs of the depredations of time and childbirth, were still as beautiful as a goddess’s to him, and he kept his eyes locked on hers through the entire short lovemaking.

After, they lay side by side, holding hands, breathing heavily.

‘That was quick,’ said Velua.

‘It’s been a while,’ said Silus. He stared at the roof, wondering if the reward for his mission would mean he could afford a decent thatcher. Maybe he could buy his wife some jewellery. Venus knew she deserved it. Velua was from a well-off Romano-British family and had been cut off by her father when she had fallen in love with and married the lowly soldier. Not even a legionary at that, just an auxiliary. But this mission could be the making of him. Promotion, prestige, money.

A scream from the main room made them both sit bolt upright. Velua was faster, out of bed and yanking the curtain aside. She put her hand to her mouth, frozen in shock. Silus was right behind her, guts clenching in fear at what had made his daughter scream for the third time this afternoon.

Sergia had her back against the wall, palms pressed behind her as if feeling for the possibility of further retreat. She screamed continuously, her eyes fixed on a point in the middle of the floor. Silus followed her gaze and his heart sank.

In the middle of the straw-strewn dirt floor, lying at an odd angle where it had rolled out of the bag which moments earlier had been opened by a curious child searching for presents from her newly returned father, was the decapitated head of Voteporix. The dead chief’s sightless eyes seemed to be trying to see his own eyebrows. The mouth was pulled back in a snarling rictus, black and rotted teeth visible beneath the lips. The long, grey hair was tangled and matted, and one side of the face was plastered in gelatinous globs of old blood. The neck ended abruptly in a jagged wound through which could be seen protruding the white bone of the spine, blood vessels and the food and air pipes.

‘Mother Maria, Venus and Minerva Sulis,’ whispered Velua. She turned to Silus. ‘What in the name of all the holy goddesses is that?’

Silus stepped past her and swept Sergia up in his arms, turning her around so she was facing away from the horror that had invaded her home. Still she screamed, and he clapped a hand on her mouth, muffling the noise.

‘Gods, the neighbours will think I’m murdering you both. They’ll be breaking the door down if she carries on.’

Velua stepped forward and tore Sergia from Silus’ arms. She rocked her gently, smoothing her hair with one hand, and the screaming slowly ebbed into inarticulate sobs. Velua glared at Silus. ‘What’, she said quietly and dangerously, ‘is that, you stupid cunt?’

‘Language, darling,’ said Silus, then immediately regretted his attempt at levity when her glare felt like a physical burn. ‘I can explain.’

‘Maybe you could start by explaining to your daughter that you haven’t brought a demon into our house.’

Silus moved behind Velua and tilted his daughter’s chin up so she could look at him. ‘Honeycake,’ he said. ‘That was a bad man. A Maeatae. Remember I said I was fighting them to keep you safe? I killed that one, and he can’t hurt you any more.’

Sergia gulped a few times, then asked, ‘Was he trying to hurt you?’

‘Yes,’ said Silus. Not strictly true, but he was sure the Veniconian chief would have skewered him if he had had the chance. ‘And now he is dead, and Britannia is safer because of it.’

‘And you haven’t brought his ghost home with you? To kill us while we sleep?’

Silus repressed a shiver at the thought. Gods, he hoped not.

‘Of course not, baby. You are completely safe. Daddy will never let anything bad happen to you.’

Velua gave him one more dagger stare, then took Sergia into the bedroom. Silus sighed and bent down. He opened the mouth of the sack, then gave the head a kick with the side of its foot so it rolled back inside. He pulled the retaining string tight, and tossed the head into a corner where it landed with a thump. He saw the eggs that Sergia had gone to fetch, and wondered what were his chances of getting them cooked. Slim, he guessed. He slumped into a corner and put his head in his hands.

Velua was gone long enough for Silus to attempt to construct several excuses for his carelessness, but in the end, he was too tired to come up with anything convincing, so he sighed and steeled himself to tell the truth.

The curtain swished back, and Velua came back in, stepping quietly, but her face was set.

‘She’s asleep,’ she said.

‘Good.’

There was a pregnant pause. Velua sat on a stool. Silus wondered if he should begin.

‘Well?’ she said. Clearly, he should.

When he had finished explaining his mission of the last couple of weeks, Velua looked down at her lap and her clasped hands. Silus waited for her to say something. When the silence stretched, he said, ‘You’re angry with me.’

‘Of course I’m angry with you,’ said Velua, though her tone was calm, her voice low and flat.

‘I’m sorry,’ said Silus. ‘I shouldn’t have brought that thing here. I should have gone straight to headquarters. I would never do anything to upset Sergia. Or you.’

‘You’re so fucking stupid.’

‘Um. Right.’

‘You have no idea why I’m angry do you?’

‘Because I’ve been away?’ hazarded Silus. ‘Because I brought the head here? Because I’m dirty?’

‘No, Silus. Because you could have died.’

‘Oh,’ he said. ‘That.’

‘Yes, Silus. That. You took a dumb, unnecessary risk that could have left your daughter without a father, and your wife without a husband.’

‘But my love, I took the risk for both of you. Look at this shithole we live in. You deserve so much better. This head could be the making of me. A bonus. A promotion. I could buy you jewellery and make-up, buy Sergia toys and fine clothes.’

‘Silus, I left riches behind to be with you. It insults me that you think I love money more than I love you.’

He knew that this was his moment to say something beautiful, something to express what she meant to him, his gratitude for her love. Instead, unexpectedly, tears sprang to his eyes. His head dropped, one hand over his eyes, and he tried not to sob as he was overwhelmed with emotion – fatigue accentuating his feelings.

He felt a hand on his shoulder. Velua was kneeling beside him. He looked up into a mask of concern.

‘My darling, what’s wrong?’

‘I love you,’ he choked out, then buried his face in her shoulder and let the tears flow. She cradled him in her arms until he had cried himself dry, then she continued to hold him and he savoured her warmth and the relaxing feel of the rise and fall of her chest against his.

‘Mummy, why is daddy crying? Did the demon head hurt him?’

Sergia was looking round the curtain.

‘No, baby. Your father is fine. He is just tired.’

‘Daddy, mummy and me will look after you. You don’t have to worry about anything now you’re home.’

Silus dissolved into helpless sobs once more.



‘You’re so fucking stupid, Silus,’ said Geganius, Silus’ immediate superior.

Silus stood before the bulky centurion, deflated like a punctured water carrier, expectations and hopes pissing out onto the floor.

‘But… but this is the head of Voteporix. The Veniconian chief. Leader of the party that was going to attack us.’

‘Was going to?’ repeated Geganius. ‘You think you have prevented the attack?’

‘Well, I…’

‘If I chopped your father’s head off, would you just shrug your shoulders and say, “Oh well, time to head home?”’

There had been many times while Silus was growing up when he had wished someone would chop his father’s head off, but he saw the centurion’s point.

Geganius shook his head. ‘You expected glory and promotion for this, didn’t you, Silus?’

‘No, sir,’ lied Silus. ‘I acted purely for the honour and safety of Britannia and Rome.’

‘Come on. We’d better go tell the Prefect of your monumental fuck up.’

Geganius led the chastened Silus to the Prefect’s office. The Prefect’s secretary, a tall, ageing bald-headed freedman who brought to mind the statues of Julius Caesar that Silus had seen, looked down on them over his hooked nose.

‘What do you want, Geganius?’

‘Please announce us to Prefect Menenius, Pallas.’

‘He’s busy. Make an appointment,’ said Pallas.

‘This is urgent.’

‘Everything is urgent.’

‘Announce us right now,’ said Geganius in a threatening voice. ‘Or if Menenius finds out you have delayed us from seeing him, he will have your balls.’ Geganius looked the freedman up and down. ‘If you still have them.’

Pallas tossed his head back contemptuously and disappeared into the office. Silus heard indistinct words being exchanged, then the door opened, and Pallas ushered them in.

Menenius, the Fort Prefect, a grizzled veteran who had risen through the ranks to this prominent position, sat behind a desk covered in scrolls and wax tablets. He looked up at them, clearly annoyed.

‘Make it quick, Geganius. What is it?’

‘I think Silus here might explain things better than I can.’ He nodded to Silus.

Mouth suddenly dry, Silus opened the drawstring on his bag, and pulled out the head by its hair.

Pallas let out a small scream, but Menenius merely narrowed his eyes. He fixed his stare on Geganius. ‘What,’ he said, ‘the fuck is that?’

Geganius prompted Silus with an elbow in the ribs.

‘This,’ said Silus, trying to keep the tremor out of his voice, ‘is… I mean was… Voteporix, a tribal chief of the Venicones.’

Now Menenius’ eyes widened.

‘Silus,’ he said. ‘you’re so fucking stupid.’

Silus grimaced. That message was starting to sink in.

‘Tell me, soldier. What exactly was your mission?’

‘Sir, I was told that traders had reported rumours of stirrings in some Maeatean tribes in the region of Dùn Mhèad. I was ordered to scout north of the wall to see if there was any truth to the rumours.’

‘And? Was there?’

‘Yes, sir. I observed a large warband gathering at the Dùn Mhèad hillfort. Maybe some five hundred warriors.’

Menenius whistled. ‘That’s enough to cause us some trouble, don’t you think, Geganius?’

‘If they caught us by surprise, yes, sir, especially with the Emperor and Caracalla still wintering in Eboracum right now. But if forewarned? With patrols recalled, the garrison on alert and some local reinforcements? Maybe less of a problem.’

‘Quite right,’ said Menenius. ‘And knowing how vital it was to warn us of this imminent raid, Silus, you made it your priority to return to us as quickly and safely as was humanly possible, correct?’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Silus, hoping they didn’t find out that he had spent last night in bed with his wife in the vicus before he had reported to the fort for duty this morning.

‘Then why in the name of all the gods on Olympus, in the name of Christos and Maria and Mithras and every fucking major and minor deity that exists,’ yelled Menenius, standing up and slamming his fist on his desk, ‘am I staring at the decapitated head of a Maeatean tribal chieftain?’

‘Sir,’ said Silus. ‘I thought…’

‘You thought, soldier? Was any thought really involved here?’

‘Yes, sir. The opportunity presented itself, and I thought that killing their chieftain might damage their morale, maybe get them to call off the raid completely.’

‘Damage their morale? Let me tell you a story, soldier. When I was a child, my older brother showed me a wasp’s nest. He told me not to go near it or the wasps might attack me. So what did I do? As soon as my brother was gone, I stuck a stick into the nest to see what happened. I can tell you now that the effect my stick had on those wasps’ morale will be very similar to the effect that you murdering their tribal chief, mutilating the body and stealing the head as a trophy will have on the Maeatae.’

A shiver went down Silus’ spine. Slowly it was dawning on him that he had made a huge error of judgement, and the consequences might affect not just his own career.

Menenius sat down and took a deep breath.

‘Pallas,’ he said, ‘send messages to the neighbouring forts either side of us on the wall, warn them there is to be a Maeatae raid, which we believe will be on Voltanio. Ask if they can spare any men to reinforce us, but warn them to be on full alert in case the barbarians decide to attack a different fort. Geganius, ensure the garrison is prepared. Everyone is now armed and armoured round the clock until this danger is over. Make sure all equipment is in good order. Ensure we have enough food, wood, arrows and slingshots for a siege. The barbarians could be here in an hour or a week. It will be no longer than that – they can’t hold a group together for that long without them starting to fight each other.’

‘Yes, sir,’ said Geganius. ‘And what about him?’ He nodded to Silus.

‘Throw him in the cells. He can have some time to reflect on his idiocy before I decide his punishment.’

‘Sir!’ protested Silus.

‘Don’t make it worse for yourself,’ said the Prefect. ‘Geganius, get him out of my sight.’



Maglorix looked down on the faces in the expansive roundhouse that served as the meeting hall for the council. He sat in the highest chair, which was adorned with skulls, both animal and human, while the other council members sat on lower chairs or simple benches made out of thick branches and tree trunks. They were a mix of ages, the very eldest a man of more than sixty winters called Erc. Many had tattoos on their faces, arms and for those who disdained to wear a tunic, on their chests. Many too wore scars of battles, from internecine tribe war as well as fights with the Romans.

Erc regarded Maglorix steadily while masticating a nettle leaf with toothless gums. Maglorix couldn’t read the older man’s expression, but others were more open, and he could see sympathy, fear, anger, suspicion and contempt. His head still ached, but food and rest had restored his energy, and he felt strong enough now to take his case to the council.

‘You all know why my father summoned and gathered you here. For two years, the Romans have been ravaging our country. The Emperor – curse him and his family – could not defeat us, so he resorted to murder, rape, and pillage. We have all lost brothers, cousins, children, even womenfolk, to the brutish invaders. The Emperor’s son Caracalla led his armies against our brethren in the far north. We know what he did. We have seen it for ourselves. He burnt crops so our people would starve. He burned villages so our people would freeze to death in the winter. How many Caledonian and Maeatae children died cold and hungry this winter? Their blood is on Caracalla’s hands just as much as if he had choked the life out of them himself. He murdered the menfolk. He raped our women, putting his seed in them, so they grow Roman bastards in their bellies. Even the Romans relate the story of our forefather Calgacus when he was defeated at Mons Grapius. Erc, you know what he said.’

Erc spat the leaf out, then mouthed the famous phrase that Tacitus had reported spoken by the Caledonian chief more than a hundred years before, after he had been defeated by the historian’s father-in-law. ‘They ravage, they slaughter, they steal, and they call this Empire. They make a wasteland, and call it peace.’

Maglorix saw nods of agreement around the hall, but still he saw reluctance and resentment.

‘My father wished to bring the fight back to the Romans. To teach them to fear us. To drive them back behind the wall, where they can live with the timid Britons, like the Votadini and Novantae who bent over for the Romans to fuck them so long ago. Now the Romans have murdered him, not in open combat, but in the most cowardly way. And not only this, but they have dishonoured his body and taken his head as a trophy. We cannot let this insult go unavenged. For my father’s wishes and for his honour, I will lead you against the Romans, and we will win a great victory that will avenge him and restore our pride.’

There was a murmur of approval, but not from every throat, and not as emphatic as Maglorix had hoped.

Maglorix caught the eye of Lon, the druid. His hair was styled in the typical druidic fashion: a high shaved forehead so his hair line ran over the top of his head from ear to ear with a flowing white mane behind. His nose was long and pointed, his eyes too far apart, and his ears, accentuated by his hairstyle, protruded almost comically outwards from the side of his head. He wore a long scarlet robe with gold embroidery, sported a gold torc around his neck and carried a wooden staff with a bell tied to the end. The tribe’s holy man was attempting to keep an air of neutrality about him, as he sat haughtily at the far end of the room. Nevertheless, he returned Maglorix’s gaze with a slight inclination of his head, and Maglorix smiled inwardly, pleased he had the support of a man who was both important politically within the tribe and as a conduit to the gods.

‘We are too few in number,’ called out one elder. ‘There is a truce with the Romans at the moment and the Caledonians are licking their wounds from last year’s disasters, as are most of the other Maeatae tribes. We can’t start a war.’

‘I’m not talking about taking on the whole Roman Empire,’ said Maglorix. ‘This will be a punitive raid, for revenge, for pride, for the honour of my father.’

‘This is all irrelevant,’ interjected one of the elders, a thin-faced bald man with a long white beard called Muddan. ‘You are not our chief.’

‘Is that so, Muddan?’ said Maglorix, fixing his stare on the old man.

‘Yes,’ said Muddan, unperturbed. ‘It is so. The Venicones do not rule by right of their parenthood. Our leader is elected by the Council of Elders.’

‘And here you are. So confirm me as Chief and we will continue.’

‘The Chief is chosen after debate, after trials of strength and wisdom prove that he’s worthy of leading. Your father was no exception, and nor will his successor be, whoever that is.’

‘Whoever that is? I am the new Chief, by right of my birth and the strength in my right arm. We have no time for these games. As you dribbling old fools worry and chatter, the Romans are preparing themselves.’

‘Have a care how you speak of those older and wiser than you,’ said Muddan, voice low.

Maglorix leapt out of his chair and into the centre of the circle, drawing his sword in one smooth motion and sweeping it in a full arc around the seated council members.

‘This sword lends me all the wisdom I need. Is there anyone here that would challenge my right to wield it as leader of the Venicones?’ He turned slowly, locking eyes with each face present. Each one dropped his gaze to the floor, until he reached Buan, who had been standing behind Maglorix’s high chair. His father’s faithful bodyguard smiled at him and gave him a small nod. Maglorix nodded back, then faced the council.

‘It is settled then. No one disputes my right to lead. So I command you all to—’

‘I dispute your right to lead.’

Maglorix looked towards the sound of the voice. A tall, broad warrior was standing in the doorway, blocking the light, shaggy, matted hair cascading over the wolf skin he wore over his shoulders.

‘Tarvos,’ said Maglorix and spat. ‘You are not on the council. You have no right to challenge me.’

‘I heard your speech, Maglorix. Right of birth and a strong arm make a chief today? We share a grandfather, cousin, and I am willing to wager my right arm against yours.’

‘You wager your life, cousin,’ said Maglorix, eyes narrow, voice dangerous.

‘So be it.’

Tarvos strode into the centre of the council circle, sliding out his sword. Maglorix assessed his opponent with narrow eyes. His cousin was half a head taller than Maglorix, and his reach just that little bit longer. But Maglorix was older by two years, and Tarvos had not yet developed the full musculature of a warrior in his prime. Nevertheless, Tarvos’ smile was condescending, and although Maglorix had not sparred with him for some time, he knew he had a reputation for ferocity and skill among his peers.

Tarvos stood with his feet planted firmly, one further forward than the other, sword held in a loose grip by his side. Maglorix had his back to the high chair, resting the tip of his sword against the dirt floor.

‘Come on then, Tarvos. I stand before my father’s seat. Take the place from me.’

Tarvos took a step forward, but he was cautious. Maglorix had his own reputation as a cunning fighter, and Tarvos was wary of a trap.

‘You hesitate, Tarvos. If only your mother had been less impulsive.’

‘What are you talking about?’ growled Tarvos.

‘My father was furious when he found out his sister had opened her legs for a Roman soldier.’

Tarvos whitened. ‘That’s not true.’

‘And nine months later she shat you out. Is that why you are hesitating now? Because deep down you want to fight like a Roman. With men to your left and your right and behind you. Sheltering in one of their tortoises?’

‘You go too far, Maglorix,’ said Muddan. Maglorix ignored him.

‘Your poor cuckold of a father loved your mother too much to do the right thing and flay her alive like the whore deserved. So he raised you as his own, and put up with the mockery and the shame. You look like you didn’t know, Tarvos. Surely you suspected? Doesn’t your soul cry to live in a city? Aren’t your dreams filled with images of bathhouses and reclining on couches being fed grapes by your slaves?’

Tarvos was silent, lips a thin line. His sword quivered.

‘Why do you want to be chief of this tribe, Tarvos? So you can surrender to your Roman kin at the first opportunity, just like your whore of a mother did?’

Tarvos roared and charged across the circle at Maglorix, sword held high above his shoulder in a two-handed grip. As he reached Maglorix, he brought the sword down in a blow hard enough to split a skull like it was an apple.

But Maglorix slipped nimbly to the side, raising his sword and using it to deflect the power of the blow. Tarvos’ blade slammed into the high chair with such force the back disintegrated into kindling. It bit into the wooden seat, and wedged for a moment.

A moment was all that Maglorix needed. As Tarvos heaved to free his weapon, Maglorix pivoted behind him and thrust his sword straight through his cousin’s back. The tip burst out of the front of his chest accompanied by a gout of heart blood. Tarvos slumped backwards, body going rigid, then flaccid. The stench of the corpse’s bowels opening flooded the hall.

In the silence that followed, Maglorix took a knife from Buan, and quickly sawed through his cousin’s neck. He held the dripping head up for the council, turning in a slow circle so all could see. Then he tossed it onto the dirt, where it rolled across the circle.

‘Are there any here, now,’ said Maglorix, slowly, ‘who dispute my right to lead as Chief?’

At first, there was no reply. Then Lon said gravely, ‘Maglorix, you are Chief of the Venicones, by right of blood and by right of arms.’

Murmurs of agreement swelled to cheers and whoops of celebration.

‘Buan,’ said Maglorix, ‘get the head of that half-breed on a spike outside the council hall, and when it has rotted, make sure the skull adorns my new high chair.’

‘Yes, my Lord,’ said Buan.

‘Now,’ said Maglorix, addressing the submissive elders. ‘These are my orders.’




Chapter Three

Silus sat on the mud floor with his head in his hands and wondered where it had all gone wrong. He had lived rough and risked his life for weeks, successfully completed his given reconnaissance mission, and improvised with considerable bravery and skill to decapitate the enemy’s leadership, figuratively and literally. Yet here he was, water soaking through his breeches, shivering in the cold gloomy cell he had been locked up in all day, listening to one of his cellmates emitting a snore like a two-handed saw felling an oak, while the other sang a repetitive Christian hymn out of tune.

The barred window showed dusk descending outside, and he wondered how long he would be cooped up with these two. The snoring auxiliary, probably Tungrian or Batavian from his build and features, had been thrown into the cell around noon, staggering and stinking of alcohol, and he had been fast asleep ever since. The hymn-singing fellow, tall and lean, his accent suggestive of Celtiberian origins, had arrived about an hour ago, introduced himself as Atius, and then started to pray silently. A fairly recent recruit or transfer, Silus thought, as he didn’t recognise him.

Silus had tried to work out the words of the prayer, as Atius appeared unable to pray without moving his mouth, but Silus wasn’t that accomplished a lip reader, especially in the gloom of the cell, and drew a blank. The hymns that Atius sung were impersonal, generic words of praise and forgiveness. The verse currently being repeated went:


Blessed be the Messiah

Who has given us a hope

That the dead shall rise again.



Silus was of course aware of the cult of the Christos, who his followers called the Messiah – had even met some – but to him it was just another Eastern mystery religion, like the cults of Serapis or Isis. Sometimes Rome tolerated it, other times its followers were persecuted. He seemed to recall some trouble a year or so ago down in Verulanium after a Christian was beheaded for sheltering one of their priests. What was his name? Alvan or Alban or something like that. In any case, the outcry had been such that Geta, the co-Emperor himself, had to intercede and halt the campaign against the followers of Christos.

He sighed and gazed out of the window, cursing the injustice. Surely he wouldn’t be punished badly for what he had done? Couldn’t they recognise the heroism?

The hymn singing stopped abruptly.

‘How you doing?’ said Atius.

‘Um, how do you think?’ replied Silus, gesturing at his surroundings.

‘This? This is just temporary, like everything in life.’

‘Fair enough. So what are you here for?’

‘Oh. I fucked Menenius’ daughter.’

Silus gaped. Atius inspected his fingernails and scraped some dirt out, acting like the conversation had ended.

‘Say that again,’ said Silus.

‘Say what again?’

‘Why are you here?’

‘I fucked Menenius’ daughter. Damn, what a lay. Sadly, Menenius didn’t approve.’

‘Menenius’ daughter? You fucked Menenia? Prissy little Menenia, who weaves and sews and whose mouth has never known a sip of wine or a hard cock?’

‘Well, she was called Menenia, but that doesn’t sound like the girl I was with. I tell you, the things she could do with her mouth…’

‘But…’ Silus trailed off. Then he thought of something. ‘But aren’t you followers of Christos supposed to be celibate or something?’

Atius laughed. ‘Screw that. I’m looking forward to my reward in heaven, but I’m not passing up a good time on earth.’

Silus smiled and shook his head.

‘What about you? Why did they throw you in here?’

‘I cut the head off a barbarian chief. Menenius didn’t approve.’

Atius threw his head back and laughed so loud the snoring auxiliary briefly woke up, looked around in confusion, then went back to sleep.

‘Well, that does sound a bit rash. And I have to say, my crime seems to have been a bit more enjoyable in the commission than yours.’

‘Maybe. But there was a certain satisfaction in messing up those barbarians.’

‘No regrets then?’

Silus considered, then shook his head. ‘Nah. What’s the worst that could happen?’

An alarm bell rang out, clear in the dusk air. Silus looked round sharply, and Atius jumped up and ran to the window. He saw soldiers scurrying across the courtyard, struggling to buckle up helmets and belts on the run, rushing to their appointed stations. Atius yelled, shaking the bars and trying to attract somebody’s attention.

‘Hey! Hey, you, what’s happening?’

Most of the preoccupied men ignored him, but Atius finally managed to accost a scared looking youngster. ‘What’s going on, soldier?’

‘The Maeatae,’ he gasped. ‘They’re attacking us!’

He made to run, but Atius reached through the bars and grabbed him by an arm.

‘Where? How many?’

‘The centurion says around two hundred. He says they are attacking from all sides, and he thinks they are trying to make it look like there are more of them than there really are. He thinks it’s just a raid to rattle us.’

Judging from the boy’s white face, it was working.

‘What’s the Prefect’s plan?’ asked Atius, but the boy wrenched his arm out of Atius’ grip and ran off.

‘What’s going on?’ asked Silus.

‘Maeatean raid. Two hundred strong,’ said Atius. ‘We should be out there fighting.’

‘Two hundred?’

‘It’s not many, is it? To take on a fort. And they must have known we would be forewarned, as you escaped them.’

‘I saw about five hundred gathering at Dùn Mhèad. What are the rest doing? Attacking a different fort?’

‘That doesn’t make any sense. Splitting their forces to attack two well-defended forts instead of concentrating on one is going to lead to a rout. Could they be testing our defences before a bigger attack?’

‘No,’ mused Silus. ‘They need surprise. That has been their tactic since they stopped offering us open battle.’

‘A feint then, to occupy the fort, while the real attack is somewhere else, somewhere more vulnerable.’

Silus went cold and his heart seemed to stop.

‘The vicus,’ he said, his voice a hoarse whisper.

Atius grimaced. ‘My favourite whore lives in the vicus.’

‘My wife and daughter are there,’ said Silus.

Atius stared at him. ‘Christos! Silus, we need to warn the Prefect.’

Silus ran to the door and started pounding on it.

‘Guard! Guard!’ he yelled. There was no reply.

‘He must have gone to defend the walls,’ said Atius.

Silus kicked at the door in frustration. It was solid oak, and the only outcome was a bruised foot.

‘Stand aside,’ said Atius.

‘It’s too thick. We can’t break it down.’

Atius drew a small piece of metal, bent at the end, from somewhere inside his tunic. He knelt down before the door, slid the hook into the keyhole and fiddled for a brief moment. There was a click, and with one finger Atius pushed the door open.

Silus stared at him in surprise. Atius merely shrugged. There was no time to question him.

‘Go and warn the Prefect,’ said Silus. ‘I’m going to the vicus.’

They emerged into controlled chaos. Although the air was filled with the sound of shouts and screams, of metal on metal where some of the barbarians had made it onto the wall and were fighting the auxiliaries defending there, every soldier seemed to know his place and his duty. Officers shouted commands which were carried out with alacrity, and the men looked nervous but determined.

Atius ran for the nearest centurion, and Silus looked around. The noise of battle seemed to be coming from the direction of each of the eight winds. Having worked out this was merely a feint though, Atius could tell that in many directions the roars of the Maeatae were thinner and less numerous. He picked a point on the wall that seemed quietest and ran towards it, grabbing a spatha from a pile of weapons as he went. He quickly climbed the stone steps to the battlement, joining two auxiliaries who looked surprised to see him armed but unarmoured. They were quickly distracted by a ladder crashing against the wall, and four barbarians ascending rapidly. Silus grabbed the top of the ladder and pushed, but the weight of the four men stopped it from tumbling backwards.

One of the auxiliaries ran to grab a rock from a nearby stockpile, returned and hurled it down onto the head of the lead barbarian. He tumbled sideways soundlessly, but there was no time to fetch another rock as the second barbarian leapt onto the battlement.

The nearest auxiliary engaged him immediately, and as they faced each other, the second auxiliary ran the barbarian through. In doing so, though, he exposed his back to the third barbarian, who leapt onto the battlement and swung his double-edged longsword into the neck of the second auxiliary. The luckless soldier went down, blood spurting from the gaping wound. The other auxiliary roared in anger and threw himself at the barbarian, pushing him backwards along the wall with furious thrusts and jabs with his sword.

This left space for the fourth barbarian to crest the wall. He turned to face Silus, sword before him, and he grinned, revealing a mouth of gaps and black stumps. Silus felt naked without his armour in a one-to-one battle, but he reminded himself that his scouting work was all carried out unarmoured and he had taken down a barbarian chieftain with just his knife and a snare.

The barbarian moved first. He was tall, broad, with wild matted hair full of leaves and twigs, an appearance as far removed from a civilised Roman as was possible. Silus clamped his fear down and countered the barbarians’ heavy two-handed overhead swing, steering the blow to one side with his spatha. The barbarian brought up his sword again, bulging chest and arm muscles straining to bring the heavy weapon back into position. Silus thrust with his lighter spatha, but the barbarian was quick and moved to one side, bringing his sword round in a horizontal arc.

Silus ducked under the blow, and this time was able to connect with a slash across the barbarian’s chest. The wound was nowhere near mortal, but Silus saw that the next swing of the heavy sword was slower, the barbarian gritting his teeth against the pain. Silus stepped back, letting the sword pass him, then stepped forward quickly, thrusting his spatha into the barbarian’s abdomen.

The barbarian doubled forward, gripping the blade where it penetrated him. Silus stuck out a foot, and pushed him away into the courtyard below, where the body nearly flattened a rushing auxiliary. Silus looked over to the other auxiliary on the battlement near him. The soldier had just administered the final blow to the barbarian who had killed his friend. Silus grabbed the top of the ladder and descended.

‘Hey! Where are you going?’ yelled the auxiliary, but Silus ignored him, and jumped the last few steps down to the ground.

There were no more barbarians in this area, but through the gloom maybe fifty yards away, Silus saw a man on a horse directing a small party of barbarians to attack. Silus quickly and silently covered the distance between them. The barbarian warriors had their full attention directed towards the fort, and as soon as the foot soldiers started to ascend their ladders, Silus loomed up out of the dark beside their leader’s horse. The barbarian turned in surprise, but had no time to even yell as Silus grabbed him and pulled him to the floor. He hit the ground with a crack that suggested a broken limb, but Silus was in no mood for mercy. He moved behind the barbarian, put an arm around his neck, and strangled him until his legs stopped kicking. Then he mounted the horse, turned its head, and rode hard for the vicus.



Maglorix, seated on his wiry native pony, listened with satisfaction to the sounds of battle coming from about a mile away. He had committed enough troops to keep the fort occupied, leaving his real target, the vicus at the bottom of the hill, completely undefended. Three hundred men stood behind him, and he felt a shiver of pleasure and anticipation. He was their leader now, no longer disputed, and they would do his bidding to avenge the death of his father. And that would just be the start. Once the tribe had tasted victory, others would heed his war cry, and they would gather an army powerful enough to throw the brutal invader out of their lands forever.

He could sense his men getting restless. They too were eager for battle, to start the rampage and destruction. But he wanted to make sure the Romans were fully committed to the battle at their fort, so there would be no interference with what was about to ensue. This wasn’t to be just a quick raid, to grab some chickens and a pretty girl or two and flee into the wilderness. This was going to be a slaughter, revenge for all the atrocities and indignities heaped upon their people. He wanted the men to enjoy every moment.

He waited a little longer, until he judged he could hold them back no longer. Then he turned his pony to face his men and raised his sword high in the air.

‘For my father. And for every Maeatae who has been murdered, raped, stolen from and humiliated. Revenge yourselves now. No mercy! No survivors!’

The answering roar hit him like a powerful wave, and he soaked up all the energy. He wheeled his pony back so it was facing downhill, kicked it in the flank, and charged.

The wind rushed through his long wavy hair, and he felt an exhilaration more powerful than anything he had ever felt before. More intense than the first time he had deflowered a virgin, more exciting than the first time he had killed a man. These were his men. This was his battle. This was his moment.

They hit the vicus at a run. The streets between the huts and buildings were quiet, just pigs and chickens foraging or sleeping, and a few older children playing with a ball. Chained up dogs leapt to their feet, and a cacophony of barking added to the yells from the tribesmen. Doors opened, and in most cases rapidly slammed shut again. Some terrified mothers and fathers rushed out to grab their children, who were already bolting for home. Most made it before the Maeatae arrived, but it would make no difference in the end.

A fleeing child, a boy of no more than ten years, ran towards his screaming mother. Maglorix rode him down, thrusting a spear through the boy’s back before his mother’s eyes. He wheeled sharply, dismounted and drew his sword. The mother had reached her dead son now, and had covered his body with her own, wailing. Maglorix stepped forward and with one huge swing of his hefty blade swiped her head from her shoulders.

He looked round to see his men running riot in the small settlement. Some went straight for the temples and warehouses, seeking gold and lootable goods. Others went for the huts, looking for women. Here and there were pockets of resistance. Some men fought furiously with knives, swords or agricultural tools to protect their families, while others begged for mercy on their knees until they were cut down. Maglorix saw a huge blacksmith wielding his hammer. One warrior lay dead at his feet, skull crushed, and as Maglorix watched, the hammer swatted another’s spear away like it was a twig, then swung back and caved in the second warrior’s chest. Maglorix frowned and approached the blacksmith with his sword held loose in his hands.

The blacksmith snarled. ‘Murderer.’

‘Your people, too,’ said Maglorix, in his broken, heavily accented Latin.

The blacksmith lifted his hammer over his shoulder and swept it round, faster than Maglorix would have believed possible considering its weight. But still it was a slow weapon, and Maglorix could step out of its reach easily. The blacksmith stepped forward, swinging again and again, but Maglorix simply dodged each blow, grinning at his opponent’s frustration.

Soon, even the blacksmith’s great strength could not keep it up. One tired attack gave Maglorix the opening he needed. He stepped in and whipped his sword across the blacksmith’s abdomen, the sharp blade neatly opening him. The blacksmith looked down in horror as his intestines tumbled out, made a clumsy attempt to grab the slippery tubes, then crumpled to the floor.

Maglorix paid no more attention to the dying man. He saw men breaking down the doors of huts or, in some of the less sturdy dwellings, just shoulder-barging through the wall. The raping had started, and though Maglorix did not approve of his men being distracted before the battle was over, he made no move to impose discipline. The last of the resistance was petering out.

He strode to the nearest hut and kicked the door open. Cowering inside were an old lady and presumably her daughter. He grabbed the young woman by the hair, pulled her head back, and held the blade to her throat.

‘The Roman spy,’ said Maglorix in faltering, heavily accented Latin. ‘The soldier. Which his home? Where his woman?’

The woman was panting in terror, eyes wide. The old lady started babbling, ‘No, please, take me instead.’

He drew the blade gently across the skin, so incarnadine liquid trickled down the white skin. The young woman let out a shriek.

‘The soldier,’ he said firmly. ‘The one that spies. Which home?’

‘Mother,’ pleaded the young woman. The old woman showed confusion amongst her terror.

‘I don’t know who… Do you mean Silus?’

So he has a name. Silus. ‘Show me.’

He dragged the young woman to the door, blade still at her neck, and the mother followed, wringing her hands, tears streaming down her face. She lifted her hand and pointed to an unprepossessing hut at the end of the main street. ‘Silus’ hut,’ she said. ‘Please let my daughter go.’

Maglorix sliced the blade deep into the young woman’s neck and thrust her aside, already walking purposefully towards Silus’ hut, while behind him the woman bled out in gurgling gasps, her mother holding her, screaming as she was drenched in her daughter’s blood.

Two of his warriors were approaching the Roman spy’s hut, making to break it open. He ordered them to stop, and they reluctantly complied. Some of the buildings were on fire now as the Maeatae threw lit torches onto thatch. Maglorix grabbed a torch from a passing warrior and tossed it onto the roof, then stood back to watch with a satisfied grin.

The dry thatch caught like tinder and in moments the entire roof was alight and beginning to collapse in on itself. Flames licked down the wooden beams, and thick smoke filled the hut. The door flew open, and a woman and a young girl staggered out, hands over stinging eyes, coughing and retching. The girl clutched a small dog in her arms.

‘Hold them,’ Maglorix ordered his men, and the warriors grabbed the woman and girl, thrusting them to their knees before him. The little dog fell to the floor. She immediately jumped up, yapping at Maglorix, darting forward to attempt to bite his ankles. Maglorix lashed out at her, cursing as the little bitch jumped out of the way, then sunk her teeth into his toes. He kicked hard, and the tiny dog flew through the air, hit a timber with a crunch, and fell to the ground limp.

Maglorix stepped forward, looming over the mother and daughter. The woman tried a defiant expression, but it was thin as a leaf, and he tore through it with a backhand across her face, leaving her sobbing and clutching her daughter.

‘You are Roman spy’s woman. Yes?’

She looked up at him, blinking through the tears.

‘Silus. Roman spy. Your man?’

She said nothing, so he waved his sword in the direction of the little girl.

‘Yes, yes,’ she cried. ‘Please, don’t hurt her.’

‘Your man. Silus. He kill my father.’

The look that passed over her was a mix of horror and resignation. She knew. Silus must have boasted about it. Maybe even showed her his father’s noble head.

‘Your man kill my family. Now I have revenge.’

Silus’ woman bowed her head, pulling her daughter’s face into her shoulders, and her shoulders heaved with sobs. Maglorix gestured to one of his men, who ripped the little girl from her embrace. Both started screaming, and the little girl didn’t stop even when Maglorix pointed the tip of his sword at her eyes. He threw his sword down, grabbed the girl, lifted her up and threw her onto the ground. She fell hard, her head crashing into a rock with a sickening crunch. Blood poured through her long hair and soaked into the ground. The child was still.

The woman stared in disbelief, mouth hanging open. Then she threw herself at Maglorix and dragged her sharp nails down his face, just missing his eye, gouging away skin and leaving three bloody stripes down his cheek. He hit her hard with his fist in her temple, and she crumpled, half-stunned. He stepped forward and ripped her tunic in half, exposing her breasts and midriff. She tried to struggle, but he ordered his men to hold her down. Then he lowered his breeches.



Silus saw the glow in the distance and his heart fell. He had hoped against hope to be proved wrong. He clung to the horse’s neck as it pounded along the military road that ran south of the wall. The ‘wall’ was actually a turf fortification built on stone foundations with a deep ditch on the northern side, unlike the stone-built wall to the south constructed in the reign of the Emperor Hadrian. As such, it made a decent defensive position, but was easily negotiated in an unopposed crossing, and Silus knew it would have given the Maeatae little trouble while the Romans were being distracted with the feint at the fort. The road, always quiet at night, was now deserted.

Silus had little skill as a rider, but desperation kept him in his seat. As he neared the vicus, he encountered the first fleeing fugitives – a young, unarmed, terrified looking man running away as fast she could, then a mother clutching a baby, stumbling along the cobbled road, tears streaming. He wanted to stop to ask them what was happening, the number of the attackers, their direction, but he could lose no time, and besides, he wasn’t sure he was able to stop the horse’s headlong gallop.

He crested the hill before the vicus and gaped at the destruction before him. Almost every building was ablaze, and as he got nearer, he could see the damage and the slaughter, the dead bodies, the raping and murdering warriors.

In the full grip of horror and fury, he charged the horse down the hill towards his own hut. He saw his wife and daughter, saw Maglorix throw Sergia to the ground where she lay still, saw the warriors hold Velua down as Maglorix dropped his breeches.

At the last moment, the sound of hoofbeats broke through the cacophony of screams, yells and crackling flames, and Maglorix looked round in surprise. Silus threw himself from the horse and landed on the barbarian chief. Both of them went down, but Silus was more prepared. He rolled and quickly regained his feet, drawing his sword in the same motion. Without a pause, he lunged at Maglorix, sword outstretched.

One of the warriors holding Velua reacted quicker than the other, drawing his own sword in time to parry Silus’ thrust. Silus gritted his teeth in frustration as his blow went wide of the stunned Maglorix. The warrior swung at Silus, who jumped backwards then thrust hard. The blade penetrated the warrior’s throat and buried itself in his neck. His eyes rolled up into his head and he let out a gurgle, gripping the blade in both hands. Then he fell sideways, keeping a firm grip on Silus’ sword and ripping it from his hands.

Maglorix got himself into a seated position, hastily pulled up his breeches and searched for his sword in the flickering light of the burning buildings. The remaining warrior hesitated, unsure whether to attack Silus or to continue to restrain his wife. Velua made his mind up for him, sinking her teeth into his forearm, making him howl. He backhanded her hard on the chin, her jaw clacking as it thudded closed and she slumped backwards, moaning incoherently.

Silus wrenched his sword free from the dead warrior, and hesitated as he chose his target, the unarmed Maglorix or the Maeatean who was now clamping his hands around Velua’s throat.

There was no choice.

Silus thrust his sword through the warrior strangling his wife, skewering him from back to front. It was enough time for Maglorix to recover. He regained his feet and with a roar gripped Silus in a bear hug from behind, hoisting him into the air and tossing him to the ground.

Silus broke his fall as best he could with outstretched arms, but still fell hard, the breath whooshing out of his lungs. He pushed himself to his feet, and he and Maglorix confronted each other in mutual loathing.

Other warriors had reached them by now, the dramatic arrival of Silus on horseback and the subsequent fight dragging them reluctantly from the fun they were having. Two drew swords and moved towards Silus, but Maglorix motioned them back.

Silus clenched his fists, watching the barbarian’s eyes, willing himself not to look at his naked wife or his daughter’s unmoving body.

‘My father,’ said Maglorix, his voice a growl.

‘My daughter,’ said Silus, the words catching in his throat.

‘Yes. And soon your woman. While you watch.’

Silus searched for something to say, some piece of bravado, but nothing came. Could this really be the end? He couldn’t deny it, even as part of him screamed that it must be a nightmare, that soon he would wake up. Sergia dead. Velua raped and murdered next. Then his turn. Unarmed amid a host of barbarians whose chief he had murdered and desecrated. His legs trembled and his bowels tried to loosen.

No! This is not how it would end. Velua would see him go down, fighting for her.

With a howl, he hurled himself at Maglorix. Bigger though the barbarian was, the suddenness and rage caught him by surprise, and he toppled over backwards as Silus tackled him around the chest. Silus landed on him and immediately started raining down blows, punching the barbarian leader in the side of the face, rocking his head from side to side. Blood welled from cuts that opened beneath Silus’ fists, a tooth came loose, and Maglorix had to grip Silus tight just to stop the onslaught. He rolled, trying to get on top. But Silus kept the momentum going so they turned full circle, leaving Silus once more uppermost. Maglorix was clearly the stronger, and probably the more experienced in one-to-one sword play, but Silus had learned to fight dirty, growing up with a father who was generous with his fists, and in the barracks, and on his scouting missions.

Silus pinned Maglorix’s arms with his knees, and pummelled his face. The barbarian’s nose crunched, blood and snot splashing over his cheeks and beard. Maglorix roared and heaved, attempting to throw Silus off. The first time, Silus kept his seat, clinging tight while still punching with all his strength.

But ultimately the barbarian was too big and too strong. He bucked again, then rolled and Silus was tipped sideways, sent sprawling into the dirt face down.

Before Silus could rise, Maglorix was on his back, pinning him. He grabbed Silus’ hair, pulled his head up and then slammed it into the ground. If it had been rocks beneath him, the force would have killed him outright. As it was, the damp earth was still firm enough to stun him. Tiny dancing lights flashed in Silus’ vision, and blackness crawled inwards from the edge of his field of view. He clung onto consciousness determinedly.

Maglorix slid an arm beneath his throat and applied pressure. Silus’ chest heaved as he tried to suck wind through his occluded airway. But the effects of the strangulation made him black out before he could asphyxiate.

He came around again moments later, gasping for air, head spinning, the acrid stench of smoke in the air, and the heat of his burning home scorching one side of his face. He rolled onto his hands and knees, coughed hard like a dog being sick, then looked up.

He might as well never have come. It was as if he had never arrived.

Two more warriors held the naked, half-conscious Velua down. Maglorix was once more sliding down his breeches. He turned to Silus, allowing full view of the erection with which he was about to violate his wife. Silus held up a hand in supplication.

‘Please,’ he gasped, voice hoarse. ‘Don’t.’

Maglorix spat on Silus, and the glob of saliva hit him in the eye where it mingled with his tears. Silus wiped the back of his hand across his eyes to clear his blurred vision. Maglorix knelt between Velua’s legs, using his knees to pry her thighs apart. She shook her head and struggled weakly.

The blare of a trumpet cut through the cacophony around them. Maglorix paused, looking round in confusion. A younger warrior came running over.

‘What is it?’ snapped Maglorix.

The young warrior gasped for breath. ‘Romans. Hundreds of them.’

‘Holy hag. How did they get here so quickly? How did they know?’

For a moment hope soared in Silus’ heart.

‘How far?’ asked Maglorix.

‘They will be on us in moments. Horses, with foot soldiers close behind.’

Maglorix looked at Velua, appearing torn. Then he pulled up his breeches. Relief flooded over Silus.

‘Your knife,’ said Maglorix, holding out his hand.

The warrior slapped the handle of his dagger into Maglorix’s palm. Without a word, he plunged it into Velua’s heart. She gasped, tried to sit up, eyes wide in shock. The she fell back, shuddered, and was still.

Silus stared, mouth open. The world disappeared around him, his focus narrowed to his wife’s blank, pallid face. There was no pain, not yet, just sheer disbelief. How was this possible? He crawled on his hands and knees to Velua, clutched her, tried to sit her up. His falling tears splashed into the pool of her blood.

‘No, Velua, my love. I’m sorry. I’m sorry.’

Maglorix let out a throaty laugh. Silus looked up at him in abject misery, which provoked even more hilarity from Maglorix and his men. Deep inside, Silus knew he should be raging, screaming, furiously attacking the barbarian with his nails and teeth and anything he could use to hurt him. But he couldn’t move. He just watched as the slayer of his wife licked the blood off the blade, and then with a broad grin, stepped towards Silus.

Then the ground started to tremble, and the thunder of a squadron of cavalry filled the air. Maglorix looked up in annoyance, his face darkening as he saw the charging horses in the distance, but closing rapidly. The other warriors looked to their chief in alarm. Maglorix hesitated, then turned to his men.

‘We have done what we set out to do. The Romans will remember to fear us now. Time to go home. Move.’

The other warriors needed no further command, disappearing off the main street and scattering. Still Maglorix hesitated, gauging the distance of the approaching relief force against the time it would take him to kill Silus. Then he stiffened his shoulders.

‘This not over, Roman,’ he said. ‘My revenge not finished.’ Then he sheathed his blade and ran towards his mount, which had been waiting for him patiently.

Suddenly Silus leapt into motion. He chased after the barbarian chief, and just as Maglorix vaulted onto his horse, Silus grabbed his leg and pulled. Maglorix tumbled to the ground, cursing. Silus gripped him hard, and Maglorix kicked at him then reached round to pummel him with clenched fists. Silus didn’t retaliate, just held tight, riding out the blows, his eyes squeezed shut. His strength started to fade, his head spun with the blows, and he felt his grip loosen.

Abruptly, Maglorix stopped fighting. Silus opened his eyes cautiously, and saw that they were surrounded by Roman auxiliary cavalry, swords pointing menacingly at Maglorix. He let the barbarian go, and sank back to the ground.

A centurion walked his horse over, and Silus looked up to see Geganius looking down, face grim. He turned to his men to bark orders.

‘Decurion Artorius. Put this barbarian in chains, and have four men take him back to the fort. Then take your turma and chase the rest down. No quarter.’

The decurion saluted. Four men roughly grasped Maglorix and led him away while he looked back at Silus, hatred burning in his eyes. Then the decurion dug his spurs into his horse’s flanks. It leapt forward and his men followed. They were still outnumbered by the barbarians, but the Maeatae were now scattering as individuals, making easy targets for the mounted auxiliaries. The barbarians were rapidly fleeing into the countryside though, and the Romans would be able to catch only a few before they had completely disappeared.

Geganius slid off his horse, landing lightly despite his bulk, and knelt beside Silus. He put a hand on Silus’ shoulder and for a moment stayed silent. Silus opened his mouth to speak but no words emerged.

Presently the foot soldiers arrived. Geganius organised them into parties to douse the fires, attend to the wounded and gather the dead. He remained by Silus throughout, and Silus sat with his wife and daughter, shaking uncontrollably.

Atius approached, ashen-faced.

‘Silus, I’m so sorry,’ he said. ‘I tried. I found Geganius, and he went straight to Menenius. Geganius persuaded Menenius to release enough men to relieve the village. Menenius wanted to prioritise the defence of the fort, but Geganius insisted.’

‘We got here as quickly as we could,’ said Geganius. ‘I’m sorry we couldn’t…’ His voice trailed off, and he glanced at the bodies, then quickly looked away.

Atius crouched by Silus, removed his cloak, a hooded ankle length garment called a caracallus, and draped it around him. Atius and Geganius looked at each other helplessly. Geganius shook his head in despair. Atius closed his eyes and intoned a prayer.

‘Lord Christos, holy Maria, please take these children into your care. Bless them, absolve them of all your sins, and let them sit with you in paradise forever more.’

Silus tensed while Atius spoke, but said nothing. Atius finished, and Geganius nodded.

‘It’s time to let go, soldier.’

Silus clutched his family tighter. Geganius took him by the wrist and tried to pull him away. Silus resisted, and Geganius let go, looking helplessly at Atius.

Silus felt pressure against his leg, light, but insistent. He looked down, and saw Issa pressing her nose against him. The fur on her back was singed, her lower jaw was jutting at an unnatural angle, and her front leg also looked broken. She pushed at him again. Numbly, Silus reached for her, picked her up and cradled her in his arms. She whimpered and tried to lick his face.

Atius helped Silus to his feet, and between them, Atius and Geganius led Silus to a horse. They helped him mount. He kept Issa clutched against his chest.

‘We will take care of them,’ said Geganius softly. ‘And that barbarian cunnus will be executed in the most painful way possible. Atius, take him back to the fort.’

Atius took hold of the reins, and led Silus slowly away.




Chapter Four

Silus sat before Maglorix’s cell, regarding the barbarian steadily. The metal-barred cage that held the chieftain was in the open, on display for all in the town to see, and Maglorix was exposed to the elements, his long, curly hair plastered to his skull, soaked through from the rain.

On the orders of the Augustus Caracalla, Maglorix had been brought down to Eboracum. Eboracum was the largest town in the north of Britannia, the headquarters of the legions in Septimius Severus’ campaign, the Expeditio Felicissima Britannica, and the Imperial household’s base in Britannia. Silus and Atius had been given permission by Menenius to join Geganius and form part of the guard that had conveyed the prisoner from the fort of Voltanio to Eboracum, to be presented to Caracalla for judgement and execution. Even though Maglorix had been transported in a cage on the back of a horse-drawn cart, and everyone else had been on horseback, (including the reluctant horseman Silus, who was now horribly saddle sore), the journey had taken a week. During this time, Silus had visited Maglorix frequently, but had found little to say.

Atius had been a source of comfort during that journey. Whether initially it was his sense of duty instilled by his strange religion or a genuine empathy for Silus’ grief, Atius had been there for Silus, making sure he ate even when he didn’t feel hungry, giving him beer, enough to dull the pain but not so much to make him unwell and morose, listening when Silus wanted to talk, and accompanying him in silence when he wanted peace. Despite everything, he had even managed to make Silus crack a smile once or twice with his stupid sense of humour. Silus wondered if, without Atius, the journey would have been prematurely ended by the death of either Maglorix or himself.

Now, Maglorix looked back at Silus, a hint of amusement in his expression.

‘Is it like an itch?’ asked the prisoner, speaking in his Gallic dialect.

Silus didn’t reply but tilted his head slightly.

‘Or is it more like a fire, burning inside you so hot you just want to rip out your own heart? The desire to kill me, I’m talking about.’

Still Silus said nothing, so Maglorix continued. ‘You are such a good little Roman soldier, aren’t you, Silus? Obedient to your superiors. When honour demands you should have my blood, all you can do is sit and look at me, impotent. I am not impotent, Roman. Your wife so nearly found that out for herself. You were too weak to stop me. She would have found out what a good solid Maeatae cock feels like, not your tiny, limp Roman dick.’

A muscle tensing in Silus’ cheek as his jaw clamped was the only sign that Maglorix’s barbs were biting home, but it was enough for Maglorix to continue.

‘Or maybe she knew already? You know what it’s like with soldiers’ wives. All that time while their husbands are away. Especially you, spy. She must have got lonely. No doubt she was spreading her legs for anyone who made her feel wanted. Was that little girl even yours? I think maybe I saw a touch of the Caledonian in her features.’

Silus threw himself at the bars, rattled them furiously, reached through in an attempt to grab the barbarian, hurt him, kill him. Maglorix simply stepped back deeper into the cage. Two auxiliaries ran over to grab Silus and pull him away. When he fought them, one of them thumped him in the kidney with the hilt of his sword. Silus staggered, then threw himself at the cage once more. Maglorix roared with laughter as the soldiers wrestled him to the ground, finally sitting on him to keep him restrained.

A small crowd quickly gathered, enjoying the spectacle of the cursing soldiers trying to subdue the raging Silus.

‘What the fuck is going on here?’ came a loud voice, ringing with authority.

Geganius, accompanied by Atius, barged his way through the onlookers, and looked down at Silus. Then he turned and snapped, ‘Fuck off, you lot.’

Atius shook his head. ‘Crap, Silus. Couldn’t you have left it?’

This time the crowd did as they were asked, and reluctantly dispersed.

‘Mithras’ arse, what the fuck am I going to do with you, Silus? I knew it was a bad idea bringing you.’ He addressed the auxiliaries. ‘Help him to his feet.’

Reluctantly, the soldiers got off him and hauled him upright. Maglorix laughed.

‘And you,’ said Geganius, addressing the grinning barbarian. ‘Have you heard of a man called Vercingetorix? Maybe one called Spartacus? Jugurtha? Proud, noble warriors all. Strangled, crucified, starved to death. I don’t think our Augustus Caracalla has such a kind end in mind for you. And tomorrow we will all find out.’

Maglorix kept the mocking smile on his face all the time Geganius spoke, but Silus saw a flicker of uncertainty in his eyes. Taking this crumb of satisfaction, Silus allowed Atius to lead him away.



The sky was clear blue, the sun low and climbing lethargically, its heat still insufficient to provide any warmth. Silus stood at attention in full uniform, fighting the urge to shiver. Alongside him were Atius and the rest of the execution party drawn from the auxiliaries that had escorted Maglorix from Voltanio, augmented by legionaries from the Legio VI Victrix based in Eboracum. Geganius stood before them, back stiff. A short distance away, in an open space just outside the city walls, was a large pile of tinder and branches. Protruding from the centre of this was a tall stake, which sported a small platform big enough to stand on just above the wood.

Mounted on a fine black gelding, walking the horse up and down inspecting the men, sat Marcus Aurelius Severus Antoninus Augustus, popularly known as Caracalla after the Gallic style long-hooded tunic called a caracallus that he habitually wore, even, so it was said, to bed.

Caracalla finished his inspection, then turned his horse to face the soldiers. A large crowd of locals had also gathered, both to see the Emperor’s son and to enjoy the execution. A significant number had lost friends and family in previous Maeatae and Caledonian raids, especially in the years prior to the arrival of Severus and his army on his Expeditio Felicissima Britannica, when the north of the Roman province of Britannia had been repeatedly ravaged. A massive incursion that had devastated the Romano-British three years previously had forced the governor Lucius Alfenus Senecio to appeal to the Emperor and the Senate of Rome for aid against the barbarians. The Emperor, Septimius Severus, bored and with two unruly sons to keep occupied, had jumped at the chance of excitement and glory and gathered his legions for war.

Caracalla, the elder son, had grown hard, tempered in the forge of battle. Silus watched him now with fascination, the closest he had ever been to the heir to the empire. Caracalla had short dark tightly-curled hair, a heavy brow and a square, bearded chin which framed a dark-skinned face that seemed to hold a perpetually fierce expression. He was broad and well-muscled, the months and years spent marching with the army having toned him so that no one could doubt that this was a man with the personal strength to back up his imperial authority.

Caracalla addressed the crowd. ‘We are at war,’ he said, and absolute silence fell the instant he spoke. ‘We fight an enemy without honour. One that flees rather than face open battle. That hides like a coward and ambushes like a back-alley cut-throat. That slaughters and rapes and destroys unarmed and undefended civilian settlements, like the vicus near the fort of Voltanio pillaged by the Maeatae, led by a craven barbarian called Maglorix. A man, if he even deserves that name, who dared not attack the brave Roman soldiers in the fort himself, though he was prepared to let some of his men die in a diversion. A man who took delight in ravaging the innocent population: the defenceless tradesmen, the merchants, the labourers who help support the army, and their families, the women and children.’

A low murmur ran through the crowd, and even from some of the soldiers. Geganius turned to glare at his men, who were instantly quiet, though the grumbling from the crowd continued.

‘Many were lost in that raid. But many were saved, due to the actions of one man. Gaius Sergius Silus, step forward.’

Silus’ heart skipped a beat at the unexpected mention of his name, but he immediately marched forward obediently to stand before the young Augustus. Caracalla regarded him steadily, and Silus looked uncertainly to Geganius for guidance. Geganius inclined his head towards the ground, and Silus swiftly knelt, head bowed.

‘This man, despite being in some disgrace for a previous misdemeanour and despite being confined to barracks, anticipated the raid. Not only did he warn the fort of the impending attack, allowing the diversionary raid to be beaten back easily with minimal losses, he was also the first to realise the true target. He sent a warning to his commanding officer and without thought of danger to himself, rode to the rescue of the vicus. His actions, in summoning help and in engaging the enemy until reinforcements arrived, saved many lives that day. Sadly, his own family were not among the lucky ones.’

Silus was glad his head was bowed, so no one could see the tears springing to the corners of his eyes. He clenched his jaw rhythmically, struggling for control.

‘I have three boons to bestow upon you,’ said Caracalla, placing one hand on Silus’ head. ‘Firstly, you are pardoned for your transgressions prior to the attack. Secondly, extend your hands.’

Silus looked up and held his hands out. Geganius passed Caracalla a small, engraved silver cup. Caracalla presented it to Silus, who took it wordlessly.

‘This cup is presented to one who has slain an enemy in single combat after throwing himself into extraordinary danger,’ said Caracalla.

Silus turned it over in his hands, eyes skimming over the intricate depictions of uniformed legionaries overpowering cowering barbarians. He felt numb, as if he was floating above himself and looking down at the scene. Was he really here, kneeling before the son of the Emperor, receiving honours, while Sergia and Velua lay buried in the small cemetery outside the vicus?

Caracalla bent forward, and in a voice lowered so only Silus could hear, he said, ‘I am sorry for your loss.’

Straightening again, he addressed the gathering once more.

‘For the third gift. Well, bring out the prisoner!’

A small door in one of the gate towers opened, and stripped naked, hands bound before him, Maglorix was led out by two burly auxiliaries. As soon as they caught sight of him, the crowd started jeering and screaming abuse.

‘Murderer! Barbarian! Pig-fucking cunt!’

Maglorix scanned his gaze over them all, a sardonic smile playing on his features. One of his guards noticed and gave him a sharp dig in the ribs with an elbow, making the smile falter. It was soon back though, and when he saw the kneeling Silus, the smile broke into a full-faced grin.

Silus slowly rose to his feet, despite the lack of command from Caracalla, and stared at the man who had torn apart his world and ripped out his heart. His fists balled of their own volition, his teeth gritted, and he took a step forward. A hand on his shoulder restrained him. He turned angrily to see that the hand belonged to Caracalla, who was looking on him with compassion.

‘Hold, Silus,’ he said. ‘I have one last gift.’ He gestured to the guards. ‘Tie him to the stake.’ The guards led Maglorix to the pile of wood and ushered him onto the platform. Maglorix did not try to resist, obviously sensing the futility and aiming to retain his pride for as long as possible. The guards swiftly tied his hands behind the stake and looped another rope around his midriff, binding him tight. Caracalla nodded to Geganius, who, while Maglorix was being paraded, had fetched a lit torch. Geganius handed the flame to Silus and stepped back.

‘Gaius Sergius Silus. You, who did the most to foil this barbarian. You, who lost as much as man can lose. The honour of lighting the fire that will take his life is yours.’

Silus looked at the torch in his hand, the cloth at the end impregnated with lime and sulphur to hold the flame. Acrid smoke irritated his nostrils, and for a moment he could smell burning houses and burning flesh, hear the screams of the dying, see…

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly.

‘Thank you, Augustus,’ he said, and walked to the pyre. Maglorix regarded him haughtily, but when Silus stared into his eyes he saw the doubt and fear. What was the man thinking? That he could retain his bravery to the end? Silus knew that would not happen.

‘Nice trinket,’ said Maglorix, nodding to the cup that hung loose in one of Silus’ hands.

‘I was awarded it for killing two of your friends. Killing your father was of course its own reward. And killing you, that is purely for pleasure.’

Maglorix stiffened, then put on a smile.

‘It’s not a very big pile of wood that I’m standing on,’ he said. ‘Think it’s enough? I know you Roman men are used to think little things are sufficient for big jobs, but I assure you, your women don’t think the same.’

‘It is small because it takes you longer to die,’ said Silus matter-of-factly. ‘I have been told by people who understand these things that people burned to death in a big fire die quickly from the smoke, sometimes before the flame has even touched them. This fire will build slowly. You will feel it eat away the flesh on your legs, but your heart and lungs will still beat and bellow. It will reach that cock you are so proud of, and shrivel it like an overcooked sausage. Then it will eat into your guts before it kills you. You are going to scream for a long time.’

This time Maglorix had no reply, and Silus saw a little urine had trickled down the inside of the barbarian Chief’s thigh.

‘Nothing to say now, Chief?’ asked Silus. ‘No jokes, no last words?’

‘My shade will come for you,’ whispered Maglorix.

A shiver went down Silus’ spine as he locked eyes with the condemned man, and he felt frozen in place.

‘Get on with it,’ yelled someone from the crowd. Others joined in. ‘Do it! Burn the murderer! Kill the barbarian!’

Silus thrust the torch into the dried grass, leaves and twiglets at the base of the pyre, and the kindling caught immediately. Maglorix looked down as the flames leapt into life, small at first like a seedling in spring, but growing rapidly, igniting the branches. Silus stepped back as the heat built, and he watched. Maglorix stared at Silus, exuding hate. He remained stiff and straight as long as he could, then began to writhe as the pain on his feet and lower legs became intense. Finally, able to bear it no longer, he started to scream.

A noise in the crowd and a mumble growing to shouts of surprise caused Silus to turn. Many had taken their eyes away from the execution and were pointing towards a detachment of Praetorian Guards that were marching double-time towards them. As they came on without slowing their pace, even Caracalla turned to stare open-mouthed.

Eight Praetorians and their mounted commander ploughed into the middle of the gathering. The commander, a tall slim man, his hooded cloak drawn tight against the cold, gestured to the fire. Two of the guards ran to the pyre. Using spears and swords, they began to hack at the fire, exposing themselves to the heat and smoke, but doggedly beating the fire out with brave efficiency. After a brief moment of shock, Silus stepped forward to stop them, but two other Praetorians stepped in front of him, hands on half-drawn swords.

‘Soldiers, stop what you are doing this instant,’ yelled Geganius, face white with anger. ‘On whose authority are you interrupting this execution?’

‘On mine,’ said their commander, pulling his cloak back. Silus stared in disbelief at the dark, smooth-chinned face of Geta, the Emperor’s youngest son, easily recognisable from his attire and from the ubiquitous coins and statues of the imperial family throughout the empire.

The fire was subdued enough for one of Geta’s men to step through and cut the bonds holding Maglorix. The barbarian chief screamed as the soldiers pulled him out and dumped him on the grass. He lay on his back, coughing and wailing in agony. His feet and lower legs were blistered and black, but Silus could not tell how much damage had been done under the soot and ash.

A bucket of water was produced and dumped over Maglorix’s feet, then another over his face, which worsened the coughing but stopped the screams. Silus stared down at the man he had been expecting to see die, stunned.

Caracalla strode up to Geta, his face a mask of fury. Geta looked down on him haughtily.

‘Get down, brother,’ hissed Caracalla.

Geta considered for a moment, then with insolent slowness dismounted. Standing side by side, the contrast between the two Augusti was marked. Geta was some fifteen years junior to Caracalla and the difference in age was visually striking. Caracalla’s curly beard was full and wiry, his face was broad-boned but leaner, his shoulders wider and his arms more muscled. Caracalla had been campaigning in the field since a much younger age than Geta had. He had been promoted by their father to Augustus twelve years previously and had lived the life of a soldier emperor like his father. Geta by contrast had only been promoted to Augustus in the last year to appease their mother Julia Domna, it was said, and had spent much of his time on bureaucratic and administrative duties, while Caracalla had been commanding legions.

Physical appearance was not the only difference between the brothers that their disparate military experience had engendered in them. Caracalla exuded confidence. Slightly taller, he looked down at Geta with a sneer, hands loose at his side, near but not gripping his spatha.

Geta was not intimidated, and his right hand gripped the hilt of his sword in its scabbard on the left.

‘I should have you cut down where you stand,’ Caracalla growled, and the civilian and auxiliary onlookers stared in amazement at this public row between the two powerful men.

One of Geta’s Praetorians took a step forward, half unsheathing his sword. Instinctively, Silus moved forward too, his own sword half out of its scabbard, chest almost touching his opponent’s. They locked eyes, daring, even willing the other to make a move. Silus felt a cold anger deep inside him, ready to be unleashed at the least provocation.

‘Stand down,’ said Geta and without hesitation his soldier sheathed his weapon and stepped back.

‘You too, Silus,’ said Caracalla, and reluctantly Silus complied.

Geta smiled. ‘No embrace for your brother, Bassianus?’ he said, contemptuously using his brother’s childhood name, before their father had renamed him for political reasons. Caracalla frowned at this, then gave a contemptuous snarl.

‘Start talking, little Publius,’ said Caracalla.

‘My dear brother,’ said Geta. ‘You always choose the violent way. War, slaughter, execution. Sometimes there is a better path.’

‘Listen, you little prick,’ said Caracalla, drawing gasps from the crowd. ‘While you have been sat on your round backside, putting your seal on orders for new consignments of writing tablets and socks, I have been out there.’ He gestured vaguely to the north. ‘Fighting the Maeatae and the Caledonians. Getting bloody.’

‘I’m aware that father has seen fit to give you a command,’ said Geta tightly. ‘And I am aware of how your atrocities have hardened the barbarians against us—’

‘Atrocities?’ said Caracalla, his voice rising, but Geta continued to speak over the interruption.

‘But often there is a bigger picture, and if you weren’t so bull-headed, sometimes you might be able to notice it.’

‘You have no authority to command me, little brother, or to stop this execution.’

‘No, but father does.’

Caracalla’s eyes narrowed. ‘What are you talking about?’

Geta held out his hand, and one of his men passed a scroll closed with a red wax seal. He handed it to Caracalla, who made a show of examining the seal, then opened it. The older Augustus scanned the contents, then threw the scroll into the sputtering embers of the aborted fire. The dry material quickly ignited and turned to ash. Caracalla gave Geta a hate-filled stare, then turned on his heel and strode away into the fort.

Geganius stood at attention, eyes forward, his example showing his men that they should also remain where they were until ordered otherwise. Silus looked around him with no idea what to say or do. Nearby, lying on his back, Maglorix had stopped coughing. His eyes locked with Silus’. Despite his pain, he managed a mocking smile.

‘So, Silus,’ he said, voice hoarse. ‘Not my day to die after all.’ He bent over, coughing uncontrollably again.

‘Bring him,’ said Geta to his men. Two soldiers gripped him under the arms and hoisted him to his feet, provoking more screams as his blistered soles touched the grass. The soldiers tried to get him to support his own weight, but his knees folded, so they pulled him backwards, his heels dragging, and lifted him unceremoniously over the saddle of one of the horses.

Geta remounted and kicked his spurs into his horse, moving to the front of his retreating men at a canter. The hooves kicked up great clods of dirt, one of which hit Silus in the face. They disappeared inside the fortress walls. Once the sound of hoofbeats faded, all was silence. Then Geganius turned to his men.

‘What are you all gawping at? Show’s over. Dismissed. Back to work, the lot of you. Civilians, disperse. Now!’

Silus stood still in disbelief as the area emptied. Geganius approached him.

‘I’m sorry, soldier,’ he said wearily. ‘The politics between those two brothers—’

‘No,’ said Silus, voice low.

‘What did you say, auxiliary?’ asked Geganius, a warning tone in his voice.

‘I said, no.’ Louder this time. ‘No!’ Voice rising. ‘I will not let this stand.’ Shouting now.

‘Control yourself,’ snapped Geganius.

‘Silus,’ said Atius, placing a cautioning hand on his shoulder. Silus shrugged him off.

‘How can you allow it?’ cried Silus. ‘That barbarian murdered innocent civilians. Women and children. My wife and daughter!’

‘It is not for us to—’

‘I will not let this stand!’ screamed Silus, stepping towards the centurion, drawing his sword from his scabbard. Geganius did not flinch as Silus drew the sword back. Fury and grief warred with duty and honour in his heart. His hand gripped the hilt tight till his fingers turned white, and the muscles bunched in his forearms started to tremble. Then he let the sword drop, and collapsed to his knees, head down, sobbing.

Two pairs of strong hands lifted him under the armpits.

‘Silus,’ whispered Atius, ‘what the hell are you doing?’

‘What are your orders, sir?’ asked the other who held him, a Voltanio auxiliary.

‘Lock him up till he cools off,’ said Geganius.

‘And then?’

‘The man has only just been honoured by the Augustus. And he has lost his family. Just… let him go.’

‘Yes, sir.’ Atius and the auxiliary led the unresisting, sobbing Silus into the fortress and into another cell.

From the shadows of the city walls, Caracalla looked on thoughtfully.



Silus was treated with respect by the legionaries, though he was a mere auxiliary. The soldiers had all seen how Caracalla had honoured him, and Caracalla was the military one of the two brothers Augusti, the one who shared their hardships and dangers. Silus was given fresh bread, meat, some well-watered wine and a comfortable mattress.

Atius was one of the two guards stationed at his cell door, but although his friend tried to engage him in conversation, or at least tried to initiate some interaction, Silus refused to reply or even meet his eyes. Instead he lay on his back, staring at the mould on the ceiling, distracting himself from the internal agony and fury by trying to make out pictures in the shapes. That patch in the corner looked a little like a wolf’s head. He thought of Issa, who had accompanied him on the journey and was being looked after by one of the slaves in the barracks. The blob in the middle could be an old lady with a long nose and pointy chin, like the aunt who helped raise him after his mother died. Another patch reminded him of a little doll that had belonged to Sergia.

Fuck.

Suddenly he couldn’t breathe. He gasped, rolled over onto his side, and curled up like a dormouse, face in his hands, fighting the rising nausea. Shudders racked his body.

‘Open the door,’ snapped Atius. The other guard fumbled for the key, and Atius snatched it off him. He unlocked the door and threw it open, and in two strides was at Silus’ side, kneeling by the mattress. He put his arms around his friend, rolling him over so Silus could weep into his chest.

The sobs lasted an age, and Atius held him the whole time, tears streaming down his own face at his friend’s distress and loss.

Finally the well ran dry, and Atius cautiously released his friend. Silus wiped a rough hand across his face and looked up.

‘I’m sorry you had to see that,’ he said, voice hoarse.

‘Don’t you dare apologise, you idiot,’ said Atius, and pushed him firmly in the shoulder, making Silus rock back.

‘It’s not fair,’ said Silus dully.

‘The Lord our God…’ began Atius, then stopped and looked down. ‘No,’ he said. ‘It really fucking isn’t.’

They sat on the mattress side by side in silence for a while. ‘Why?’ asked Silus. ‘Did anyone tell you why they took him away? Let him go?’

‘No one is saying anything,’ said Silus.

Silus closed his eyes, then looked out of the barred window into the sunlight. It felt inappropriately bright, with the noise of city life, the carts, the squeals of pigs, yips of dogs and yells of children and merchants making it seem like nothing had changed in the world. Yet Silus knew that the world had been ripped apart, and no one even noticed.

‘It’s on me,’ he said. ‘No other fucker is going to sort him out. If I want my family avenged, if I want peace, it’s all on me.’

Atius said nothing for a moment, then squeezed his arm. ‘I’m with you, friend. I know it’s not the same, but I lost someone I cared for in that raid too.’

‘I’m sorry, I didn’t realise. Who was it?’

‘That whore I mentioned. I was really quite fond of her.’

Silus looked up sharply, unsure if he was being cruelly mocked, and was surprised to see his friend’s eyes brimming with tears again. He nodded. ‘Thank you.’

They sat in silence once more. The guard at the door made no move to extract Atius, leaving them to recover. A slave fetched some water, and the guard passed it through to Atius. He offered it first to Silus, who took a swig, then drank from it himself.

‘Are you calm?’ asked Atius.

‘On the outside, yes, I suppose so.’

Atius nodded. ‘I’ll go and find the centurion to see if we can get you out of here now.’ He rose, but before he reached the door, Geganius appeared and cleared his throat.

‘Gaius Sergius Silus,’ he said in a booming voice, ‘you are summoned to appear before the Augustus.’

Silus and Atius looked at each other. Then Atius cocked his head. ‘Which one?’ he asked with a half-smile.

Silus wondered for a moment whether the question was unduly impudent, but the centurion simply frowned and said, ‘Marcus Aurelius Severus Antoninus Augustus, of course!’

Caracalla. Atius stuck out a hand and hauled Silus to his feet.

‘May we change, so we are presentable before the Augustus?’ asked Silus.

‘No,’ said the Geganius. ‘You are summoned now.’

Atius patted Silus down, brushing off the worst of the mud and dust and straw, and adjusted his tunic. Geganius opened the door and marched straight to the imperial residence in the city centre with the two auxiliaries. Red cloaked Praetorians barred the way while a slave scurried inside to announce the visitors. He returned quickly, and they were ushered inside, escorted by a Praetorian centurion.

Silus had never been anywhere so opulent. He understood that this was a temporary headquarters for the Imperial family, and so would in no way be the equal of their palaces in Rome, but the ornate columns, the statues, the frescoes, the abundance of slave boys and girls carrying documents and food and wine, and the immaculate Praetorian guards standing at attention still took his breath away. This was as far removed from his experience of draughty huts or army barracks as Olympus or Elysium would be.

Silus could see that Atius and Geganius were looking around them in similar amazement, though Atius was doing his best to keep his cool. The Praetorian guided them to a pair of gold-inlaid bright red doors and knocked loudly. The doors swung open and the Praetorian centurion indicated that the three auxiliaries should enter. They walked into a large chamber at the end of which, flanked by two burly Praetorians, sat on a marble throne, was Caracalla.




Chapter Five

Geganius led Silus and Atius to Caracalla under the watchful eyes of the Praetorians, and knelt at the co-Emperor’s feet. Atius and Silus quickly followed suit, dropping to one knee, gazes downcast.

‘Centurion Marcus Geganius and auxiliaries Lucius Atius and Gaius Sergius Silus, as commanded, Augustus.’

There was silence. Silus risked a glance up. Caracalla was reading from a wax tablet, his heavy brow furrowed. To one side of him was a balding, grizzled man in his sixties, scars on his face and his still well-muscled arms. To the other side stood a tall, thin noble man, his olive complexion and aquiline nose making him look like a Syrian Julius Caesar. Silus looked back down, waiting, not daring to push his luck. He studied the mosaic beneath him, though only a small portion of the big picture was within his field of vision. A shapely woman’s ass and a swan’s head. Presumably an illustration of Leda’s seduction by Jupiter in the form of a swan. Why a woman would be attracted to a swan he had never been sure, though of course it wasn’t as bad as Minos’ wife Pasiphae, and all that stuff with the bull. His father had told him some messed up bedtime stories.

The silence stretched. Then Caracalla sighed and tossed the tablet aside, where it clattered onto the floor.

‘Maeatae and Caledonians, curse them. Fine, so they live in the worst land in the entire world, with its rain and its cold and its mountains, but it’s their home. Why couldn’t they have just stayed there, instead of raiding Britannia and dragging me and half the Roman army the length of the Empire to put them back in their place?’

Caracalla seemed to notice the three soldiers kneeling before him for the first time. Silus and Atius exchanged uncertain looks, unsure whether they were supposed to answer.

‘Maybe because they had insufficient resources for their needs, and felt their only solution was to steal from those they saw as more affluent in the Roman province…’ Atius’ voice trailed off, as Caracalla fixed him with a glare that could have crucified him. Then he laughed.

‘It was a rhetorical question, soldier, but thank you for your analysis.’

Sweat beaded on Atius’ brow, but he still smiled cheekily.

‘The pleasure was mine, Augustus.’

Caracalla shook his head, disbelieving the impudence, but seeming entertained by it. Silus could see Geganius clenching his jaw rhythmically, clearly restraining a desperate urge to smack Atius around the side of his head.

‘Stand,’ said Caracalla, and they rose promptly to their feet. ‘Be seated on those couches.’ He gestured to a couple of plushily upholstered couches to one side, and they dutifully trooped over, then awkwardly sat, unsure whether to recline in the traditional manner of the Roman banquets they had heard all about but never attended, or whether they should attempt to sit at some sort of attention. They opted for the latter, and Silus had the uncomfortable feeling they looked like they were lined up in the cubicles of a lavatory having a synchronised shit.

Caracalla took a sip of wine from a gold goblet, swilled it round his mouth, then spat.

‘British piss,’ he said sourly. ‘Slave, get me some of that stuff from Gallia Aquitania that I had last night. And tip the entire amphora of this stuff in the sewer.’

The slave bowed deep and took the goblet from the Augustus with trembling hands. Slaves had been tortured for lesser crimes than serving a bad wine, but if Caracalla was that sort of master, he didn’t show it today.

‘Wait,’ said Caracalla, and the slave froze, turning pale. ‘Distribute the wine to the soldiers from Voltanio. I’d wager they don’t get the chance to drink even wine of this quality with any regularity. Am I right?’

‘You are right, Augustus,’ confirmed Geganius. ‘It’s mainly beer. Thank you for your generosity.’

Caracalla nodded. ‘See to it, slave. After,’ he added, ‘you have fetched me a new full cup.’

The slave hurried away, and Caracalla turned his attention to the three soldiers.

‘So Silus, I owe you an apology. All of you, really.’

This seemed unlikely to Silus, so he kept his mouth shut. What would the co-Emperor feel the need to apologise to him for? Caracalla supplied the answer.

‘It was my intention to have that barbarian prince, Maglorix, suffer for his crimes, and for you, Silus, to be the one to deliver justice upon him. My interfering brother stopped that.’

Silus still said nothing. He was certainly not going to criticise one Augustus to another.

‘Politics. Nothing more, nothing less. Geta said he had good reason for what he did, but I think his main motive was simply to humiliate me.’

‘What reason?’ asked Silus, surprising himself at his own boldness, but angry enough inside not to care.

‘A ransom,’ said Caracalla. ‘A prisoner swap. Some fool favourite of Geta’s got himself captured by the Maeatae, and Geta cares enough to trade Maglorix for the idiot’s life,’ said Caracalla sourly. ‘Personally, I don’t get it. If someone is useless enough to get themselves captured, they only have themselves to blame.’

Silus thought about how close to getting captured he had been on numerous occasions while spying and suppressed a shudder at the thought of being totally on his own with the barbarians. But he had always been too good for them. So far.

Caracalla sighed. ‘Explain, Papinianus.’

So that was who one of the men flanking Caracalla was. Aemilius Papinianus, close friend of Septimius Severus and Prefect of the Praetorian Guard.

The nobleman looked down his nose at the lowly auxiliaries and answered grudgingly. ‘He is some sort of official, helps Geta with the bureaucracy. His party was ambushed, and everyone killed, but they thought he might have some value, so they sent a messenger offering to trade him. Negotiations were ongoing to hit upon a sum, but when you captured Maglorix, Geta realised there was a way to get his man back without having to spend a sestertius. He claims that the man is indispensable.’

‘I think he is just Geta’s favourite fellator,’ interjected Caracalla. Papinianus closed his mouth tightly, not speaking.

Silus gritted his teeth to stop himself from speaking out loud. He didn’t know who this important official was, and he didn’t care. All he wanted was Maglorix dead in the most painful way possible and this useless bureaucrat had prevented that. Silus hated him, whoever he was.

‘So Geta negotiated the exchange behind my back and got approval from our father at the last moment. Just a little longer and that barbarian bastard would be charcoal like he deserves.’ Caracalla shook his head before continuing, ‘There is little I can do to make it up to you, Silus. Maglorix is gone, released already. He looked lightly grilled to me, but I think he will sadly recover. But what I will say is that your skills and bravery have been noted.’

Silus couldn’t resist stealing a sideways glance to Geganius, who had called him fucking stupid when he had brought him the head of Maglorix’s father. At least someone appreciated him.

‘Oclatinius, what do you make of Silus here?’

Silus’ gut clenched. Oclatinius? That’s who that old bastard was? Shit!

Oclatinius walked up to Silus and stood in front of him, looking down on him from a height that was still considerable despite the stoop in his upper spine. Silus felt strangely vulnerable, seated, looking up at this man with his fearsome reputation. Images of his father flashed into his mind, towering over him with a stick in his hand.

Oclatinius spoke in a deep, gravelly voice.

‘Physically unimpressive. Past the first flush of youth, but not over the hill yet. Naïve. Reckless. Some skill with stealth and tracking.’ He turned to Caracalla. ‘I would say not completely useless.’

Silus reddened and Caracalla laughed. ‘Silus, that’s high praise. You should be flattered. Thank you, Oclatinius.’

Oclatinius nodded and resumed his place at Caracalla’s side.

Caracalla put his hand on his chin and regarded Silus thoughtfully. Then he waved his hand.

‘Centurion Geganius, Lucius Atius, you are dismissed. Return with your men to Voltanio.’

The three soldiers stood promptly, saluted, and turned to leave.

‘Silus!’ snapped Caracalla. ‘Did I dismiss you?’

All three turned, hesitating.

‘You two, get out! Oclatinius, find Silus some decent quarters and some decent clothes. He can dine with the Imperial family tonight. Tomorrow you will start training him as one of my Arcani.’

Silus felt his guts tighten as his sphincter relaxed, and he nearly had the embarrassment of voiding himself in front of the co-Emperor of the Roman Empire. Juno’s tits, had he ever been this scared?

Geganius and Atius threw him sympathetic looks and trooped out. Atius mouthed, ‘I’ll look after Issa.’

Oclatinius approached Silus, put a hand between his shoulder blades and propelled him out of the door.



The room Oclatinius assigned to Silus in the Imperial headquarters was about the size of Silus’ barrack room in Voltanio, which was designed for eight. He looked around in some confusion at the bed with a feather mattress, the decorated chamber pot and the ornate oil lamp.

‘Sir, I don’t really understand what is happening,’ he said.

‘I don’t think your understanding is really required, soldier,’ said Oclatinius.

‘No, sir.’

‘Listen. Things are complicated around here. It’s best if you keep your head down and do as you are told.’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘What you need to know is this: Caracalla is angry with his brother. Nothing new there. He sees something he likes in your actions. He is a man of action himself, I’m sure you know. And in these times, he wants people like you in his camp. But you are far from the finished product. That’s where I come in.’

‘You, sir?’

‘Yes. You know of me?’

Crap, of course. Who hadn’t heard of Oclatinius? Ex-mercenary. Ex-Frumentarius, the messengers and spies of the Emperors. Ex-speculator, darker side of the scouting service, who doubled as couriers, bodyguards and executioners. Now presumed by everyone to be the head of Caracalla’s secret police, the Arcani. His exploits were the stuff of legend. And of nightmares.

‘Yes, sir.’

‘And you know of the Arcani?’

Rumour had it that the Arcani were like a secret cult, fiercely loyal to the Emperors, and ready to do anything that was commanded of them. Execution, assassination, extortion, blackmail, inciting riots, and dealing with any threats to the Imperial court, real or perceived, in any way they liked. The laws did not apply to them, and they operated under the direct command of the Augusti, particularly Caracalla these days. And yet nothing was ever written about them. No one ever discussed them except in hushed whispers. And no one ever – ever – wanted to meet them.

Silus swallowed. ‘Yes, sir.’

‘Fine. I don’t need to waste any time scaring the shit out of you then.’

‘No, sir.’

‘Caracalla wants me to knock some rough edges off you.’

‘Yes, sir.’

Oclatinius looked him up and down. ‘Not sure I see it myself. But the Augustus is no fool. I’ll give you a chance. If you don’t break, you may be of some use. For now, though, get yourself to the bathhouse and get cleaned up, then get yourself into a decent toga and get ready for the banquet.’

‘Sir, I don’t have a toga.’

Oclatinius sighed. ‘Fine, I’ll have a slave bring you one. I presume he will need to help you put it on as well?’

Silus nodded, embarrassed.

‘Listen, son. You will need to learn some airs and graces for your job, but I don’t care if you are low born or a fucking patrician. I’m from a poor family myself. But I do care that you are loyal, obedient, and a fucking good soldier. Understand?’

‘Yes, sir.’

‘Fine. Be ready.’

Oclatinius walked stiffly out. Silus sat on the soft bed and stared at the wall, head spinning. Images flashed through his mind: Maglorix screaming, then grinning; Caracalla furious during the aborted execution, then laughing in the throne room; Sergia and Velua, dead.

Sergia and Velua. Dead.

He curled up on the mattress and hugged himself.



If Silus had been intimidated by the throne room, the banquet hall took it to new heights. He was reclining on a couch at the lowest level while beautiful young slave girls and boys served him fine wine and imported olives. Next to him was a minor official who had not yet deigned to introduce himself. On the next couch, keeping an eye on him, but too far away to whisper too, was Oclatinius. Silus stayed quiet and tried not to spill anything. He resolved to drink heavily to calm his nerves.

On other couches were high ranking army officials, bureaucrats, officials and other Imperial courtiers. On the top couch lay the Imperial family. Silus tried not to stare, but he had never expected to be this close to the cream of the Empire. In the centre was the Emperor, Septimius Severus, his curly grey beard longer than Caracalla’s, ageing, his dark skin deeply lined. Beside him lay his wife, Julia Domna. The Syrian Empress was around fifty years of age, the second wife of Severus, and some fifteen years Caracalla’s senior. Her dark brown hair was arranged in curly waves, and her fine features were still smooth. Objectively, Silus thought, she was still beautiful, although the idea stirred no emotion. To her right lay Caracalla and to Severus’ left lay Geta. The atmosphere was subdued. Most of the guests who weren’t on the top couch seemed disinclined to contribute too much to the conversation, maybe for fear of talking over the Imperial family. However, the three Augusti were quiet too. Geta and Caracalla seemed to not be speaking to each other, and Severus seemed out of sorts, picking at his food listlessly. At one point he started to cough uncontrollably, and when the spasm continued despite Julia’s slaps between his shoulder blades, the guests started to look at each other nervously and a Praetorian officer stepped forward, uncertain how to deal with this possible threat to their Emperor’s life.

The coughing fit passed and the Emperor waved away his wife and the Praetorian.

‘I’m fine,’ he rasped, and took a deep sip from a cup of water.

Serving slaves brought out another round of drinks and fruits, and after chewing on some apple chunks, Caracalla addressed his brother.

‘My fellow Augustus, how’s your wine?’

‘It passes, Augustus. Straight through, actually.’

A few of the guests chuckled politely at the joke, but Caracalla just nodded.

‘Maybe we should try to develop a taste for beer, if we are stuck here longer.’

‘Hopefully we can leave this island forsaken by the gods before too long,’ said Geta.

‘We could leave quicker if we didn’t release the important prisoners we catch.’ He gestured at Silus. ‘This poor soldier lost his entire family to that monster, and not only has justice been denied to him, we have released the murderer back to his people to stir up more trouble.’

Silus stiffened as all eyes turned towards him. So that was what he was doing here: a visual rebuke from Caracalla to Geta. A little piece in a game of ludus latrunculorum, and Silus wondered how carelessly Caracalla would sacrifice him for an advantage in this contest between the brothers. When the attention swung back to the top table, he took another long draught of the wine, starting to feel pleasantly warm inside.

‘There is a bigger picture here, Marcus. It’s not all about cutting throats and slaughtering innocents.’

Caracalla stiffened. ‘Don’t be naïve, Publius. Just because you managed to pacify some upset Christians by giving them the recognition they wanted doesn’t mean you know anything about waging war or governing a rebellious province.’

‘I think you will find that your army would grind to a halt pretty damn quickly without me organising the supply chain here.’

‘Maybe so. Every army needs those unwilling or unable to fight to help in any way they can.’

Silus saw Geta’s fists clench, and he realised he was holding his breath, waiting for an explosion. The explosion that came was from Severus, however, in another coughing fit. After a few deep breaths, he gestured to a slave standing nearby. ‘It’s like a funeral. Sort some entertainment out.’

‘Antoninus,’ said Geta to Caracalla, ‘maybe you could play us a composition by Mesomedes on your lyre.’

To Silus, the comment seemed superficially well meant, but Caracalla let out a grunt.

‘You know well I am a complete beginner, brother. It would be unfair to inflict that on our guests, and I think would do Mesomedes dishonour too. Slave, do as your Emperor bade you.’

The slave rushed to the door, and in moments the centre of the open-ended square of couches was filled with swirling dancing girls and flautists. Silus reflected that Atius would have been disappointed that the girls were clothed. Maybe the entertainment would have been more risqué if the elderly Emperor and his wife had not been present. Silus didn’t care. Women held absolutely no interest to him whatsoever. He felt that he would never look at another woman with desire ever again.

Geta, however, showed the young girls a lot of attention as they danced towards him, then tantalisingly twirled away. Caracalla paid them scant heed though, engaging in whispered conversation with the Empress, which made her frown, smile and once even giggle. Severus’ eyes closed several times, and his head began to nod. Then suddenly, he fell asleep, his face plunging into a bowl of seafood. He jerked upright and began coughing once more. The dancers stopped mid-twirl and stared. Julia grabbed a cloth from a slave and brusquely wiped the Emperor’s face, holding him until the coughing fits passed once more. Then she helped him to his feet.

‘Gentleman, my husband has a busy day tomorrow. He will take his leave now.’

The guests rose together to bid their Emperor goodnight. He waved at them, and allowed himself to be led away by his slaves. Silus noticed an odd look pass between Caracalla and Julia Domna, but no one else seemed to pick up on it. Geta was still distracted by the dancing girls, and the others were averting their eyes from the frail Severus, the once omnipotent soldier Emperor. Julia settled herself back down.

The entertainment started again, but Caracalla looked bored, and soon he clapped his hands and ordered them away. Geta grabbed the wrist of the slave that had caught his interest the most, a young Egyptian girl, and whispered in her ear. Her eyes widened in fright, but she nodded, and hurried out after the rest.

‘Will you attend the games tomorrow, brother?’ asked Caracalla, seeming to Silus like he was making an effort to be polite to his sibling.

‘Perhaps,’ said Geta. ‘But can any gladiatorial contest match the quail fights we used to have when we were children?’

Caracalla grinned, a genuine smile splitting his face as childhood memories came back to him. ‘You certainly had a knack picking them. I lost a fair few denarii on those bouts.’

‘I have an eye for detail,’ said Geta, acknowledging the praise. ‘And what about our chariot races?’

Now Caracalla frowned, but Geta continued regardless. ‘Brother versus brother in the Circus, you in blue, myself in green, the crowds cheering us on. It was exhilarating.’

‘Until you nearly killed me,’ said Caracalla, his muscular arms tensing.

Julia put a calming hand on his shoulder. ‘My son, there was never any evidence that Geta was responsible for your crash.’

‘That crash nearly ended my life. I was lucky to get away with a broken leg.’

Geta smiled smoothly. ‘It was merely bad driving on your part, Antoninus. Some of us have natural talent—’

‘I was winning that race when the wheel suspiciously came loose.’

‘Blame the slaves who maintain your chariot then, and stop being paranoid. Anyway, you are one to talk. After you drew your sword on our father!’

‘I have told you, and him, over and over: I had raised my sword to give an order to kill the Caledonians!’

‘Who were surrendering!’

‘And you trust their word? I still don’t understand why father would not let us end them when they were most vulnerable. Instead, we have let them go, free to raise trouble against us once more. Just like you have done, letting the criminal Maglorix go, free to attack us once more.’

‘Father believed you were trying to kill him.’

‘I have explained, and he knows the truth now. When he told me to ask Papinianus here,’ he gestured to the Praetorian Prefect, ‘to cut him down, he tested my loyalty, and I was found not wanting. It is not me he needs to be wary of, brother.’

‘Meaning what?’ said Geta dangerously, rising to his feet.

Caracalla stood too. ‘Let’s just say my military prowess is not the only reason that father entrusts me with command over his armies, while leaving you in Eboracum to count nails for caligae.’

The guests looked uncomfortable, looking from one Augustus to the other with consternation, and the Praetorians shifted in position, uncertain when or if to intervene. Silus looked to the companion on his couch, but the man had his eyes fixed firmly on the floor.

‘Boys,’ said Julia Domna, and her voice brooked no argument. ‘This is unseemly. Sit down and behave yourselves. Geta, drink your wine. Antoninus, eat.’

The brothers glared at each other. Then Caracalla made an obscene gesture at Geta.

‘I have no appetite, mother.’ He whirled and strode out.

Geta wore a smug smile as he settled back into the couch and took a glug of wine.

‘Geta,’ said Domna with a disappointed tone.

‘What, mother?’ asked Geta with mock innocence.

‘You knew mention of the chariot race would rile him.’

‘No, mother. He should accept it was just bad luck.’

‘You should apologise.’

‘And will he apologise to me for questioning my loyalty to father?’

‘As you questioned his.’

‘He believes he should be sole Augustus, mother, you know that.’

‘Geta, that’s enough. I will talk to him.’ Domna rose, and her personal slave hurried to her side. ‘My friends, I am sorry you have witnessed this disagreement. If my husband was not temporarily unwell, I think he might have had some words to say to his sons.’

Geta shot her a sulky look at the public admonishment, but said nothing.

‘I will take my leave now. Please stay and enjoy the rest of the banquet and entertainment.’

The guests stood and bowed heads, murmuring goodnights. Domna swept out, a picture of regal elegance and beauty, with all male eyes following her.

Geta called for the dancers and musicians, and they quickly reappeared. The girl that Geta had singled out earlier had smudged make up around her eyes, and Silus wondered what sort of reputation Geta had among the slaves.

Oclatinius appeared at Silus’ elbow, making him start. The old veteran leaned forward and murmured in his ear.

‘That’s enough for you, soldier. Time to leave.’

‘How do I take my leave?’ whispered Silus, no idea of the etiquette.

‘Usually, you stay until the Emperor leaves, but you were Caracalla’s guest, not Geta’s, and he is distracted now.’

Sure enough, Geta had pulled the slave girl onto his lap now, and he was kissing her hard, hand roaming under her tunic uncomfortably, judging by her pained expression.

‘Let’s go, stealthy now,’ said Oclatinius. Silus eased himself to his feet, and quietly followed Oclatinius out of the chamber, attracting a few envious glances from guests too bored to want to stay but too scared to leave.

When they were out of earshot, Silus let out a breath he hadn’t realised he had been holding.

‘Fuck me,’ he said. ‘Is it always like that?’

‘Sometimes not so bad. Sometimes worse.’

‘Isn’t it dangerous being in the middle of all that bad feeling?’

‘You have no idea, soldier. You think mixing it up with the Maeatae is bad? The risk in there is higher.’

‘Crap. What the fuck have I got dragged into?’

‘Time will tell. Just keep your head down, do as you’re told, and hope the horse you are backing wins.’

Right now, Silus wished he was out in the Caledonian forests, being hunted by barbarians.

‘Go to your chamber, soldier. Report to me at dawn. Your training starts then.’

‘Yes, sir. Um, which way is my chamber?’

‘Are you serious, soldier? Have we chosen wrong? You’re the scout!’

‘Yes, sir.’

Oclatinius turned and stiffly marched away. Silus looked around him. He was at an intersection of two corridors, both of which looked identical, differentiated only by the scenes on the frescos. Silus cursed himself. Oclatinius was right. Some scout. He had paid no attention to the route when he had been led to the banquet hall by a slave, overawed by simply being there. And now he was comfortably drunk.

He looked at the floor, but the abstract pattern of the mosaic gave him no clues. The frescoes had various pastoral scenes. Had he come down the corridor with the shepherd boy and the flock of sheep, or the goatherd sitting on a hilltop? He sighed, picked one at random and set off down it.

After half a dozen turns, he was hopelessly lost. He encountered palace staff from time to time who eyed him suspiciously. He squared his shoulders and looked straight forward, hoping he looked like he knew where he was going, too embarrassed to ask directions, sure that he must come out somewhere he recognised soon. How big was this place?

One more turn took him into a blind end with a door at one end. He sighed, and slumped down against the wall, head in hands, feeling the effects of the alcohol. Stopping was a mistake, because the memory of his grief hit him like a club to the back of the head, the emotion heightened by the wine. Tears poured down his cheeks, and he sobbed silently.

Presently he became aware of a noise. He looked up, realising the sound was coming from the other side of the door. A regular knocking noise, like something banging against the wall. And as he listened harder, he heard human noises too. Moans – a man and a woman. He groaned inwardly. Of all the luck, to be mourning his wife right outside the room where a couple were fucking. The room was some sort of store room, so it was probably a guest taking advantage of a slave.

Their moans intensified as the banging rhythm speeded up. Silus wanted to run as far away as he could, but all will had left him. He pressed his eyes into his forearm, and hugged himself. Shortly, the moans crescendoed, then faded as the passion peaked, crested and passed.

For a short while all Silus could hear was the sound of heavy breathing and soft murmuring. He slowly heaved himself to his feet, but feeling momentarily dizzy he fell against the wall with a quiet thud. For a moment he held his breath, wondering if the mystery lovers inside had heard him. There was silence. He tiptoed away in search of his bedchamber.



‘Antoninus, you are wonderful.’

‘As are you, Julia.’

Caracalla paused, head cocked to one side.

‘Did you hear a noise?’

Domna listened, but all was silence.

‘Nothing, my love.’

Caracalla shook his head. Maybe he was being paranoid, but he hated to think what would happen if spies took news of his relationship with Domna to Geta or Severus. Although Caracalla was the son of Severus’ first wife Paccia Marciana, and so Domna and Caracalla were not blood relatives, it would still cause a scandal he would do best to avoid. The age gap alone would raise eyebrows – Caracalla was in his mid-thirties while Domna was around fifty. But worst of all, if news of the affair got out, he would surely lose his father’s favour, or even lose his head for treason.

Julia Domna seemed to read the concerns in her lover’s eyes and raised her own.

‘Antoninus, what are we doing?’

‘Whatever we want, my love. I am Augustus of the Roman Emperor, and you are the Empress.’

‘You are not the only Augustus, Antoninus. You are one of three and you know it.’

‘Father is declining rapidly. And Geta is a little whelp with no experience and no guts. When father goes, the Emperor should belong to me alone.’

‘That is not for you to decide, Antoninus. Your father and I both want you to rule together.’

‘You’re biased, Julia. Just because Geta is your son.’

‘And you are my stepson. I love you both.’

‘In different ways, I think,’ said Caracalla with a laugh, and did something that caused Domna to let out a little shriek, then a giggle. Her voice became serious once more.

‘But we must be careful. The damage to your reputation, if we were discovered… even you might not survive it.’

‘I can survive anything, my love,’ he said with more confidence than he felt. ‘The army is mine.’

‘The army is fickle. You know that.’

‘As long as I march with them, share their hardships, lead them to victory, and pay them well, they will never betray me.’

‘Many Emperors have thought that, right before someone they trusted plunged a knife into them. Antoninus, please, try to overlook Geta’s foolishness. He is still a child in many ways. He respects you, you know, even as he resents you.’

Caracalla let out a sigh. ‘I do love my brother, Julia. Much as he angers me. I hope we can find a way for us to work together when father is no more. But he must acknowledge that I am his senior, in age and experience.’

‘Try, Antoninus,’ said Domna. ‘For me? I hate the thought of my son and my lover fighting, hurting each other, or worse…’

She broke off, gave a sob, controlled herself with an effort. Caracalla put his arms around her, always at his weakest with Domna. He didn’t envy her position, her loyalties split three ways between husband, son and stepson-lover. He hoped that he came first, but could any man hope to be put before a woman’s son?

‘I’ll try, Julia. For you, anything.’ She smiled at him, and he wiped a tear from the side of her nose.

Then he rose, adjusted his clothing, and went to the door. He opened it a crack, looked through to check no one was around, then took one last look back at Domna. He sighed, then slipped out.



Silus lay flat on his front, gasping for air, the heavy rucksack of rocks pressing down on his back not helping his efforts to breathe. His head was pounding and his tongue felt like sand. Oclatinius bent down and said softly in his ear, ‘Too much skulking around in forests and not enough route marches, son. On your feet now.’

Silus struggled slowly to his feet, legs trembling. He had managed to report to Oclatinius at dawn, head still muzzy from the night’s wine, several cups of water doing little to quench his thirst. Oclatinius had bawled him out for not being ready and waiting for him, then bawled him out some more for being out of shape before sending him on a five-mile run loaded down with the weighted backpack. Oclatinius rode alongside him, giving him instructions every half mile to drop and perform push-ups or squats. Silus hadn’t had a workout like it since basic training, and although his fitness was better now than when he was a raw recruit, he was considerably older.

Oclatinius threw a wooden sword onto the ground, then drew his own very real gladius. ‘Pick it up,’ he said.

Silus shucked off his backpack, bent and picked up the training weapon. Without warning, Oclatinius took a swing at Silus’ head. Silus whipped his own sword up just in time to parry. Although his arms were sluggish from the workout, the wooden sword was lighter than the steel one so moved quicker, but the heavier steel gladius swatted his own fake weapon aside easily.

Oclatinius gave him no time to recover, following up with thrust after thrust, making Silus dance and twist to keep from injury. Finally, the old veteran locked blades, gave a twist, and disarmed Silus, his weapon skittering across the ground. Oclatinius slashed a backhand like a striking snake, and Silus clutched at his throat, terror rising in him as he felt warm blood between his fingers.

Oclatinius had barely scratched the skin, so skilfully timed and placed had his stroke been. Silus dabbed the stinging wound, and then stared at the old veteran with anger.

‘Keep it in, son. Don’t let the anger get the better of you.’

But anger was what he had now. All he had. He looked down at his hand, where blood had navigated along the deep lines and around the calluses, like streams flowing around little hillocks, and something snapped. He put his head down and charged at Oclatinius with a roar.

The old soldier was taken by surprise, struggling briefly to keep to his feet, before toppling over backwards. From on top, Silus rained blow after blow upon him. But as he fatigued, and the anger ebbed with his strength, he realised that Oclatinius wasn’t fighting back, nor had any significant blows actually landed as Oclatinius blocked with his forearms.

Oclatinius twisted abruptly, flinging Silus to one side, then he sat up and started laughing, the rumbling chuckle coming from deep in his chest.

Silus frowned, prepared to renew the fight, but Oclatinius held a placating hand up.

‘Pax, son. It’s good to see the spirit. But we need to channel it.’

Silus panted heavily, not enough breath for words.

‘Caracalla sees something in you. I’m not sure. Maybe you carry something of the younger me. You will prove yourself, or you won’t. Survive, or die.’

‘What do you want from me?’ Silus managed to gasp out.

Oclatinius stiffly got to his feet and brushed the dust from his uniform. He held his hand out. Silus looked at it suspiciously for a moment, then took it and let himself be helped to his feet. He touched his wound, which was now a line of damp, clotted blood. Bastard.

‘You may have noticed there is a war on,’ said Oclatinius.

‘Oh, that must explain why those fucking barbarians killed my family. I thought they were just being friendly.’

‘Not that war. The one you saw last night.’

Silus thought of the obvious and public conflict between Caracalla and Geta, and then also recalled the odd looks between Caracalla and his stepmother. What was going on there? He frowned.

Oclatinius saw his expression and misunderstood. ‘You are right to look distressed. Conflict between rulers never does the rest of us any good. But when it does happen, you have to pick sides. Geta has his courtiers and his lackeys, but Caracalla commands the respect of the army. It’s not a hard choice.’

Silus shook his head. ‘I don’t give a shit about politics. I want to kill the Maeatae and their Caledonian friends. And that fucker Maglorix above all.’

‘Of course. But to defeat the barbarians, we need a strong leader. Severus was a magnificent soldier in his day, but now he weakens. And can you imagine Geta leading soldiers? We need Caracalla.’

‘So? Where do I come in?’

‘Like any ruler, Caracalla has enemies. Maybe they are commanded by Geta, maybe they do what they think Geta would like, maybe they hate Caracalla for their own reasons. We need someone with your skills and drive to weed these people out. Your main job of course will be to fight the Maeatae. But you may be called upon for other tasks from time to time. What do you say?’

‘Do I have any choice?’

‘There is always a choice, soldier. If you decline the Emperor’s offer, you will be allowed to return to your fort.’

‘Really?’

‘And another one of the Emperor’s spies will be dispatched after you to put a knife in you while you sleep. If they know their work, they will probably frame your friend Atius for it.’

‘Ah well, in that case, it is an honour to do the Emperor’s will.’

‘Yes, it is. Now, as it happens, soldier, we do have a job for you. But first we need to knock some rough edges off you. Where did you learn your scouting skills?’

‘My father,’ said Silus. Oclatinius waited for more information, but Silus was not interested in elaborating, so after a moment Oclatinius nodded.

‘Very well. You need to learn how to hide, how to run, how to kill silently, and how to kill from a distance, so you’ll need to practise more with a bow. You need to learn how to retrieve information. You need to be able to remain undetected for long periods of time. You need to swim and climb and live off the land, and pretend to be someone you are not. And you must be loyal, and keep your secrets to your grave.’

‘I can do all those things already,’ said Silus sullenly.

‘I don’t doubt it,’ said Oclatinius. ‘But how well? If you can’t perform them to perfection, it might cost you your life. Or worse, the mission.’

Silus looked sour but said nothing.

‘Let’s start with getting some of that flab off you. Then we can work on some real training.’ Oclatinius looked at the backpack full of rocks. ‘Pick it up, son. Let’s go again.’

Silus hefted the pack onto his back, though his muscles screamed.

‘Five miles. Now! Run, son, run!’




Chapter Six

The mood around the council hall was somber. Maglorix sat in his high chair, regarding the elders. Few would meet his eye. There had been no direct challenge to his rule since he had returned to Dùn Mhèad on the back of a wagon, drifting in and out of stupor in his agony. The healers had chanted to the gods and sacrificed numerous animals on his behalf. When his fever would not break, there were even some mutterings about human sacrifice, but Maglorix was conscious enough to forbid it. Eventually, his breathing and his coughing settled as his smoke-damaged lungs healed, the heat in his head cooled with the damp rags and the herbs, and the poultices and preparations soothed his purulent oozing soles.

He could walk now, though the pain was still intense. He exercised regularly with sword and spear, and he had begun to ride once more, his feet dangling loose at the horse’s side. His strength was returning, and soon he would be himself.

He looked over to the man sitting at his right hand.

‘Elders, last night we feasted with Taximagulus here, and for one night we forgot our worries. We shared our meat, our beer and our women with him and each other, the way Caledonians and Maeatae have always done, though the Romans sneer at us for our morals. But today, we discuss war. We discuss our response to the Roman outrages. Do we bend over and let them violate us, like some maiden captured in war and thrown to the soldiers? Or do we stand up to those demons, like real men?’

Some of the elders exchanged nervous glances, until one was pushed forward to reply.

‘Oh Chief,’ said the elder, an innocuous, slender, bent old man with a kind face called Usnach. It would be hard to become angry with Usnach, Malgorix reflected. He had no doubt been selected by his fellows as the least likely to provoke Maglorix into putting a knife in his throat. Tarvos’ skull, long on a spike outside the council hall, had now rotted away sufficiently that it could sit on the back of Maglorix’s high chair, from where it grinned sightlessly at the council.

Usnach cleared his throat and tried again.

‘Oh Chief.’ His voice wobbled with anxiety, engendered both by fear of Maglorix and the unaccustomed role of spokesman for the council – under the tolerant rule of Maglorix’s father, he had been most noted for falling asleep in meetings. ‘There are those among us, not myself you understand, but I have heard murmurings…’

Maglorix regarded him steadily, giving him no assistance. Usnach clutched his walking stick with a tremoring hand, swallowed and continued. ‘Those who say that the Romans are too powerful. That we should avoid confrontation until they get tired of our country and leave.’

‘I see,’ said Maglorix. ‘And who are these men who fear the Romans? Or are you talking of women and little children speaking like cowards?’

‘They s-say that the Romans are too well armoured, too well equipped. There are too many. But that there are not enough riches here, and that when their emperor has had s-sufficient glory, he will get bored and leave.’

Maglorix said nothing, waiting for Usnach to continue. The elder reddened, and looked over to Muddan, the council member seated next to Usnach, who had opposed Maglorix’s rise to Chief. Muddan gave a faint nod, but Maglorix didn’t miss it.

‘He says – I mean – they say that we can never defeat the Romans in open battle, and we should bow to them until they leave.’

Maglorix stood slowly. Pain shot through the soles of his feet, but he didn’t allow the expression on his face to change. Buan, his faithful bodyguard, devastated at his own failure to prevent Maglorix’s capture, took a step forward and offered his hand. Maglorix waved him off. He walked slowly, stiffly, up to Usnach, who quailed back. Maglorix drew a long knife from his belt, and jabbed the point on his thumb. A drop of blood formed, pooled and dropped to the earth floor, soaking into the ground.

‘I would bleed for my people, Usnach. I would die for their right to live free on their own lands. Would you?’

‘Of… course, Chief,’ stuttered Usnach. Maglorix walked around the back of Usnach’s chair, the blade still drawn. He placed a hand on the elder’s shoulder, who flinched like he had been stabbed then started to shake uncontrollably. Then with the speed of a striking wildcat, he thrust the blade out sideways. It skewered Muddan’s neck from side to side. Muddan staggered upright, his mouth opening wide. Blood spurted from the holes on either side of his neck where the vessels had been neatly severed. He tried to speak, but he had no air to make a sound beyond a formless gurgle. Then blood bubbled from his mouth, and he toppled forward, twitching for a moment before lying still, head twisted to one side, eyes open but unseeing.

‘Usnach,’ said Maglorix. ‘It can be dangerous being the mouthpiece of cowards and snakes. Tell me, is there anyone else in our council or in our tribe who feels we should bow to the Roman devil?’

Usnach could barely speak, but Maglorix squeezed the old man’s shoulder painfully until he gasped out, ‘N-no, Chief. Muddan was the only one. And he made me…’

Several others of the council were looking openly terrified, and Maglorix knew that Muddan was not the only one muttering discontent. But he felt the point had been made. Muddan was childless and not well-liked. There would be no gain from provoking a blood feud with others in the tribe by slaughtering half the council.

Maglorix returned to his seat, face impassive as stabs of agony shot up his legs. By his side, Taximagulus wore a faint smirk.

‘Members of the council.’ Maglorix looked down at Muddan’s body. ‘Remaining members of the council,’ he corrected himself. ‘It’s true that the Romans are formidable. And that they are hard to defeat in open battle. But we proved last year that with our vastly superior knowledge of our land, our ability to hide and ambush, to harry their supply lines, that we can defeat them. Still, Muddan thought that we should bow down and wait until they leave. Maybe others of you think that this is just a raid, a bigger version of some of their raids on our territory since we stirred them up a moon or so ago. Inconveniences that will pass. Elders, listen to the words of Taximagulus, cousin of Ir who is chief of our allies, the Damnonii. Taximagulus, please, tell the elders what you told me last night.’

Taximagulus rose to his feet, and though his face still wore a cheeky smirk, his demeanour was respectful.

‘Wise elders, I am honoured to be invited to speak at your council. I bring the greetings and friendship of Ir, and of all our tribes. Elders, the Romans are still on our soil. I bring word of the development of their fortress of Horrea Classis, on the coast, where the rivers Uisge Èireann and Tatha meet. From there, their ships can supply their legions indefinitely. Wise council, this is no brief raid by the Romans. No punitive expedition. They are here to stay.’

Murmurs ran around the circle, accompanied by the shaking of balding heads rimmed in tangled white hair and the tugging of grizzled beards.

‘Tell us what you have witnessed in the north, Taximagulus.’

Taximagulus shook his head, and the smirk vanished. ‘We have all known hardship and loss since the Roman invasion last year. I know that you have known battle, loss of supplies, hunger over the winter. But what I have seen…’

Taximagulus tailed off, looking into the distance, staring at nothing. One or two of the elders looked round to see what had attracted his attention. Most understood that he was remembering horrors.

Taximagulus’ voice was thick when he spoke again. ‘The Romans defeated us on the field, but then they discovered they couldn’t find us if we didn’t want to be found. So they turned on our homes. On the defenceless.

‘Elders, they tried to exterminate us. They burnt our crops. Cut down our sacred groves. They raided our villages and killed every single old man, woman and child. If you have seen the population of an entire village murdered… women with legs spread and throats cut, babies with brains bashed out against trees, old men clubbed to death with hands clasped for mercy…’

Taximagulus stopped, and the council hall was silent except for the wheezy breathing of old men. Maglorix waited, letting the moment drag out. Then he put a hand on the Damnonian and guided him to be seated.

‘Council,’ said Maglorix, ‘the Romans are going nowhere, unless we make them. Our small tribe alone can do nothing. But if the whole of the Maeatae joins the whole of the Caledonians and we fight wisely, we can chase the Romans out of the north of this island, and who knows, maybe even the subdued tribes of northern Britannia will rediscover their courage. Together, we may end Roman rule on the whole island of Britannia!’

The council, so cowed just moments before, broke into cheers, the body of Muddan forgotten as it cooled on the chamber floor.

‘Taximagulus, can we rely on the support of the Damnonii?’

‘I cannot speak for all, Chief. But I know my cousin Ir was dismayed by the murder of your father, and of your near execution at the hands of the demons. When the council of the chieftains meets, he will be calling for a resumption of the war.’

‘As will I.’

Taximagulus reached out his hand, and Maglorix grasped it firmly.

‘The Romans will regret the moment they set foot on our lands.’

Maglorix waved towards Muddan.

‘Buan,’ Maglorix said, and the bodyguard was before him in an instant, ‘you know what to do with my enemies. Head on a spike till he rots. Then he can join young Tarvos here to adorn my furniture.’

Buan nodded, drew his sword and without ceremony began to saw off Muddan’s head.



The splash of leather shoes on the cobbled streets of Eboracum became louder as Silus’ mark drew nearer. He tried to calm his breathing and willed his heart to slow so that his grip on his dagger would be firm and without a tremor. The overhang of the gutter above him afforded some protection from the persistent drizzle, but nevertheless he was as cold and wet lurking on this street corner as he ever was out in the field in Caledonia. The main difference was that he was only a short distance from the caldarium of a bathhouse where he could sweat the cold and dirt out of his pores.

The footsteps drew nearer, almost upon him. He pictured his target walking down the street deserted because of the hour, mentally focusing on his exact location from the sound of his tread. As the tips of the man’s toes appeared around the corner, Silus was already in motion. Smoothly he wrapped one hand around the victim’s mouth, jerking the surprised man backwards. In almost the same action, his knife hand was moving, seeking the heart via the liver under the ribs.

But the man was quick. He twisted in Silus’ grip, so swift that the knife merely glanced off the outside of his ribs. With his left hand the man gripped Silus’ right wrist, the one holding the knife, and drove his right elbow back into Silus’ midriff. Air escaped from Silus’ lungs with an ‘oof’ but he hung on to his knife and let the hand around the man’s mouth slip to his shoulder so his arm was tight around his neck. He squeezed with all the strength in his arm, even as his victim elbowed him twice more in the guts and tightened his grip on Silus’ wrist till he thought bones would break. But as the pressure built on the man’s windpipe, he was forced to let go of Silus and grasp the strangling arm. Silus drew his knife back to attempt again to plunge it into his victim’s chest, but suddenly the man, gripping the arm Silus had around his neck with both hands, jerked himself forward and down. Silus flew over the man’s shoulders and landed on his back on the cobbles.

In the time it took Silus to recover his momentarily stunned wits, the man had drawn a knife of his own, and was bringing it down in an overhead thrust towards Silus’ supine form. Silus rolled to one side, the knife slamming into the cobblestones where his chest had been a fraction of a heartbeat before. The knife came up, ready to descend again, but Silus reached out both arms above his head to grasp the man’s ankles, and jerked hard. He crashed down onto his back, and Silus spun, rolled and sat on the man’s upper chest, pinning his arms to his side. He placed his knife against the man’s throat and pressed.

He felt two taps of the man’s hand against his leg, and elation buzzed through him. He rolled to one side, breathing hard, looking up at the starless sky. The man beside him sat up stiffly, rubbing his neck, gasping for air. His voice was hoarse. ‘Fuck me, Silus. That was rough, even with a wooden knife.’

‘Thought you had me for a moment there, Oclatinius.’

‘Thought I had you, too. You’ve definitely learned a trick or two.’

Silus got stiffly to his feet and held a hand out to Oclatinius. The old veteran took it and allowed himself to be hauled upright.

‘So? Am I ready?’ asked Silus.

Oclatinius smiled. He was spattered in mud, the drizzle forming mucky rivulets down the creases of his face.

‘You’ve been ready since I met you.’

‘What? Then what the fuck has all this shit been about?’

‘Just honing an already sharp knife. You want to work for Caracalla, you need to be the best.’

Silus looked at him in dismay. ‘All the marches with rocks on my back, all the gymnasium exercises with stone weights, all the boxing fights and practice bouts with wooden swords and knives, the trap-setting and hiding and ambushing, I didn’t need any of it?’

Oclatinius’ hand shot out, the old man’s reflexes still sharp as a striking viper, and gripped Silus’ neck, taking him by surprise.

‘You listen to me, boy. When you are hiding from a barbarian army or being chased through the mountains by naked madmen, you will want to get down on your knees and suck my cock in gratitude for the skills I have given you.’

Silus grasped Oclatinius’ wrist and tried to prise it away. For a moment, Oclatinius held tight. Then he let his hand drop away. Silus rubbed his throat, his face sour. ‘You’re a prick, Oclatinius.’

‘Maybe. But a prick that might have just given you the skills that will save your life.’

‘Fine, fine. So, what now?’

‘Now, boy, we get some beer.’



It was well past the time when the taverns threw the last of their customers out on the street to stagger home, collapse in a back alley, or be mugged and left for dead. But Oclatinius had his mind set on a drink, and Silus felt he could do with something to quench his thirst and steady his nerves. They came upon a doorway just off the main street, with the sign of a blue boar painted on the wall.

‘This will do,’ said Oclatinius.

‘It doesn’t look very open,’ said Silus.

Oclatinius smashed the door open with one hard kick.

‘It is now.’

He walked in, casting a glance at the splintered doorjamb, muttering about shoddy workmanship, and walked into the tavern. It was small, one of dozens in the city that catered to a handful of people at a time, serving beer, wine and basic food.

‘Service,’ yelled Oclatinius at the top of his voice. Moments later, an elderly man entered the room from a back door, holding a candlestick with a stinking sputtering tallow candle which threw a little light.

The room held half a dozen tables, with dirty cups and plates on most. Oclatinius wrinkled his nose. ‘Your slaves deserve a good beating, leaving the place like this.’

‘Who… who are you? What do you want?’ stuttered the old man.

‘Just a drink.’

‘I’ve sent a slave to call the night watch.’

‘No, you haven’t,’ said Oclatinius, taking a seat and putting his feet up on the table, kicking the dirty crockery to the floor. ‘Place like this, you probably have one slave, likely too young or feeble to be safe out at night. Besides, do you think the night watch would rouse themselves for you? A scummy little tavern keeper?’

‘I don’t have much money,’ said the tavern keeper. ‘I had a big shipment of good quality beer. It used up all my funds.’

‘Perfect,’ said Oclatinius. ‘Get your slave up and get them to bring us both a beer. And a pie. Silus, sit.’

Silus sat next to Oclatinius, shaking his head, bemused.

A young slave boy, no more than twelve years old, underfed and with a black eye, peered around the side of the back door. He had blonde hair and freckles, and Silus figured him for a Caledonian captive, which was confirmed by his accent when he spoke.

‘Master, what’s happening?’

‘Get these men a beer and a meat pie,’ said the tavern keeper.

‘No piss, mind you,’ said Oclatinius.

The tavern keeper sighed. ‘From the new shipment, boy.’

The slave was efficient despite being bleary-eyed, and soon returned with two cups of frothy beer and two small crusty pies. When he had deposited them on the table, Oclatinius waved him away.

‘How much do we owe you?’ he asked.

‘Owe?’ asked the tavern keeper, eyebrows raised in surprise.

‘Yes,’ said Oclatinius testily. ‘For the food and drink. What do you think we are, bandits or robbers?’

‘No, sirs, of course not. Two copper asses, please, sirs.’

‘And for the door?’

‘Sir?’

‘How much to repair the door?’

The tavern keeper looked bewildered, but said tentatively, ‘One sestertius?’

‘Take a silver denarius for the food and the door,’ said Oclatinius, ‘and make sure you get it repaired properly this time. A good stout oak bar inside, and reinforced hinges. A door like yours, you might as well have a curtain. Anyone could walk in. You are lucky it happened to be us.’

Oclatinius flipped him a denarius, and the tavern keeper fumbled it, and had to drop to his knees to retrieve it from the grimy floor.

‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’

‘Now leave us until we call for more beer. My friend here and I have some drinking, eating and talking to do.’

The tavern keeper retreated, bowing obsequiously as he left.

Silus picked up his beer and took a deep drink. The tavern keeper hadn’t lied – it was decent quality. Not the best he had tasted, but certainly passable, and good to quench the thirst he had worked up with his exertions. It had a bitter taste, flavoured with mugwort, unless he missed his guess. Oclatinius took a deep draught too, wiped his mouth and sat back. He looked at Silus, a thoughtful expression on his face.

‘What?’ said Silus, his tone a little aggressive.

‘I think you won’t be half bad at this, you know.’

‘Well, thank you very much. I’ve been doing fine on my scouting missions before I ever saw your ugly old face.’

‘“Ugly old face, sir,” to you, boy,’ said Oclatinius, with a flinty stare.

Silus dropped his gaze. He didn’t know whether he liked or hated this old veteran, but he certainly respected him.

‘Sorry, sir.’

‘Forget it. Tonight, call me whatever you like.’

‘Yes, sir, you old cocksucker.’

Oclatinius grinned.

‘So where did you learn your shit? As I said, you were decent before I took hold of you. You had skills you don’t learn humping it around with the legionaries.’

Silus took a sip of beer, then said simply, ‘My father.’

‘Go on,’ said Oclatinius.

Silus pursed his lips, and was silent for a moment. ‘Fine. My father was a Frumentarius.’

Now Oclatinius raised his eyebrows. ‘Really? Maybe we met each other, back in the day. What was his name?’

‘Gnaeus Sergius Silus, but he went by the name of Sergius.’

‘Sergius. Sergius,’ said Oclatinius, searching his memory. ‘Not Sergius the barbarian fucker?’

Silus’ jaw clenched, but he regarded him steadily. ‘My mother was Maeatae.’

In other company, the silence that followed would have been uncomfortable. But Oclatinius looked anything but uncomfortable as he sat back and took a drink, his stare probing Silus as if he was looking all the way into his heart.

Silus blinked first, looking down at his hands and worrying out a suddenly irritating piece of dirt from beneath his fingernails.

When Silus didn’t expand any further, Oclatinius let out a belch and said, ‘You know a few years ago, I was procurator of this shitty island.’

Silus did know that. Procurator was an important post with responsibility for the province’s financial affairs, such as collecting taxes and rents and managing the mines. At one point, Oclatinius was second only to the governor in terms of power within the province, and his rise to that position was the talk of the legions. Everyone knew Oclatinius had started as a raw legionary and worked his way up slowly through the ranks. If he could do it, every soldier reasoned, why couldn’t they? But Oclatinius was an exception, almost unique in his ascendancy from his humble background.

‘The Emperor has had his sights set on this place for at least seven years, if not more. And Severus is a clever man. He learns from his mistakes.’

‘Mistakes?’

‘Yes. Maybe it isn’t sensible to discuss the mistakes of an Emperor, but fuck it, even if that terrified tavern keeper had the temerity to be listening to our conversation, I don’t think he will be running off to the palace to report it. Anyway, mistakes. When Severus invaded Parthia, he captured the city of Ctesiphon. An amazing feat. It’s even recorded on his arch in the forum in Rome. The trouble is, once he had taken it, he had no idea how to hold it. He knew nothing about the countryside. He didn’t know where the Parthian king, Vologaesus, had retreated to, and he didn’t even know where he could obtain supplies to keep his army provisioned. Such a waste of a magnificent victory and of all the soldiers’ lives that were lost to achieve it.

‘So when he set his sights on Caledonia, he knew he wanted more intelligence about the region, so his victories could be obtained more easily and his gains secured. And so he sent me.’

‘I’ve heard so many stories about you. You were a legionary, then a centurion, then a camp-commander, then joined the Speculatores and became a public executioner, then a centurion in the Frumentarii.’

‘I’m an old man,’ said Oclatinius. ‘I’ve been around. But at your age, I was still a legionary. Even for a man with my skills, it can take a long time to overcome a poor background. Your mother was a Maeatean. So what? I see some of myself in you. You could go places. Besides, your heritage could come in handy for some of the missions I have in mind for you.’

Missions? Despite his weariness and the beer warming him, Silus’ heart accelerated. At last, he was going to be used to strike back at those barbarian bastards.

‘Tell me about your mother,’ said Oclatinius.

Silus blinked at the sudden shift in the direction of the conversation.

‘No,’ said Silus, glaring at his superior.

‘Fine. The whole thing is off. You will set off in the morning for your fort on the wall, and you will return to your life as an auxiliary.’

Silus’ jaw dropped open.

‘What?’ he managed to gasp. All the work of the past weeks, all his hate and anger channelled into his training to be a dagger in the heart of the man who slaughtered his family, for nothing? Without this, how would he have vengeance? How could he even go on?

Oclatinius leaned forward. ‘Silus. You are going to take on secret and dangerous missions for the Augusti, and you will be privy to important information. Yet now, I find out that your father was Sergius the barbarian fucker, and that your mother was a Maeatean. If you want my trust, you had better tell me your past.’

Silus shook his head. ‘I can’t…’

Oclatinius stood, his chair scraping backwards across the stone floor.

‘Report to me in the morning. There are some messages I need conveyed to your commander at Voltanio. Goodnight, Silus.’ He marched out through the broken door, leaving Silus to stare at his back in disbelief.
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