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    Use this sword against my enemies if I give righteous commands. But if I give unrighteous commands, use it against me!

    

    -  Emperor Trajan

    

    ––––––––
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    Preface

    

    A new age has dawned for Rome. Following the brief reign of Emperor Nerva, Marcus Ulpius Trajan inherits the mantle of Caesar. A revered general and statesman, the senate a people of Rome greet his rise with an optimism not seen since the reign of Vespasian.

    Tiberius Artorius Castus, whose tenure with the Vigiles of Rome is ending, is summoned by Trajan to the Rhine. The emperor offers him a return to active service with the newly raised Equites Singulares Augusti, more commonly known as the Imperial Horse Guards.

    Rome eagerly awaits the arrival of its new, charismatic Caesar, yet Trajan must first secure the Rhine and Danube frontiers. He musters a division for an expedition against the Marcomanni in retribution for their invasion in support of the Pannonia Revolt, six years prior. For Tiberius, the campaign offers a chance at redemption, as the Imperial Horse Guards accompany Trajan across the Danube, into the land of his endless nightmares.

    

  
    Cast of Characters

    

    Romans:

    Tiberius Artorius Castus – A tribune of vigiles, later assigned as deputy commander of the newly-raised Imperial Horse Guards

    Imperator Nerva Caesar Augustus – Emperor of Rome, following the assassination of Emperor Domitian

    Marcus Ulpius Trajan – Governor of Germania and Prince Imperial of the Roman Empire

    Publius Acilius Attianus – A general of auxilia forces and close confidant of Trajan

    Lucius Vorenus – Commanding Prefect of the Imperial Horse Guards

    Titus Flavius Syphax – An African cavalryman who once served with Tiberius’ father, now one of the two senior centurions of Horse Guards

    Vibius Fosselius – Formerly of Legio XXI, who served with Tiberius and Lucifer in Pannonia, now the other ranking centurion of Horse Guards

    Attius Suburanus – Friend of Trajan and newly-assigned Prefect of the Praetorian Guard

    Claudius Livianus – Praetorian tribune, elevated into the second prefect post

    Octavius Capito – Equus secretary to both Nerva and Trajan, used by Trajan to maintain correspondence with Rome during his extended absences

    

  
    Chapter I: Emperor in All but Name

    

    Bonna, Roman Province of Lower Germania

    November, 97 A.D.

    
    Marcus Ulpius Trajan

    The Roman fortress of Bonna stood like a gloomy sentinel overlooking the untamed lands east of the river. Late autumn along the Rhine frontier was cold and wet. The leaves had fallen, leaving the dense forests appearing lifeless in the eerily clinging mists. Though the ground rarely froze until late December, the dampness in the air and cold winds coming off the river cut deep. The sun rose late and set early. The skies remained mostly obscured by thick clouds, giving the perception of twilight even at midday.

    Despite having been occupied by imperial soldiers since the time of Augustus, the frontier region along the Rhine between Bonna and the Britannic Channel was not formally established as a Roman province until the fourth year of Domitian’s reign. This was two years after his invasion of the neighbouring Chatti tribes just east of the Rhine. Despite being derided by historians and contemporaries for what was an unprovoked attack, firmly established borders now existed between the eastern tribes and the Roman Empire. Greater administrative control was asserted over the Germanic provinces.

    For Sertor Gavius Lucifer, commanding tribune of the Fourth Cohort of the Praetorian Guard, he never grew accustomed to the climate along the Rhine. He was a native of Hispania Tarraconensis, known for its pleasant weather and drier climate despite its proximity to the Mediterranean. When he joined the legions during the first year of Vespasian’s reign, Lucifer intended to enlist into the newly raised Legio VII, Gemina, in northern Hispania. He was instead ordered to Mogontiacum in Upper Germania, where he served nearly two decades with the late Legio XXI, Rapax. Bonna was located a hundred miles to the northwest of Mogontiacum, yet the terrain and climate were nearly identical.

    Very little changed when the Twenty-First was dispatched to Pannonia following its shameful conduct during the abortive revolt of Lucius Saturnius in Upper Germania. Lucifer had been among the loyalists who defied Saturnius and remained loyal to Domitian. Legio XXI met its tragic end three years later during the Pannonia uprising. Lucifer and the few survivors joined with reinforcements from Hispania and Upper Germania led by Marcus Ulpius Trajan who was later poised to become the next Emperor of Rome.

    A period of chaos followed the assassination of Emperor Domitian and murder of one of the praetorian prefects. The aged Senator Marcus Cocceius Nerva was quickly proclaimed emperor by the senate. Though both wise and respected, he’d proven weak in the face of manipulation by the new praetorian prefect, Casperius Aelianus. He was also of frail health with no heir. It was only after much intrigue, political posturing by various factions, and Nerva’s own desire to seal his legacy by naming a strong successor that he named Trajan his adopted son and heir to the principate.

    Trajan was still along the Rhine, having been granted joint governorships over both Germanic provinces by Domitian, with nominal control over Belgica. As Lucifer was among the few who’d proven trustworthy, Nerva selected him and a small entourage to deliver the message of Trajan’s adoption. The new prince imperial accepted the news with neither accolades nor false modesty. Knowing of Nerva’s weak physical health, and with influential friends in both the senate and equites, Trajan may have even anticipated being named heir-apparent to the Roman Empire. Whether his adoption was anticipated or if he’d played an active role in making it reality, Trajan would never say.

    Lucifer and his companions arrived in Germania in November and had expected to be well on their way back to Rome after a few days. However, orders from the new imperial prince delayed their return to warmer climes.

    “My old friend, Maximus, used to say that two decades along the Rhine had failed to thicken my Spanish blood,” the tribune said as he huddled beneath his travelling cloak.

    The man he spoke to was his friend and former protégé, Tribune Tiberius Artorius Castus of the vigiles. Raised in Britannia, Tiberius was more suited to the cool, wet weather. Though he, too, kept his thick cloak tight around the shoulders with the hood raised.

    “At least we’ll be returning to Rome before winter,” the young man reasoned.

    Tiberius was also a survivor of the ill-fated Legio XXI, Rapax, destroyed five years earlier. The legion met its brutal end along the Raba River when overwhelmed by tens-of-thousands of Pannonian rebels, Marcomanni and Quadi warriors, as well as a corps of Rhoxolani armoured cavalry. Only around two hundred of the legion’s 5,000 soldiers escaped across the Raba Bridge, with Gavius Lucifer being the last. His extreme bravery in keeping enemy pursuers at bay saved several badly injured legionaries and those carrying them across the bridge. This act of selflessness earned him the coveted civic crown. Tiberius was a staff tribune who, during the legion’s final moments, was ordered by Legate Flavius Silva to save the sacred eagle, just minutes before the general’s death.

    Emperor Domitian had despatched Trajan with an army from both Hispania and Germania to quell the rebellion and reinforce Legio XXI. Trajan lamented he’d arrived too late to save the legion by mere days. Admiring Tiberius and Lucifer’s bravery, Trajan took them onto his staff, along with a decurion named Vibius Fosselius from the Twenty-First’s mounted wing. Fosselius was the only other officer above the rank of decanus to survive the disaster.

    Faced with a vast imperial army and having suffered mightily in the vanquishing of Legio XXI, the Pannonian rebels and their Germanic allies were quickly routed by Trajan’s forces. Knowing the volatile Danube frontier needed a strong hand, Emperor Domitian rescinded Trajan’s governorship over Hispania Tarraconensis and named him governor over both Pannonia and Germania Superior, with the provinces of Noricum and Raetia falling under his nominal control. This placed Tiberius and Lucifer under the patronage of the most powerful man in Rome outside of the emperor.

    The two friends travelled with Trajan between his provinces for the next two years. The governor-general rewarded each man with a letter of introduction to aid them in seeking their next assignments. Tiberius knew his best opportunities within the cursus honorum of an Equus lay in Rome. Lucifer retired from the legions with his rank and accumulated wealth elevating him into the equites. His letter from Trajan, coupled with his decades with the legions and awards for valour unexpectedly saw him assigned as commanding tribune of a cohort within the Praetorian Guard.

    His young friend was granted a staff position within the city vigiles, though this often involved rather distasteful tasks, such as selling convicted criminals to the slave markets and overseeing executions. Before departing for Rome, Tiberius was also given a subtle and certainly unofficial assignment by Acilius Attianus, a close friend and confidant of Trajan’s, to serve as the governor’s ‘eyes and ears’ within the capital. Much to his surprise, Tiberius possessed a keen knack for building a reliable and clandestine network of informants, utilising a section of vigiles assigned as his personal orderlies.

    Over the next two years, he and Lucifer rarely saw each other, only coming together during the chaos that followed the assassination of Emperor Domitian and the perplexing elevation of Marcus Cocceius Nerva to the principate. Despite their reservations about Nerva, owing to his age and indecisiveness, they remained ever loyal. An assassination attempt was thwarted, in part, by information gained by Tiberius’ spy network. And when the praetorian prefect, Casperius Aelianus, essentially held the emperor hostage until he agreed to execute Domitian’s killers, it was Lucifer and a small band of devoted praetorian officers who openly defied their commanding officer on the emperor’s behalf. Though they’d been too late to halt Nerva’s shameful humiliation, the aged princeps was still grateful for their loyalty.

    It was owing to their earned trust, as well as Trajan’s patronage, that Nerva assigned Tiberius and Lucifer to the small entourage who would inform the man who was now governor over both Germanic provinces that he would one day become emperor. Trajan was also granted unprecedented titles and authorities with Nerva all but abdicating.

    For his part, Trajan was taking his time, processing the meaning behind his new powers, and being granted the title of Caesar. As politically savvy as he was militarily, the prince imperial ordered the delegation from Rome to wait for additional instructions before returning to the capital.

    Tiberius mused, “This little trek has allowed us to reunite with our old patron. It’s also an opportunity to acquaint ourselves with some who will soon be part of the imperial court.”

    “Licinius Sura’s already taken me into his confidence,” Lucifer remarked. “He said we need more Mediterranean Spaniards at court.”

    “Ah, feels a kinship with you, does it?”

    Lucifer shrugged. “We’re both natives of Hispania Tarraconensis’ eastern coast. Albeit he’s from Tarraco and I was raised further south near Dianium. And it’s not as if our families would have been friendly acquaintances even if we shared the same home city. The gens Licinia have been members of the patrician class for centuries. Sura’s ancestors first achieved the consulate over four hundred years ago. And Sura himself served as consul three years ago. My father was a dockworker who could barely afford our tiny, one-room flat with its splintery floors and a warped door that never closed properly. There was scarcely room for he, my mother, and I.”

    “I suppose that is why you never had any siblings,” Tiberius said, eliciting a chuckle from Lucifer.

    He often forgot the vast differences between he and the man who’d been both mentor and close friend for the past five years. The Artorians were newer equites, with Tiberius’ grandfather and great-grandfather earning the family’s elevation. Because his grandfather had lacked the means for both his sons to enter the cursus honorum of an Equus, only Tiberius’ uncle was granted the privilege. Tiberius’ father, Gaius Artorius Armiger, began his own career as a legionary. He attested into the equites upon the death of his older brother during the Year of the Four Emperors. Tiberius and his two sisters were born into the class never knowing the squalor and hardship of their nearest ancestors. While they were considered Rome’s lesser-noble class, their life was still completely removed from the common plebs who made up most of the Roman Empire’s seventy-million inhabitants. Lucifer was that extreme rarity who’d lived in both worlds. He’d risen from the working class, retiring from the legions at an exalted rank, while amassing a sufficient fortune to purchase his membership into the equites. Being in his early forties and still possessing a robust constitution, Lucifer had many years of potential service remaining. The Praetorian Guard allowed him the familiarity of military life, while remaining in the capital and enjoying a more comfortable living than along the frontier.

    “I suppose it is our shared ethnic blood that helps Sura forget my rather modest origins,” Lucifer speculated. “He’s also an experienced soldier who lauds his centurions in First Minervia.”

    “Trajan has named Sura Governor of Lower Germania,” Tiberius recalled. “And I expect he’ll name his own replacement in Upper Germania soon. With Nerva granting him the imperium, our new prince imperial can control the entire northern empire without needing to tie himself to a single province.”

    “Let us not forget, the emperor also granted him the tribunician,” Lucifer added, referring to the title which allowed one to veto any legislation enacted by the senate.

    “Something almost unheard of,” Tiberius said. “Emperor Tiberius never trusted Germanicus with the tribunician, even after adopting him as his heir and granting him total control over the eastern provinces.”

    “And he himself was only given the authority two years before Augustus’ death, when he was named co-princeps. Titus was granted the tribunician by Vespasian, though he remained in the capital and was never granted imperium within the provinces.”

    The young tribune then recalled a phrase uttered by Sura as soon as they’d received Nerva’s despatch. “By granting him both imperium and tribunician, Nerva has all but abdicated.”

    “Trajan will have more than the frontiers to control before long,” Lucifer conjectured. “He has become Emperor in all but name. You saw Nerva. His health was failing long before the senate granted him the principate.”

    “I expect they did so to placate those still loyal to Domitian,” Tiberius added. “And they viewed him as harmless. Though this failed spectacularly when he declined to punish Domitian’s killers. I, at first, thought Trajan’s elevation was a foregone conclusion. My assumptions were both naïve and biased. In the wake of Domitian’s murder, there are plenty of ambitious senators who think they should become Caesar.”

    “And this opinion may not change regardless of Nerva’s decision,” his friend remarked. “My commanding prefect’s little uprising exposed the emperor as weak and ineffectual. Even amongst the ranks of our most loyal guardsmen I’ve heard it said, ‘If Nerva cannot command his own guard, how can he rule an empire?’ Regrettably, I find it impossible to fault their reasoning, even if I do savagely chastise those who openly speak so insolently. I’ve even ordered my centurions to impose fines upon any who publicly disrespect the emperor.”

    “Nerva’s weakness may embolden Trajan’s rivals,” Tiberius added. “If he does become emperor, it will be more through his natural charisma and strength than his adoption by Nerva.”

    As the sun broke through the clinging mist, his friend stared into the distance, his mind wandering to a different time and place.

    “I sometimes miss the naivety of the legions,” Lucifer confessed. “We served an emperor we would never know and protected a city we would never see. Only the senatorial officers and those within the centurionate who moved between multiple legions were able to appreciate the vastness of the Empire. I was in complete awe when I made the trek from Hispania to Germania as an adolescent legionary recruit, never fully reckoning this was but a fraction of Rome’s dominions.”

    “And you willingly laid down your lives for both Emperor and Empire, because you believed you were part of something greater,” Tiberius speculated.

    Lucifer countered, “More so we didn’t starve in the gutter. Gaius Marius reformed the army two hundred years ago because Rome had grown too large. No longer a city-state in Italia, it couldn’t rely on part-time legions consisting of those with assessed property. Rome needed a permanent standing army, and the poorest of the poor needed to eat. Creating a full-time professional fighting force alleviated both demands. The brutality of recruit training and harsh discipline instituted by the legions becomes more palpable when you’ve never known when your next meal would be, or for how long you’ll have a place to sleep. A flogging for poor conduct pales in comparison to the fear and pain of slow starvation.”

    He then returned to his previous thought. “I didn’t come from poverty, and I had an education. Literacy is what hastened my rise through the ranks.”

    “It was the same with my family,” Tiberius recalled. “My great-grandfather, who we sometimes refer to as The First Artorius, was just twenty-two when promoted to decanus. Though one must be at least thirty to be eligible for centurion, I was told he achieved this rank at twenty-seven.”

    “He was with the Twentieth Legion, wasn’t he?” Lucifer asked.

    Tiberius nodded. “He was. Between the wars against Arminius in retribution for Teutoburger Wald and the Frisian Rebellion a decade later, I expect high casualties amongst the officers contributed to his rapid rise through the ranks.”

    “It is a tragic reality of our profession,” Lucifer remarked. He then paused in thought. “And the higher I rose, the more political it became, especially once I reached centurion. Yet, even when I attested into the First Cohort, with a seat at the commanding legate’s supper every night, I never understood just how far removed we were from the machinations of imperial governance.”

    “And now you have a seat at the emperor’s table,” Tiberius said. He then remarked, “You’ve risen far since you were Legionary Lucifer.”

    “Tribune Lucifer!” a voice called behind them.

    They turned to see Licinius Sura walking towards them. He also wore his heavy cloak, though the hood was pulled back with a wool cap pulled over his ears.

    “Sir?” the praetorian asked.

    “Caesar requests your immediate presence.” Sura then nodded to Tiberius. “He did not mention you, Tribune Artorius; however, I expect he will wish to see you as well.”

    The two men followed Sura along the cobblestone road which bisected the fortress. Despite the inclement weather, daily life continued for the men of Legio I, Minervia. Sentries manned the ramparts and watchtowers. Labour details consisting of both soldiers and slaves conducted endless details or building maintenance, defence repairs, and refuse collection. Perhaps the worst of these tasks, usually assigned as punishment for disciplinary infractions, involved disposing of animal scat from horses and draught animals. A stench-ridden cart was pulled by a pair of slaves, while a trio of soldiers shovelled the waste. The vile nature of their task, coupled with the cold drizzle, led to endless mutterings of colourful profanity.

    “Be glad it’s not sewer maintenance,” Tiberius said as they passed the men, one of whom had just remarked about sodomising a certain centurion’s wife.

    The soldier turned to issue a harsh rebuke, then quickly lowered his head. He tried obscuring his face, lest he find himself in even greater trouble. Both Tiberius and Lucifer stifled the urge to laugh as they heard one of the man’s companions cuff him across the back of the head.

    “Dumbass! Watch what you say in front of the officers!”

    “Just be glad they’re not ours or you’d be doubly fucked,” the third soldier remarked.

    “And dragging us into the shit tunnels with you,” his companion added.

    “Was it ever like that for you?” Tiberius asked, once they were out of earshot of the disgruntled soldiers.

    “I had the periodic cockup, same as any dumb shit who joins the ranks in their late teens,” Lucifer said. “Only had to do animal scat detail once, and that was in the middle of summer. That was nearly thirty years ago, but I still recall the stench and incessant swarms of flies.”

    Their banter was interrupted upon reaching the principia. Legionaries in rain-soaked cloaks stood to either side of the entrance, leaning against their pila and shields encased in leather rain covers. Each man looked utterly miserable. It was a reminder to Tiberius of the different world in which plebian soldiers lived.

    Being an Equus, he’d come to the army as a tribune. And though the responsibilities and stress were immense, never would he have to stand guard in the freezing rain. Nor could he ever be flogged. Such punishments were only for the lowest ranks. Monetary fines and immediate sacking were typical for an officer who showed incompetence. A capital sentence could also be passed upon any leader who quit the field while even a single soldier under their command was in danger. Though he could never suffer corporal punishment nor perform manual labour, Tiberius, and every officer in the imperial army above the rank of decanus endured far greater dangers in battle. Roman society demanded they lead by example and never show any sign of cowardice. That they wore distinctive armour and helmet crests ensured that officers, particularly centurions, suffered a higher fatality rate than legionaries or auxilia troopers. At the Battle of Gergovia, one of Julius Caesar’s rare defeats during the Gallic Conquest, centurions made up approximately one in every seventy soldiers, yet accounted for one in every ten casualties.

    As the officers entered the principia, servants took their cloaks. There was a biting chill inside the large foyer with orderlies wrapped in cloaks, some wearing wool gloves. Wax tablets hung off nails in the pillars with various reports or supply requests. A great parchment with many scribblings in charcoal denoted the disbursement of soldiers detached from the fortress, as well as a summary of those on the sick list.

    Tiberius and Lucifer followed Sura to the very back of the great chamber. A pair of soldiers at the door to the legate’s office came to attention before one knocked. He waited for a confirming, “Come!” before opening the door.

    Trajan was waiting for them inside. A brazier heated the room to the point it felt like the sauna of a bathhouse. As such, the prince imperial wore only his tunic and sandals. He was also completely alone; no officers, soldiers, clerks, freedmen, or even slaves. A row of scrolls lay along the centre table where a red candle burned. Trajan was dripping wax and pressing his signet ring to seal each in turn.

    “You sent for us, Caesar?” Lucifer asked.

    “I did, Tribune Lucifer,” Trajan replied, his eyes still cast down as he sealed another scroll and laid it next to the others.

    He then looked up for a moment, glanced over to Tiberius, and gave a subtle nod as if deciding that he would be allowed to stay.

    Sura closed the door behind them.

    “I know you expected to be on your way to Rome as soon as you delivered the news of my adoption,” Trajan said. “But I had several matters to sort first. Should the emperor depart this life while I remain along the frontier, it could be months before any reasonable communication is established, especially during winter.” He then gestured to the sealed scrolls upon the table. “I am entrusting these to your care, Tribune Lucifer. They contain instructions for the consuls, senate, imperial household, city prefect, and Praetorian Guard. They are to be circulated from the moment of Emperor Nerva’s passing. Though formality will delay their full legality until after the senate confirms my ascension into the principate.”

    “I am honoured to hold your trust, Caesar,” the tribune replied.

    Trajan then handed him a pair of scrolls. One was unsealed, which he first acknowledged. “These are your instructions. It designates you alone as the keeper of my directives, and they are to be entrusted to no other.”

    Especially not Aelianus, Lucifer thought privately.

    Trajan pointed to the sealed scroll. “This will tell you all you need to know once Emperor Nerva joins the gods.” He then looked to Tiberius. “Tribune Artorius, your service with the vigiles was, shall we say, noteworthy.”

    Tiberius did not reply. Trajan’s inflections were subtle, though the young tribune knew he was not referring to his mundane and distasteful duties of selling convicts to slavers or executing traitors. He did not know what, if any, useful information his reports gave Trajan over the previous two years. He flattered himself in assuming that, in the very least, they showed he was reliable and resourceful. And it had been his informants who uncovered the assassination plot against Emperor Nerva. This had earned him the princeps’ trust and may have been why he was sent with Lucifer to Trajan.

    “Your previous service with the Twenty-First Legion has also not been forgotten.” Trajan gazed at Tiberius for an added second emphasising this point, though he said no more.

    A satchel used by imperial couriers sat on the table. Lucifer gathered up the scrolls and placed them within. Tiberius could not begin to speculate what the directives said. Most were likely administrative and routine, simply a matter of ensuring there were no drastic changes to governing policy until Trajan returned to Rome.

    There would also be the matter of establishing an immediate grip upon the principate, should disgruntled supporters of other possible imperial candidates, such as Gaius Maternus, attempt to invalidate Emperor Nerva’s will. What’s more, Trajan could not simply return to Rome for the time being. Even if he used his imperium to replace both governorships he currently held, there was no telling how long Nerva would live. Yes, he was old and frail. But Augustus had been of weak health his entire life, and he nearly reached age seventy-six; nine years older than Rome’s current ruler.

    And as both Tiberius and Lucifer understood, the Rhine was not the Empire’s only volatile frontier. An entire legion was lost in Pannonia. Such numbers of experienced soldiers were difficult to replace. Both Domitian and Nerva, largely following the advice of Trajan, had repositioned four legions and roughly 20,000 auxilia soldiers to the province. This required drawing from Rome’s other hostile frontiers, most notably neighbouring Moesia. The Kingdom of Dacia lay just across the Danube. They had proven to be Rome’s greatest adversary in generations. Trajan knew there were risks involved in repositioning forces away from the Dacian border but reckoned he’d had little choice. By treaty, they were a client kingdom and were years away from replenishing the fearful losses they’d suffered during the war with Rome. Eventually, however, the Dacian problem would need to be sorted.

    Raising new legions and auxilia regiments was no simple matter, as Domitian learned when he founded Legio I, Minervia. Owing to the enormous costs of maintaining a professional army, Rome simply did not have the financial resources to man all of its frontiers. The imperial army already devoured a third of the entire budget, with a single legion costing the treasury around two million denarii in wages alone each year. Expenses more than doubled when considering food for both men and beasts, clothing, equipment repair and replacement, plus the endless need for weapon and armour maintenance. It was for fiscal reasons that Emperor Augustus reduced the army by over half following his defeat of Antony and Cleopatra at the end of the Republic. And because the armaments of Legio XXI were captured or destroyed, should the Empire raise a new legion every piece of weaponry and kit would have to be procured from scratch.

    

  
    Chapter II: From the Rhine to Rome

    

    ***

    

    Trajan hosted a dinner party for his senior officers. Tiberius and Lucifer were invited guests, albeit their dining couches were near the side wall, behind those of the senatorial class. Next to Trajan was a woman of similar age who Tiberius presumed was his wife, Pompeia Plotina. There was also a much younger, and far more striking, lady next to Pompeia. Tiberius knew Trajan had no children and assumed she was either a niece or other relation.

    Servants brought courses of wild fowl, hard cheese, and freshly caught fish with bread and a few vegetables. Wine was also served, though its potency was watered down. While Trajan enjoyed strong drink better than most, he sought to keep his wits about him during public feasts. As the empty serving platters of the first course were taken away, he rose to address his guests.

    “Whether I become emperor tomorrow or in ten years, I do not expect to return to Rome for some time,” he explained. “The northern border of Pannonia is unsafe even with additional forces in the region. Governor Longinus is undertaking massive rebuilding of what was destroyed during the rebellion. And there are still many provincials who harbour resentment against imperial rule.” He then held up his cup towards the left wall. “Tribune Lucifer, Tribune Artorius. You fought the Pannonians and their barbarian allies, both with the valiant Twenty-First and by my side when they were finally crushed. What are your thoughts on the safety of the western Danube frontier?”

    Lucifer rose before speaking. “If I may, Caesar. Legio XXI greatly bloodied our enemies at Carnuntum and Raba Bridge. I do not say this with boastful pride for my late legion. The enemy, particularly Marcomanni and Quadi tribesmen from across the Danube, had us catastrophically outnumbered. When your divisions finally trapped them, I was surprised how reduced their strength was. When we engaged them for the final time near Carnuntum, you and I battled a host less than half the size of what faced us at Raba Bridge.”

    “I recall well your reports and those of Tribune Artorius,” Trajan said. “This did not surprise me. Once they knew they were being trapped between two divisions, each more than double what they’d faced before, most of the barbarians scarpered across the Danube. We slew many of their war chiefs and captains, but others will always rise to take their place. Governor Longinus is perfectly capable of quashing any troubles within his province. He may require assistance in ensuring no threats come from without. In any case, I intend to conduct a thorough inspection of all our frontier defences, from the Britannic Sea to the border with Dacia.” He paused and took a drink of wine before stating, “And that little problem, which is King Decebalus, has lain dormant but not diminished.”

    As Trajan continued to speak, Tiberius was intrigued by the amount of detail the prince imperial had already gleaned regarding Rome’s northern frontiers. He gave a brief mention to the east, where only a few client states such as Armenia separated the Empire from its centuries-old adversary, the Parthians. Tiberius’ ears perked up when Trajan mentioned Britannia.

    “The isle is pacified for the moment but certainly not tamed. The noble Agricola’s victories in the north proved short-lived when a third of the entire Britannia army was compelled to fight in the Dacian War.”

    Tiberius was just a boy of seven when his father, Gaius Artorius Armiger, was given command of the cavalry regiment, Indus’ Horse. Coincidentally, this had also once been led by Tiberius’ maternal grandfather, Aulus Cursor. The regiment had served with Julius Agricola’s expedition to the highlands of northern Britannia, where they decisively defeated a coalition under King Calgacus of Caledonia. Gaius was later appointed military and civil magistrate for a district in the newly conquered territory. Tiberius vaguely remembered spending a summer there with his mother and sisters. This was prior to his father’s recall, along with Indus’ Horse, to fight in Dacia. With so many British forces sent to the east, the new governor, Sallustius Lucullus, was compelled to withdraw all imperial troops to their previous borders with a northern boundary re-established at Eboracum. Whenever he spoke of the campaign against what he called the Empire of the North, Gaius Artorius always noted bitterly that every scrap of ground won was subsequently lost in just a couple of years.

    As the prince imperial discussed the Rhine and Danube frontiers, particularly their potential weaknesses, Tiberius speculated whether Trajan would eventually turn his attention to Britannia. Though there had been no major incursions from the highlands since the campaigns under Agricola, Tiberius now wondered about the stability of his home province. Britannia required a disproportionate number of imperial soldiers when compared to other provinces of equivalent size and population. This caused a great strain on the treasury. During the Iceni Rebellion, where Camulodunum and Londinium were destroyed with tens-of-thousands butchered, Emperor Nero considered abandoning the province altogether. Suetonius Paulinus’ decisive victory at what was sometimes called the Battle of Watling Street, where he was outnumbered ten-to-one, stifled this. Not because Britannia was more peaceful or profitable, but because Nero knew the political consequences of relinquishing a province after such a heroic triumph.

    It was said the otherwise fiscally sound Vespasian only held onto Britannia out of sentiment, as he had commanded Legio II, Augusta, during the initial conquest, where he won twenty victories, conquering numerous hill forts and strongholds. The withdrawal of a third of its forces by Domitian coupled with a few added tariffs finally made the province more or less break even financially. Besides Judea, Rome’s northernmost territory was its most difficult to control.

    As the night wore on, though Trajan addressed matters along every frontier and troubled province, he kept returning to Dacia and Pannonia. He did not outright say it, yet there was an indelible impression that the prince imperial intended to launch a punitive expedition against the Marcomanni before he even considered returning to Rome. Tiberius wondered if he could secure an appointment for a potential campaign even as a staff clerk. He was weary of the vigiles, and with his three-year term nearing its end, it was time he sought his next posting.

    
    Tiberius and Lucifer rose early the following morning. Their servants having tended to their horses, they and their escorts were ready to ride before dawn. As it was now late November, they would return to Rome by land rather than sea.

    “The Britannic Fleet has either docked for the winter or redeployed to western Hispania owing to the rough seas,” Lucifer speculated. He then asked, “You spent much of your youth near the southern coast of Britannia, did you not?”

    Tiberius nodded. “I remember standing on the shores near Portus Adurni when my father served as mayor. Storms blew in constantly, and we rarely saw the sun between late November and early March. I used to love standing on the low cliffs, watching the waves crash against the rocks while lightening split the sky. It was as if Jupiter and Neptune were battling for supremacy over the sea and heavens.”

    “And pity any unfortunate mariners who came between them,” his friend added. He then gazed up at the overcast sky, letting out a sigh. His breath was visible in the clinging cold. “It’s over a thousand miles by land from here to Rome. I expect we won’t see a change in weather until we reach the Mediterranean. Even Lugdunum is only mildly warmer this time of year and it rains twice as much.”

    “Not complaining, are you?” Tiberius asked with a grin.

    “Just an observation,” Lucifer replied. “As I anticipate four to six weeks to reach Rome, I expect we’ll miss the Saturnalia festivities.”

    “Which suits me just fine. The Week of Mischief is the busiest time for the vigiles, even if courts and most laws are suspended.”

    This had caused some contention for Tiberius during his time with Rome’s urban policing force. Though he’d personally acquired casks of wine at a far more reasonable rate for both the officers and men, he’d been placed on duty during the times of their celebration feasts. He was still bitter that he did not even get a single cup of the very vintage which he’d procured! What’s more, he’d been left to sort out the worst of the rabble rousers confined to the Tullianum prison atop Capitoline Hill. As a means of personal recompense, he instituted fines upon all citizens, with floggings to slaves, non-citizens, or any without the means of paying the levies. If he could avoid returning to Rome before what he hoped would be his final Saturnalia as part of the vigiles, so much the better.

    The two men and their small entourage departed through the western gate of the city. They travelled through the heart of Belgica and Gaul rather than following the Rhine through Germania Superior, which would require them to veer sharply west in order to bypass the western Alps. During the first week, they passed through Bagacum and Durocortorum in Belgica, before heading south across the Marne River. The second week saw them cross the River Sequana and then to Augustodunum, north of the capital of Lugdunum. They spent three days in Lugdunum, partly to rest their horses but because a large early winter storm was ravaging the region. Rain and hail fell in a savage deluge with winds ripping clay tiles from roofs.

    It was on the third night that Lucifer and Tiberius found themselves at an inn just off the main crossroads along the River Rhodanus. Wind and hail battered the shuttered windows and large double door. The two friends had managed to find themselves a table near the back past the stairs leading to their rooms on the upper floor.

    “Let us hope this wind doesn’t blow the roof off the stables,” Tiberius mused.

    “Or us,” Lucifer added.

    They’d ordered their manservants, Visellius and Priscus, to check on their horses before returning to the inn. On many nights, these two would sleep in the stables, though their masters had taken pity upon them in the incessant storm. Visellius was also Tiberius’ freedman and not a slave. He took greater pains to ensure his comfort during travel. He’d come to view the servant as a friend, especially after he loyally remained by Tiberius’ side during the darkest days of the Pannonia Revolt. Their social statuses prevented any relationship beyond the formal, though Tiberius made certain Visellius knew his fealty was not taken lightly.

    He and Lucifer ordered bowels of cabbage and mutton, with another filled with barley and pork soup that was rather bland yet sated the appetite. Tiberius ordered two more portions which came just as the doors opened, and two men huddled beneath completely soaked travelling cloaks entered. They quickly closed the door behind them, as gusts of wind and rain whipped about. It was Visellius along with Lucifer’s manservant, Priscus. Tiberius waved them over and offered the bowls of cabbage mutton and soup.

    “Many thanks, master,” Visellius said, as he stripped out of his cloak, which he hung off a chair.

    He and Priscus remained dutifully standing until Lucifer and Tiberius gestured for them to take a seat. Under most circumstances, they would have sat at their own table; however, the inn was extremely full of travellers seeking reprieve from the storm.

    “How are the horses?” Lucifer asked.

    “We managed to acquire stalls in the very centre of the stables, master,” Priscus answered. “So at least they have some protection from the storm.”

    “Good man,” Lucifer replied. He then turned his attention to Tiberius. “We’ll get an early start tomorrow, provided the squall has let up.”

    “It’s been three days,” Tiberius observed. “Let us hope Jupiter is finished toying with this region and sends his thunderclouds elsewhere.” He then took a drink of his soup. “I am not eager to return to the vigiles.”

    “When does your term expire?” Lucifer asked.

    “Another six months. I know it is wrong for me to harbour such thoughts, but I keep thinking—almost hoping—that Trajan will become emperor before then.” He hastily added, “Not that I wish anything ill upon our current sovereign! The gods grant him long life and all that.”

    “Were he in Rome, Trajan would already have control over the senate and the entire state. I think Nerva longs to retire to his gardens to see out the remainder of his days.”

    “He could have recalled Trajan from the Rhine,” Tiberius speculated. “But he won’t. I think he understands the lingering troubles along the northern frontiers.”

    “Recalling his heir would be best for Nerva but not for Rome,” Lucifer added. “Whatever his flaws, which too many publicly deride him for, his motives are noble. He was the last man who ever wanted to be emperor.”

    “Which is one reason why it was foisted upon him. He accepted the principate to avoid instability and the looming threat of civil war. Though many share our view that Trajan is the most suitable heir to the Roman Empire, he is not without opposition. Even our most beloved Caesars, such as Augustus and Claudius, were not without their political opponents.” Tiberius scrunched his brow in thought for a few moments. “Domitian mentioned this once, when I was sent by Prefect Aurelius to the Albian Villa with despatches from the Tullianum. He was deeply upset that both he and the late Emperor Tiberius were regarded as tyrants, yet Claudius put to death more political opponents than either.”

    “I know very little about the history of imperial politics,” Lucifer confessed. “These past couple of years with the Praetorian Guard have been illuminating to say the least.”

    “I gather you will stay with the Guard for the remainder of your professional life?” Tiberius asked. When Lucifer nodded, the young officer said, “I hope to find a position within the imperial court. Trajan was complimentary in his speech but noncommittal. If he’s not emperor when my term with the vigiles ends, I’ll need to find another billet elsewhere. Unfortunately, the cursus honorum of the equites is not nearly as structured as the senate.”

    “Will you try to stay in Rome?” his friend asked.

    “That would be the most politically advantageous, though I would not mind returning to Britannia. I could see my family again. Between my father and brother-in-law, there are Equus billets to be found.” He then let out a sigh. “But where would I go from there? Do I really want to deal with shipping manifests and tariffs, like my brother-in-law? The governor will state I’m too young to command a regiment, and he’d be right. Besides, if we’re not going to reconquer the northern Highlands, I’d rather not spend my time at a guard post near Eboracum, waiting for Brigantes or Caledonian raiders to cause trouble again. What do you think I should do?”

    Lucifer snorted. “I am the last person you should seek advice from in this matter. My first, and likely only, posting within the equites is the Praetorian Guard. I didn’t join the lesser nobility until I was in my forties. Perhaps you should write to that fellow, Attianus. Wasn’t it he who you coordinated your information gathering for Trajan?”

    “It was,” Tiberius confirmed. “We’ve spoken a few times. He’s certainly closer to the prince imperial than any other Equus. I suspect there is some family friendship connections, as both shared the wardship of Trajan’s orphaned cousins, Hadrian and Paulina.”

    He then felt frustrated with himself for not considering this sooner. Acilius Attianus was arguably the most influential member of the equites, despite never holding any of the coveted procuratorships within the imperial provinces. This influence stemmed from his friendship with Trajan, which now propelled him to the forefront of imperial politics. The prince imperial knew Tiberius by name, had mentioned him in despatches during the Pannonian Revolt, while Attianus utilised him as an information resource within the capital. This gave Tiberius Artorius Castus greater career potential than his peers. He needed to be canny and not waist it.

    It was late when Tiberius turned in for the night. He knew the nightmares would come. They always did. Just seventeen when the legion he served with was destroyed, the ensuing five years had done little to assuage the trauma to his mind and spirit. If anything, they altered slightly whenever he faced another disturbing ordeal in the real world. It was always the same; battered and broken with hordes of barbarians surrounding them; Tiberius struggling to find the eagle of the Twenty-First in the clinging muck. Sometimes he was slain before he could retrieve the standard, others he merely faded into the shadows of swarming barbarians, desperately clutching the eagle. Never did he truly escape; the symbolism not lost upon him.

    Following the execution of Emperor Domitian’s cousin, Flavius Clemens, which Tiberius was compelled to carry out, it became Clemens’ face he saw staring lifelessly up at him, and not the legion’s aquilifer. The barbarians who ‘slew’ him sometimes resembled the nameless faces of either enemy warriors or convicted criminals whose deaths he’d ensured. There was no escaping from the torments of sleep. As such, he no longer faced the night with deepening dread, only resigned, albeit bitter, acceptance.

    Tiberius emerged from the inn the following morning just as the sun crested the eastern horizon. The air smelled fresh, and the storm clouds had dissipated. The streets were still soaked, with refuse and debris everywhere. Visellius, who’d risen even earlier, was returning from the stables.

    “How are the horses?” his master asked.

    “No worse for wear. Surprising, given the hellish storm last night. I am glad they didn’t bolt.”

    “There is little any of us could do if they had,” Tiberius reasoned.

    He then found the section leader of their escort. The corporal and his troopers were compelled to share a single room in a less civilised inn on the outskirts of the city. All looked bedraggled. One of the men complained the roof had leaked.

    “Be glad you didn’t have to sleep out in the storm,” the section leader said. He’d taken the only bed in the room, where the roof didn’t leak.

    “It’s thirty miles to the next roadside establishment,” Lucifer said as he emerged from the inn.

    He carried the satchel from Trajan slung over his shoulder. It was never out of his reach.

    “Which way are we taking, sir?” the corporal asked Lucifer. “Do we head east towards Octordurus or south to the sea?”

    “South,” the praetorian tribune answered. “The eastern road is only marginally shorter. It also means attempting the Alpine passes, which may be snowed in.”

    “The coastal road is a lot more pleasant,” Tiberius added. “We could possibly take a ship to Ostia, once we reach the port of Massilia.”

    “We could, but we won’t,” Lucifer stated. “The haste of our mission was how soon we could reach Trajan, not our return. Provided Emperor Nerva hasn’t died during our trek, no need to spend our own coin on ship passage.”

    From Lugdunum, they followed the Rhodanus all the way to the Mediterranean Sea, before heading east into Italia. Here the climate was far warmer and pleasant. The southwestern tip of the Alps ended near the Rhodanus, where crossroads led west to Nemausus, east towards Eborodunum, within the Alps, and south to Aquae Sextiae and the port of Massilia. Rainy days were sparser, perhaps one in every four or five. The sun shone brightly, with a pleasant breeze blowing in off the sea. The days were not too warm, nor the evenings too cold. It was only as they approached Sextiae that Lucifer finally removed and stowed his thick travelling cloak.

    The remainder of their journey would follow the Italic coast, from Cemenelum to Genua, before veering south through Pisae, several other port cities, and finally on to Rome herself. As Lucifer had predicted, they arrived in Rome on the 28th of December, five days after the end of Saturnalia.

    

  
    Chapter III: Generational Alliances

    

    
    Publius Aelius Hadrian

    In the weeks since becoming Prince Imperial of the Roman Empire, Trajan’s priorities became an amalgam of personal and political. Nerva’s naming him his heir was not a random act. Trajan’s allies in Rome had worked diligently to ensure his nomination to the principate. He needed to reward these men, while avoiding the appearance of bribing his way into becoming the emperor designate.

    Trajan’s cursus honorum was disproportionately military, having held three separate legion commands under Domitian. Yet he’d been groomed by his father in civil statesmanship as much as force of arms. The elder Trajan’s greatest martial achievements were as commanding legate of Legio X, Fretensis, during the Great Jewish Revolt. The Tenth fought in every major battle with Vespasian through the reconquest of Galilee and into lower Judea. It even sent a detachment by sea, along with vexillations from the Fifth Macedonica and Fifteenth Apollinaris Legions, to reinforce Antonius Primus during the Year of the Four Emperors. Following the defeat of Vitellius, Emperor Vespasian ordered Trajan the Elder to accompany him to Rome. It was a difficult decision, especially as Jerusalem had yet to fall. However, Vespasian felt Trajan’s skills in statesmanship were needed more in Rome to shore up support for the new dynasty.

    The younger Trajan was still a boy of sixteen during the last civil war and was fortunate to be living in Hispania with his mother and sister. His father was Governor of Hispania Baetica prior to being recalled to active service, where his wife and children remained during his absence in Judea. A year following the civil war, as the young Trajan neared the age of maturity and readied to begin his own career, his father accompanied Vespasian to Rome and summoned his family. Though too young to grasp this at the time, he now appreciated knowing when political diplomacy was more critical than skill in battle. It was these, and other early lessons in civil craft, which paved the road to Trajan’s rise in ways neither he nor his father could have imagined.

    Another early lesson was in the art of marriage. In the ninth year of Vespasian’s reign, when Trajan was around twenty-five, his parents arranged his marriage to Pompeia Plotina. Plotina’s father, Lucius Pompeius, was a prominent patrician from Nemausus in Gallia Narbonensis. Given Trajan the Elder’s prominence within the imperial court as a chief adviser to Emperor Vespasian, revered general, former Governor of Syria, and Proconsul of Africa, Pompeius leapt at the opportunity to join his family with Trajan and the gens Ulpii.

    Political alliances and the proliferation of children were the primary reasons behind Roman marriage, especially amongst the aristocracy. And while the first was readily achieved, the second proved futile. Though Trajan and Plotina were fond of each other, and their union proved a happy one, they were rarely physically intimate. Rumours abounded that the absence of children was owing to Trajan’s sexual preferences for men. Other whispers abounded of unconfirmed pregnancies and miscarriages, which neither husband nor wife would confirm. In time, the gossip lessoned, partly due to natural boredom of those who spent their time prying into the personal lives of others. And also, because both Trajan and Plotina were well-respected members of their community and the patrician class. The pangs felt by the absence of children were lessoned by the tragedy which befell Trajan’s family. His cousin, Aelius Hadrian, and his wife both died unexpectedly, leaving their two young children, Hadrian and Paulina, orphaned. Trajan and Acilius Attianus, who was a close friend of the elder Hadrian, accepted joint wardenship over the pair. Though neither were formally adopted by Trajan and Plotina, they did fill the void left by a lack of having their own children. And in the case of Paulina, she would soon prove useful in a manner expected of all daughters within the nobility. Through her, Trajan was able to strengthen the bonds with at least one his allies.

    Trajan understood the surest way to reward loyalists was through marriage. Roman marriage and adoption were never about love, but rather straightforward and practical matters, meant to strengthen families and, in the case of the nobility, political alliances. One of Trajan’s most outspoken supporters, Lucius Julius Servianus, was conveniently unmarried and childless. Servianus was the adopted heir of Julius Ursus, the former praetorian prefect who publicly rebuked the late Emperor Domitian’s war in Germania and was ‘punished’ by elevation into the senate. Ursus had not only survived Domitian’s wrath but was awarded the consulship just a year after speaking out against the Chatti invasion. This made him greatly respected, and somewhat feared. His only diminishing trait was that he was widowed and childless. His adoption of Servianus gave him an heir and a powerful political ally.

    At fifty-three, Servianus was just a few years younger than his adoptive father. Both were close confidants of the Trajans. Following the assassination of Emperor Domitian and the rather unexpected elevation of his elderly former mentor, Marcus Cocceius Nerva, factions formed regarding the succession. Nerva was childless, with no close relatives of sufficient renown. Several names were bantered about as potential Caesars, with Ursus and Servianus at the heart of what became known as the Traianic Faction. Ursus’ adoption of Servianus made them more than political allies, but family, the strongest bond in Roman society.

    The machinations which eventually saw the ailing Emperor Nerva name Trajan his heir was far more complex than the masses would ever know. Competing factions put forward their own candidates, including the highly respected Cornelius Maternus, a hero of the Dacian War and current Governor of Syria. Rumour abounded he was Nerva’s first choice for imperial heir and was only compelled to choose otherwise after careful manipulation by Ursus and Servianus. They’d in turn enlisted the aid of Cornelius Tacitus and Ostorius Scapula, the two consuls at the time Nerva made his declaration for Trajan.

    It was only after a litany of covert meetings within the palace, including those from a few unexpected sources, which convinced Nerva that Trajan was the only possible future emperor whose elevation would not incite civil war. As far as the plebs were concerned, Trajan’s adoption as prince imperial was a foregone conclusion, with the promise of an effortless transition once Nerva passed on to the gods.

    Trajan’s adoption saw him granted the tribunician, with veto authority over the senate, as well as a general imperium, the power to manage the provinces as he saw fit. No imperial heir had been granted these powers prior to becoming Caesar, with the exception of Tiberius, who ruled as Augustus’ co-emperor for the final two years of his life. By this decree, Nerva had all but abdicated. He only retained only the position of Pontifex Maximus, the head of Roman religion, and the title of Augustus, an honorific accolade with no additional power.

    Trajan was cautious about overexerting his new authority, for he was aware of his rivals within the senate and understood the need for diplomacy, rather than force to control the various factions. Where he could exercise power was in rewarding his allies and making them stronger. Having a young ward in Aelia Paulina gave him just such a reward to give.

    It was a blustery day filled with dark clouds. Though the rains had for the moment ceased, the winds continued to whip about, forcing the wedding ceremony indoors. The Temple of Minerva would serve as the place of union, with the procession then attempting to keep dry as they hastened to the governor’s palace, where Trajan had ordered arrangements for the marriage feast.

    “A fine morning, Caesar,” Servianus said. “Even if the weather disagrees.”

    “A wedding always makes for a fine morning,” his host replied.

    Outside the governor’s palace, a mix of snow and freezing rain whipped about on the winds coming off the River Rhine. A brazier in the large hall burned hotly in contrast. There were many guests, all in their finest togas and stolas.

    “Indeed, especially with a bride as lovely as mine,” Servianus said earnestly. “You have twice honoured me since my arrival barely two weeks ago. Governorship of Upper Germania, and your cherished ward for my wife. I only wish my father were here.”

    “Ursus is needed in Rome,” Trajan replied. “You are needed here.”

    “And by granting me Upper Germania, you are free to move about the provinces,” Servianus observed.

    “The emperor granted me imperium,” Trajan explained. “Which has rendered my being governor of the Germanic provinces redundant.”

    “Yes, and you’ve already granted Licinius Sura governorship of Lower Germania,” Servianus said with a nod towards his fellow governor, who stood amongst Trajan’s guests.

    “Sura was already commanding Legio I, Minervia, so it only made sense,” the prince imperial said.

    He and Servianus shared a knowing glance. Sura was a fellow Spaniard who’d known Trajan since childhood. That he was capable, both as a civil and military leader, was without question. Being a close friend of the man who would soon become emperor made him politically invaluable.

    Servianus’ betrothed, Aelia Paulina, was the second cousin and ward of Marcus Ulpius Trajan. At twenty-three, she was thirty years younger than her future husband. Her brother, Hadrian was serving as laticlavian tribune of Legio II, Adiutrix, in Pannonia, under Governor Pompeius Longinus. That, however, was soon to change.

    “I hope you do not object to my other ward assuming the chief tribune post of your own Twenty-Second Primigenia Legion,” Trajan remarked. “Longinus spoke well of his abilities and natural leadership.” He then added with a sigh of what Servianus thought may be disappointment, “Though I must admit he has much to learn, both about moderation and acceptable behaviour.”

    This made Servianus uncomfortable. Hadrian was a young man of vast intellect, yet extravagant and often-times inappropriate tastes. His public dalliances with other men went far beyond Roman society’s acceptable norms, especially for one from the patrician class. Though Trajan also preferred the intimate company of his own gender, he appropriately limited his affairs to mostly slaves and freedmen.

    “It is not his extravagances or intimate relations that trouble me,” Servianus said. “It’s his arrogance and sense of privilege. He is the closest male relation you have. I understand your great-nice, Sabina, is betrothed to Hadrian. From the moment Nerva named you his heir, I’ve no doubt Hadrian saw himself wearing the imperial purple someday.”

    “Blood relations do not necessarily make one an heir,” Trajan stated. “His grandmother was my father’s sister, making his father my cousin. When he tragically lost both his parents, it naturally fell on me to take him and his sister in as my wards. Plotina dotes on them like a mother. This helps her fill the childless void in our marriage. But we never formally adopted either. And I am less inclined to do so now that the imperial mantle will soon be mine.”

    Servianus then observed with a slight chuckle, “Adoptions can be made anytime in one’s life. We can both certainly attest to this. I was well into my forties when Ursus offered to name me his heir. Emperor Nerva adopted you around the same age, while your own father still lived.”

    “My father was one of Rome’s most revered statesmen. Some even compared him to Marcus Agrippa. He, of course, scoffed at such analogies, yet there was certainly a measure of truth to them. Both were equally adept in the art of war and civil governance. Even his political rivals spoke of him with respect. He was a great man. As a father, his greatest feat was never making me feel like I was living in his shadow. He wrote to me after I assumed my first legion command with the Eighth Augusta, ‘May you surpass me in both deed and historical remembrance’. Strangely enough, I never felt any added pressure from this. Rather, it was knowing I had earned the confidence and respect of the man whose son I am privileged to be.”

    “And knowing Traianus, he was filled with immeasurable pride when Nerva adopted you as his heir. A pity he did not live long enough to see his son become emperor.”

    “In time, I will be sure to honour him appropriately,” Trajan reassured. He then glanced over at the assembling guests. “But now I must take my leave, that I might escort your bride to her new husband.”

    
    With Hadrian’s new brother-in-law, Servianus, being named Governor of Upper Germania, many of the legate’s duties with Legio XXII fell to his young laticlavian tribune. Most of the daily tasks, training, and disciplinary measures, were handled by the centurions, through their cohort commanders, to the primus pilus. The camp prefect oversaw maintenance of the fortress and its array of billets, storehouses, stables, smithies, and workshops. Most of Hadrian’s duties surrounded administrative details, such as approving the acquisition of rations, supplies, and raw materials. There was also the matter of reviewing reports from the constant rotation of staff tribunes. And of course, the necessary, albeit tedious task of verifying funds within the legion’s treasury against what was documented by the aquilifer and signifiers. These, and a plethora of others which Hadrian could scarcely recall, fell under the legate’s responsibilities. Many were often delegated to the chief tribune, with Hadrian performing the tasks of two men. This only added to his resentment of Servianus.

    One of the few duties which could not be delegated was administering sentences to soldiers who’d committed capital offences, such as murder, theft, desertion, cowardice, or falling asleep on guard duty. Tribunals for these severe, though mercifully rare, cases had to be overseen by the legate.

    Because of the doubling, perhaps even tripling, of his daily duties, it was a week after Servianus and Paulina’s wedding before Hadrian was able to have a private word with his sister. He sent an orderly to call upon Paulina and see when she might have dinner with her younger brother. She sent a polite reply, stating that dinner would not be possible, owing to the many engagements she was required to attend with her husband, but that she would be able to meet with him during the day at his convenience. This irked Hadrian, though he grudgingly understood. Roman governors had little time for leisure, with nearly every meal requiring an audience with local magistrates, or entertaining imperial officials, traders, customs agents, merchants, and businessmen. His spouse was expected to attend all such formal functions.

    It was a rare sunny day in the late autumn. Hadrian elected to forego further review of patrol reports, which were nearly identical to those he saw nearly every day. He sometimes wondered if the decani simply used the same format, only changing the dates. He left this to the duty staff tribune, informing him that he was paying a visit to his sister at the governor’s palace, and to only come find him if there was a sudden crisis. Hadrian also chose this day because he knew Servianus would be away, meeting with a local chieftain regarding grain tributes.

    A section of troopers from the legion’s mounted contingent nominally acted as his personal guard. However, Hadrian dismissed them and said he would travel alone. Even his manservant would remain behind. Because it was a relatively pleasant day, Paulina agreed to meet Hadrian in the central gardens. The air was cool, despite the warmth offered by the sun, and Paulina kept a shawl draped over her shoulders.

    “Dearest brother,” she said with a smile as Hadrian strode into the garden.

    The two shared an embrace, with Paulina kissing him gently on the cheek.

    “You seem different,” Hadrian said. His sister was only a year his elder, and yet she appeared somehow older. “Have you really changed so much?”

    Paulina laughed at this. “I have only been married a week. Though I suppose I am no longer the little girl you grew up with.”

    “Yes, well, about your marriage...”

    Paulina held up a hand before Hadrian could speak further. “I know it is not the match you would have chosen for me.”

    “Nor would our father,” Hadrian protested. “Servianus is ten years older than he would have been, were he still alive!”

    His sister let out a sigh. “Julius Caesar was six years younger than his son-in-law when he consented to marry Julia to Pompey Magnus.”

    “And history shows how that ended,” Hadrian persisted.

    “You’re being unfair, brother,” Paulina said. “Servianus treats me kindly. He trusts me to manage his house, like a spouse should.”

    Hadrian’s next words were out before he’d had a moment to consider them. “I don’t like the thought of the imperial succession coming from his line.”

    “Is that what this is about?” Paulina was incensed by her brother's outburst. “Our dear guardian and cousin has yet to become emperor, and already you think you are his heir!”

    “I am his closest relation,” Hadrian stated. “I have more right to succeed him than any.”

    “He’s never adopted you,” Paulina countered. “Always remember that. You are his second cousin, not his son. He can adopt any heir he chooses, just as Nerva did him.” She shook her head. “You’ve always had this sense of destiny about you. Though I suppose it’s not entirely unfounded.”

    “I cannot prove it with any certainty, but I’ve heard rumour that Domitian was considering me as a potential heir.”

    This puzzled his sister. “Why?” she asked. “I don’t recall you being acquainted with him.”

    “Since the death of his own son and two young nephews, he knew he needed to look outside the Flavian family,” her brother explained. “Trajan was remarkably close to him, more so than he would admit in the current political state. Regardless, he was fiercely loyal and dependable. I only heard this second-hand, and Trajan will not confirm or deny it. But it seems the only thing keeping Domitian from naming him his successor was they were so close in age. That, and while Domitian had no fear of Trajan, he was concerned that naming such a popular public figure his heir would only hasten the assassins’ blades.”

    “And they found him anyway,” Paulina observed. “But even if true, how does Domitian’s consideration of Trajan as a possible heir concern you?”

    “Because he felt Trajan was too old, and I am his closest relation,” Hadrian explained. “If my sources are correct, after stating why he it would be impractical to adopt Trajan, Domitian said he would follow my career with great interest.”

    “A passing remark, that may or may not have been said,” his sister noted. “Though I cannot completely fault you for making this assumption. You may be destined for greatness, dear brother. But it is a destiny which must be earned. Especially in the eyes of the new Prince Imperial of Rome.”

    “If I use my relation to Trajan as a reason for being his most legitimate heir, you can understand my presumptions with you,” Hadrian explained. “Should you and Servianus have children, they will be closer related to me than I am to Trajan.”

    Paulina’s eyes narrowed slightly. “Then perhaps you should look to your own loins for an eventual heir, regardless of whether you follow Trajan to the throne. You’re engaged to Vibia Sabina, after all.”

    Hadrian’s face twitched as the two siblings shared a knowing glance. “You know that will never happen. Many speak of her beauty, and I suppose I can understand it. For me, it is like one would admire a statue or a flower. But I doubt I will even be able to consummate our marriage. No, there shall not be any legitimate sons from our union.”

    “Who says they have to be yours?” Paulina asked. “If your manhood cannot willingly spill its seed into a woman’s womb, then have someone act in your stead. So long as the child is conceived in your bed, none will ever know.”

    This angered her brother, who snapped, “Damn it all, Paulina, I would know! How could I love a child borne by my wife and another man? His or her very existence would be a constant reminder of my failings as a man. I am only marrying Sabina because I have no choice. Though not his adopted son, I am still legally Trajan’s ward. He and our future empress, Plotina, insisted on the union. I will dutifully bear having Sabina as my wife, but nothing more.”

    “She’s very fond of you,” his sister remarked with passing sadness. “Don’t mistreat her.”

    “Plotina has already spoken with her. She knows what to expect from our pending marriage. I care not what lovers she takes to her bed, for I shall not be amongst them. But she will exercise absolute caution, including finding any Silphium or appropriate medicine to purge her womb of any unwanted bastards.”

    This clearly angered Paulina, whose face momentarily turned crimson. She, however, declined to address this. Instead, she slowly said, “If you earn your place as our cousin’s heir and someday do become emperor, I hope you will have matured enough to judge the progeny of Servianus and I on their own merits, rather than your unrequited, and unjustifiable animosity towards their father.”

    Hadrian remained noncommittal to this last statement, though he promised his sister he would take it into consideration when the time came. Mercifully, the remainder of their conversation was far more pleasant. Paulina shared his love of art and philosophy, though even she found his obsession over Greek culture a touch excessive. He longed for a posting to Greece, and hoped Trajan would view such a request favourably, after Hadrian’s term with Legio XXII ended.

    Paulina knew her brother meant well, even if his dislike for her new husband was petty and unfair. She suspected there would be further squabbles between the two, which she would doubtless find herself caught between. After he became emperor, Trajan would undoubtedly keep Servianus close, as he was a loyal ally and valuable adviser. And barring a posting in Greece, Hadrian would do everything to keep close to Trajan.

    Paulina then wondered if her brother’s relationship with the future emperor would resemble that of Tiberius to his stepfather, Augustus. Those two had shared a relationship that varied between extremes. Augustus lauded Tiberius as one of his greatest generals and dependable statesmen, only to later banish him to Rhodes after a spat between Tiberius and Augustus’ daughter, Julia, who the emperor had forced into a loveless marriage. Near the end of his life, and with his immediate relations either dead or disgraced, Augustus finally named Tiberius his heir and co-emperor. Would Trajan and Hadrian’s relationship follow a similar path? Paulina knew her brother better than any and understood his immense potential. He was also still incredibly young and impetuous. Provided Hadrian didn’t squander his gifts of intellect and potential statesmanship, perhaps he would earn his place at the right hand of Trajan.

    

  
    Chapter IV: An Uninspired Return

    

    Outskirts of Rome

    Late December, 97 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    It was an overcast day when Tiberius, Lucifer, and their escorts reached the Eternal City. They’d elected to spend the final night of their journey at a coaching inn halfway between Rome and an old Etruscan village to the northwest. Lucifer was especially eager to return home to his family, while his young friend was less enthusiastic.

    “Trajan mentioned we would not be parted for long,” he recalled. “I do hope his words prove prophetic.”

    “Not wishing the emperor a hasty demise, I hope,” Lucifer said with a grin.

    “His end will come as quickly as the gods wish it. And I suppose it is he to whom we should first pay our respects.”

    “It would be poor form to do otherwise,” the praetorian said.

    The two rode at an easy pace. As they crested a rise, the Seven Hills came into view though ten miles in the distance. At the Pons Aelius across the Tiber from Campus Martius, vigiles who manned the city gates enforced tariffs on merchants and wheeled carts and horses. Their decanus, recognising Tiberius as one of their officers, came to attention and saluted as they rode through the gate. Their escorts cleared the path ahead of them, shouting and shoving pedestrians aside with the butts of their lances. Upon reaching the imperial residence at the Gardens of Sallust, Lucifer dismissed them, directing Priscus to take his horse to the stables. Tiberius did the same with Visellius and their mounts.

    “It would be best if I took my leave,” Tiberius said. “Trajan entrusted the despatches to you alone, and it may be improper if I attend the emperor with you.”

    “I was just going to say the same.” Lucifer then extended his hand and with a laugh said, “Besides, we’ve enough of each other’s company over the past couple months to last a lifetime.”

    With a smile Tiberius said, “Please give my best to Herminia and young Maximus,” before departing through the crowded streets.

    Four guardsmen stood watch outside the eastern gate to the imperial manor, denoting that the emperor was within. During his absences only two praetorians were present. Guardsmen patrolled the grounds and protected the house itself. Lucifer recognised the centurions as belonging to his friend, Lucius Vorenus’ cohort. What was surprising was the lack of administrators and magistrates coming to and from the residence. Normally, there was a queue waiting to see the emperor every day. Yet inside the main foyer Lucifer saw a single Equus speaking with a pair of freedmen. One of these was Sextus Palatinus. Upon recognising Lucifer, he quickly strode over.

    “Tribune,” he said with a short bow. “It pleases the emperor to know you’ve returned from the Rhine.”

    “Let him know I come bearing despatches from Caesar Traianus, the Prince Imperial,” Lucifer directed.

    “Of course.”

    Though servants still milled about, cleaning and going about their daily duties, the palace felt strangely lifeless.

    “Is the emperor unwell?” Lucifer asked. “There is so little activity about.”

    “He is worn with care,” Palatinus replied. “He spent part of the morning with the senate, but for personal reasons has entrusted the daily governance to the consuls, Cornelius Tacitus and Ostorius Scapula.”

    He truly has abdicated, Lucifer thought to himself. With Trajan established as the imperial heir, essentially ruling from the northern frontier, it seemed Nerva considered his lifelong duty to the Empire complete. Entrusting Tacitus and Scapula, two well-respected statesmen and administrators, with the daily governance was in keeping with his promise to govern with, rather than over, the senate.

    The chief librarian led the tribune up the stairs and down a corridor to the emperor’s study which was flanked by a pair of guardsmen.

    Palatinus gave a single knock before entering. “Tribune Lucifer to see you, sire,” he announced.

    “Show him in,” a tired voice crackled from within.

    Palatinus bowed and held the door for Lucifer before closing it behind him.

    Much to the praetorian officer’s surprise, the emperor was in black mourning garb. Nerva never married, had no children, and as far as Lucifer knew his closest relations were distant cousins whom he had never met.

    “Hail, Caesar,” Lucifer said with a salute. Glancing around in puzzlement. “Your pardon, sire. But whose loss do you grieve?”

    “Ah, I see no one has told you,” Nerva replied. “Nor could I have expected you to receive word when travelling from Germania. Sadly, my dear companion and consular colleague, Verginius Rufus, met with an unfortunate accident.”

    “Rufus,” Lucifer repeated, scrunching his brow in thought. “Not the man who defeated Vindex’s rebellion during Nero’s last days?”

    “The same,” Nerva replied with a nod. “A man who, by refusing the principate when it was twice offered to him, showed a nobility that he was worthiest of all to become Caesar.”

    “He must have been eighty years old,” the tribune speculated.

    “Eighty-two,” the emperor corrected. “I’d offered him a third consulship as my personal colleague, should he come out of retirement and help restore some semblance of authority and dignity to the senate. It was scarcely a week ago while giving a speech before the senate, the scroll he carried fell from his grip. When he stooped to retrieve it, he fell and broke his hip. He died a day later from internal bleeding. Poor fellow. A pity that such a noble and gallant statesman should meet an unfortunate and painful end.”

    “My sympathies, Caesar,” Lucifer said with a bow. “Though I never knew Rufus, his name was revered amongst the Rhine legions when I joined the ranks.”

    “Vespasian once said he would have declined the principate had Rufus ascended to the throne,” Nerva added. He let out a tired sigh and then noted the satchel the praetorian officer carried. “Ah, I see you delivered the message to my adopted son.”

    “Yes, Caesar,” Lucifer replied. He handed him a sealed letter from Trajan.

    “It is Trajan who now bears that name,” Nerva stated. “I may still be emperor, but as he now carries the imperium, tribunician, and the name, it is he who truly rules the Roman Empire.”

    “I trust you are confident that you have delivered Rome into the ablest hands,” Lucifer said diplomatically.

    “I am,” the emperor replied. “And at the risk of erroneous humility, I will further assert the Empire is now in hands far more capable than mine.” He seemed to immediately regret these words, for he looked away and fidgeted nervously.

    When he said nothing more, Lucifer stated, “If you have no further instructions, sire, I will take my leave.”

    “Yes,” Nerva replied awkwardly. Regaining his deportment he said, “You have my gratitude, Tribune Lucifer, and not just as your emperor.”

    Departing the imperial residence, Lucifer headed home. He could wait another day before reporting to the praetorian prefect. Seeing his wife and son was far preferable to what was certain to be an awkward meeting with Casperius Aelianus.

    He strode along the Via Nomentana across the heights of Quirinal Hill towards his home near the Castra Praetoria. Though he longed to see Herminia and little Maximus, his thoughts kept returning to the emperor. Nerva had appeared both relieved and exhausted. He was clearly tired from grief at the loss of his friend and consular colleague. However, Lucifer also knew Nerva had not been the same since his degradation at the hands of Casperius Aelianus and the rebellious praetorians. Whether he eventually did concur with their motives, that the murderers of Emperor Domitian needed to be held to account, their methods were appalling and violated the very dignity of the principate. Whatever remained of Nerva’s authority vanished once Aelianus refused to follow his orders and compelled the emperor’s actions at sword point. Lucifer hoped some of Nerva’s prestige was restored by the adoption of Trajan. Were the prince imperial in Rome instead of along the Rhine, Aelianus would have been immediately sacked, possibly worse. Trajan had been a staunch Domitian loyalist, yet he also viewed the principate as sacred. The oaths sworn by imperial soldiers: legionaries, auxiliaries, as well as praetorians, was a vow given before the gods themselves. Such a violation was nothing short of sacrilege.

    Lucifer knew there was little more he could do other than safeguard the despatches given to him by Trajan. He hoped the prince imperial’s message to the emperor would assuage any doubts and reassure Nerva that he would keep Rome safe and prosperous.

    
    While Lucifer met with the Emperor Nerva, Tiberius was given a cordial reception by the city prefect, Titus Aurelius, who with a touch of sarcasm noted he’d returned after the Saturnalia.

    “We would have returned two weeks sooner had Neptune not denied us access to the sea,” Tiberius replied.

    There was a battered document on Aurelius’ desk which he read over. Tiberius saw his name and recognised it as his contract from when he first joined the vigiles.

    “Your term is set to end within the next few months,” the prefect observed. “At least there will be no shortage of work for you until then.”

    A scribe handed Tiberius a wax tablet with the names of a dozen citizens awaiting punishment for crimes of assault and minor theft. Any who’d received monetary fines during his absence were already dealt with. These, which consisted of ten men and two women, were sentenced to flogging. The number of lashes depended on the severity of their crimes.

    “Welcome back,” Aurelius said with a sardonic grin.

    It wasn’t that the city prefect disliked his young tribune. It was simply a matter of his being an excess officer, foisted upon him by Trajan’s influence. The number of officers and magistrates under the city prefect’s charge was astounding. Everything from public works, sanitation, taxation, firefighting and policing efforts to fiscal management, mercantile regulations, and everything else. All that kept the million-strong city flourishing fell under his responsibility. Tiberius Artorius Castus served in a very minor capacity within a small, albeit important, element of Rome’s urban management.

    For the past two years, Aurelius utilised Tiberius to perform many of the less desirable tasks that otherwise the more senior tribunes, or even the prefect himself, would have to oversee. In return, he’d granted the young officer a section of vigiles to act as his orderlies and staff, knowing full well that Tiberius was using these men for his personal ends. Though he’d never confirmed it, he knew this included using them as a network of spies and informants within the city. Aurelius did not fault him for this, especially after it was through Tiberius that a plot against Emperor Nerva was uncovered. In truth, Aurelius admired the ambitious tribune, and even envied his patronage with the man who would soon become emperor.

    “At least none of these are executions,” Tiberius remarked.

    “Consider that your Saturnalia gift,” the prefect said. He then dismissed the tribune with a wave.

    In the hall outside Aurelius’ office, a dozen administrators and clerks impatiently waited their turn to see him. The needs of imperial bureaucracy were endless.

    
    Nerva sat upon an overstuffed couch within his study. The balcony door was open with the afternoon sun shining brightly. A brisk breeze blew over him as he reread the message from Trajan.

    

    Ave Imperator and Most Noble Father,

    

    It is with humble pride and a stalwart sense of duty that I accept the esteemed honour of joining the imperial family and serving as your heir. It is a great burden which you place upon me, yet I gladly accept.

    

    I have entrusted to my messenger, Tribune Sertor Gavius Lucifer of the Praetorian Guard, directives for the consuls should you make your final journey to the gods before my return to Rome. Please know this is only a precaution, whose pragmatism you will appreciate. I wish you, dear father, a long life of continued service to our beloved Empire. I look forward to the day I can return and serve Rome at your side.

    

    Please understand my delay in returning, for it is not out of a desire to remain away from my place in Rome. But there is much work to be done along our northern frontiers, both the Rhine and Danube. I am grateful for your trust in granting me both the imperium and tribunician, which I hope you will not find misused. My first acts were to appoint Licinius Sura as Governor of Lower Germania with Julius Servianus replacing me in Upper Germania. My intent is to keep both men along the frontier. I will likely exchange Servianus to Pannonia once Pompey Longinus’ term ends.

    

    As you are aware, troubles continue with the barbarians across the Danube, most notably the Marcomanni. Having been relieved of my governorships, I can now undertake a lengthy inspection of the northern frontiers. My intent is to judge whether forces can be transferred to Pannonia for an expedition across the Danube. This will be punitive in nature and not violate Roman doctrine of leaving the Empire’s borders intact.

    

    Should such an action not meet with your intentions, or if you feel this is an overreach of my imperium, I humbly request clarification at your earliest convenience. Upon a successful conclusion of my proposed Marcomanni expedition, or if the frontier situation proves untenable to deploy sufficient troops, or should you choose to countermand my orders, I will return to Rome. I hope I continue to hold your warranted trust, that I may prove a worthy co-princeps and heir to the Roman Empire. With deepest respect,

    

    Caesar Nerva Traianus

    

    Prince Imperial

    

    Nerva took a deep breath and closed his eyes. Were this letter from any other man, he would assume he was being tested by his heir. Though Trajan clearly stated he did not wish to overstep his imperium and would diligently obey any countermanding orders from the emperor, both men knew this was impossible. The very reason why the imperium existed was so the emperor could delegate his own authority to his most trusted subordinates to act in his stead. And unlike the imperium granted to Germanicus Caesar by Emperor Tiberius, which only extended to the eastern provinces, Trajan’s authority encompassed the entirety of the Roman Empire. Nerva had also granted Trajan the tribunician which Tiberius had denied Germanicus.

    “And in a few days, he shall have the consulship,” he said quietly.

    

  
    Chapter V: Unrest in the Emperor’s Guard

    

    
    Praetorian Guardsmen

    While it may have been with a touch of dark humour that Aurelius gave Tiberius the uncomfortable task of overseeing a series of public floggings, it paled to the outright hostile reception Lucifer was bound to receive from his superior at the Castra Praetoria.

    Having arrived the previous evening, Lucifer returned to his home and spent the night with his wife and son. He rose early, donned a clean tunic, and had Priscus shave him before serving him breakfast. He left Herminia and Maximus still slumbering when he departed. It was a cold morning with dark clouds threatening rain. He donned his cloak and walked the short distance to the praetorian barracks. Passing through the southern gate of the fortress, he recognised the two guardsmen on duty were from his own cohort, part of Centurion Axius’ century. The men came to attention.

    “Tribune, sir,” one of the men said.

    “Stand easy,” Lucifer replied as he walked through the gate.

    Centuries paraded outside their billets, while decani conducted morning inspections before reporting to their options. Tesserarii would review the duty rolls for the day before centurions briefed their men and dismissed them to breakfast and morning hygiene. It was a sense of familiarity for Lucifer, going back to his earliest days as a legionary in what felt like a lifetime ago.

    He was an immature youth of seventeen when he first arrived at Mogontiacum. Germania and the legions were a world away from his youth in Hispania. And despite its similarities, life of the Praetorian Guard was drastically removed from the legionary fortresses along the frontiers. Being located just outside the heart of the imperial capital, conditions were far less austere than the remote regions of the Empire. Praetorians slept more soundly each night, devoid of the fear of barbarian hordes lurking in the woods or just beyond neighbouring rivers.

    Nearly four centuries prior, the Guard had protected the consuls during war. Most notable was Scipio Africanus during his final victory over Hannibal’s Carthage. When Octavian became Emperor Caesar Augustus, he retained the praetorians as an elite, personally selected bodyguard. More than a hundred years of mostly serving in Rome, with all its comforts and relative safety, had led to lingering resentment from their brethren in the legions. Lucifer had long harboured similar ill feelings towards the supposed soft life of imperial guardsmen. After joining their ranks, he was pleasantly surprised to learn they were every bit the professional soldiers as legionaries. In some instances, they were perhaps better; being without labour details meant more time on the training stakes and battle drills. But ever since the day he took command, Gavius Lucifer was determined that his guardsmen would continuously have to prove their worth as elite soldiers worthy of serving the emperor. He was especially grateful for the strong corps of centurions under his command to enforce these standards.

    Axius, the most senior of his centurions, was left in command of the cohort during his absence. During the early hours of the duty day, he would most likely be found at the Fourth Cohort’s billets. The centurions had dismissed their men and were talking briefly with Axius when he spotted their commanding officer.

    “Tribune Lucifer,” he said. “It is good to have you back, sir.”

    “Thank you, centurion,” Lucifer replied, clasping his hand.

    After dismissing the other officers, the two walked along the cobblestone path between the long barracks blocks.

    “I see the cohort did not descend into anarchy while I was away.”

    “Only a couple of minor disciplinary issues,” the centurion replied. “As usual, it involved men having too much to drink and acting abusively towards the populace. A stiff deduction in wages and month’s confinement to barracks will sort them out.”

    “I remember committing a similar offence when I was a young soldier,” his tribune said. “My centurion gave me the option of either a ten-denarii fine or ten lashes with the vine stick. This was a week before our next pay ceremony, and I’d spent the last of my coin on the very drink which led to my shameful behaviour. I had no choice but to take the lash. I’d have paid a hundred denarii to never endure that again!”

    “Sorted you out though, didn’t it?” Axius asked with an amused grin.

    “Mostly. Though I was still prone to the same stupid behaviours of all who enlist before requiring their first shave.”

    “I admit, I was a bit more inveterate,” the centurion remarked. “It’s mostly faded but during my early years with Second Adiutrix, my back looked as flayed as a rebellious slave from the mines. My centurion gave up on beating me, because he said his arm wore out before my back did. I spent nearly a year on perpetual guard and shit details with little to no pay. He exchanged into First Adiutrix and returned to us as primus pilus years later. He was quite shocked when he saw me wearing the transverse crest! I had to show him my back to prove I was the same insufferable legionary who caused him so much bother.”

    “At least I’ve never allowed my senses to become completely clouded again. Not even after...” His voice trailed off. He shook his head, a chill running up his spine. I can’t even tell an amusing story about my incorrigible days without thinking of Raba Bridge, he quietly cursed himself.

    “Tribune Lucifer!” The craggy and spiteful voice of Prefect Aelianus caused the men to halt.

    Lucifer closed his eyes and bit the inside of his cheek before turning to face his commanding officer. “Prefect”

    “Wasting time, I see,” Aelianus said. “You’ve been back a day and haven’t bothered reporting in.”

    Lucifer didn’t answer right away but looked to Axius. “That’s all for now, centurion.”

    Axius nodded and quickly walked away.

    The tribune then turned to face Aelianus. “A word in private, prefect?” It was a request, though his tone made it sound almost like an order to his superior.

    Aelianus smirked slightly. “By all means.”

    The two stepped behind the barracks block, the narrow lane shaded by tall trees and completely deserted. They stood face-to-face, eyes glaring.

    “It’s no secret you and I dislike each other,” Lucifer said.

    Aelianus’ snorted at this understatement. The two utterly despised each other, especially after the prefect’s humiliation of Emperor Nerva. Aelianus considered Lucifer weak in both fealty and resolve. The tribune in turn thought the prefect a simple-minded opportunist whose loyalty only extended as far as it suited his personal ends.

    “You may be my commanding officer, and I am bound to follow your lawful orders,” the tribune continued, “and if you think I am unfit for command, take it to the emperor and have me sacked. But don’t you ever disrespect me in front of my officers again.”

    Aelianus was unmoved by either Lucifer’s biting tone or the implied threats.

    “There is a change coming, tribune,” he said, stating Lucifer’s rank as if it were an insult. “Nerva’s health has worsened during your absence. I will be surprised if he lives to the end of his consulship this coming year. You may think you enjoy the prince imperial’s patronage, but you and that boy from the vigiles are not the only ones with Trajan’s ear. He knows what’s been transpiring within the Guard, who he can depend upon, and whose loyalties are wanting.”

    This caught Lucifer by surprise. He knew Tiberius had spies within the Castra Praetoria. Was Aelianus also aware of this? Or was it simply his own informants made note of the freedman, Samorix, frequently departing the city from Tiberius’ residence only to return a month later? Though he had not personally involved himself in his friend’s intrigues, he’d seen enough to surmise that everyone was spying for someone within the Eternal City.

    “A week after your departure I sent my own courier detailing all that transpired following Emperor Domitian’s murder,” Aelianus continued. “Trajan may respect you as a soldier, but he was completely devoted to Domitian and the Flavians. He knows which of his praetorian officers brought justice to the killers and which sought to impede it.” He folded his arms in emphasis. “Normally, I would suggest you resign your command, but that won’t save you. Nor will it aid your friends, Claudius and Vorenus. Trajan will doubtless order the Praetorian Guard to attend him, once Nerva’s corpse is laid upon its pyre. And I expect there will be a few vacant officer billets soon after we report to our new emperor.”

    “On that last remark, we are in agreement,” Lucifer said, his gaze cold.

    
    Tiberius was feeling disgruntled as he arrived at the Tullianum the following day. He hated overseeing public floggings. Yet he knew an officer was needed to prevent abuse by overzealous vigiles who would take out their personal grievances on unfortunate criminals subjected to the lash.

    A drunken brawl had erupted the night before following a series of chariot races at the Circus Flaminius, leading to a slew of arrests. This meant processing fines as well as instituting floggings. At first, he’d detested the thought of inflating these to pad his own coffers, yet now he did so almost instinctively. He knew the numbers he was given by Prefect Aurelius were undoubtedly exaggerated. In his growing cynicism, Tiberius reasoned that if the city prefect was making a profit off punishing criminals, then so was he. He kept his own shares reasonable, dependent on the wealth and status of the convicted. For a poor plebeian, he’d settle for a few bronze sestertii. If the criminal was wealthy, he may add as much as 10%, regardless of the intended fine. Aurelius always personally dealt with any equites, while convicted patricians were tried and sorted by the senate.

    On his first full duty day back in Rome, Tiberius managed to add twenty silver denarii and forty bronze sestertii to his money pouch. The rest was carried in a large chest to the Tabularium where the warden of the Tullianum signed a receipt, taking charge of the funds.

    As he left the large complex which served as the administrative centre of the Eternal City, Tiberius considered spending some of his earnings in one of the upper-class brothels near Capitoline Hill. He then reassessed and considered paying a visit to the slave markets. A young female slave of modest attraction could be purchased for anywhere between 500 and 1,000 denarii. Visellius could certainly use an assistant to maintain the house. And as the woman’s master, Tiberius could sort his carnal needs at will. This was common practice in Roman society, for slaves were property with no inherent rights. They were completely obedient to their masters and mistresses, no matter the demands made of them. Even freedmen like Visellius, under contract with Tiberius and paid a suitable wage, was only one step above the degrading chattel of slavery.

    He took a stroll along the Via Nomenatana, losing himself in the anonymity of the ceaseless throngs. These lessened as he neared a row of mausoleums belonging to some of the oldest and wealthiest families in Rome. Tiberius then noticed six lictors, the ceremonial bodyguards to the consuls, gathered near a newly erected tomb. Lictors wore white tunics and crimson cloaks. Each carried a bundle of rods with a protruding axe blade known as the fasces. These were symbols of their status as consular attendants with the right to carry out capital punishment.

    
    Roman lictor, circa early 1st century, from the British Museum

    Curious who they were attending, and whose grave was being visited, Tiberius strode over to the men. He then saw a man in black mourning garb and recognised him as Cornelius Tacitus, the current Consul of Rome. Tacitus was a highly regarded scholar and historian as well as a respected statesman. His late father-in-law was the revered general, Gnaeus Julius Agricola. Tiberius had met Tacitus as a young boy during the inaugural games of the Flavian Amphitheatre.

    “Hold, sir,” one of the lictors said. He and one of his fellows barred the way, crossing their fasces.

    When Tacitus turned to see the commotion, Tiberius said, “Your pardon, consul. I did not mean to intrude.”

    “No intrusion, tribune,” the consul replied. Tilting his head slightly he remarked, “Artorius, isn’t it?”

    “Yes, sir,” Tiberius replied. The corner of his mouth twitched. “I suppose you’ll say how much I resemble my father.”

    “Hear that often, do you?”

    “It is how I am usually recognised,” Tiberius muttered.

    “I simply remembered you from the incident during the Plebeian Games,” Tacitus remarked. “You and Tribune Lucifer of the Praetorian Guard brought to light that shameful and half-hearted plot against Emperor Nerva.” He then scrunched his brow for a moment. “But I do not recall your father. Do I know him?”

    “Perhaps only in passing, sir. His name is Gaius Artorius Armiger. He led the army’s mounted corps in Dacia. Before that, he commanded Indus’ Horse in Britannia, was Titus’ siege engineer at Jerusalem, and served in the ranks before his elder brother’s death allowed him entry into the equites.”

    Tacitus’ eyes then brightened. “Ah, yes, I do remember him now. By Juno, it’s been many years. He attended the games under Emperor Titus. I suppose that precocious little boy with him was you.”

    “I was a little smaller then, yes,” Tiberius noted with a laugh. “But tell me, sir, whose tomb is this?”

    “Verginius Rufus,” Tacitus said. He then gestured Tiberius over and the lictors parted way. “Thirty years ago, he suppressed the Gallic revolt under Julius Vindex. Twice he was offered the principate, and twice he declined.”

    “I remember learning about him from my father,” Tiberius said. “He was in Judea at the time with the Tenth Fretensis Legion at the time. He was later part of the eastern vexillation which fought beside Antonius Primus at Bedriacum.”

    “Some claim that had Rufus accepted the purple, the year of chaos and pair of civil wars could have been avoided,” the consul mused. He then shook his head. “I disagree. Galba was determined to claim the throne for himself with Vitellius and Otho also eager for power. Though I cannot know the will of the gods, I suspect that Fortuna had already declared for Vespasian. Had Vindex taken the throne, we may have had five emperors in a single year instead of four and more blood pointlessly shed.”

    He then told Tiberius about Rufus’ recall from retirement, and unfortunate fall with the broken hip which ended his life.

    “I shouldn’t be telling you this, but the emperor blames himself,” the consul said quietly.

    “I didn’t hear a word, sir,” Tiberius replied, his eyes still fixed on the tomb.

    “You’re a man of discretion, young Artorius. You are easy to trust because you betray no one. You keep your confidants close and throw the dice when the odds are most favourable.”

    This rather cryptic if gratifying talk perplexed Tiberius. Was the Consul of Rome probing him? Did he know more about him and was seeking confirmation? And if so, why?

    “You flatter me, sir,” he said after a few moments. “But I am not entirely certain whether I am the man you are thinking of.”

    Tacitus grinned and stifled a laugh. “I know that it was you who uncovered the plot against Nerva. That I don’t know how or who was working for you is an indication of your judgement.”

    “One cannot keep their sources for long, if they are revealed,” Tiberius said evasively.

    “Nor their own heads, should they prove incompetently indiscreet.”

    Tiberius then asked hesitantly, “Consul, you’ve commanded a legion before, haven’t you?”

    Tacitus turned to him and nodded. “I served four years with the Fourth Flavia Felix. Why do you ask?”

    “It’s something Trajan said to me before I departed his staff for Rome three years ago. He told me that imperial politics can be deadlier than the fiercest enemy warrior.”

    Tacitus chuckled at this. “A bit of an exaggeration perhaps.”

    “Indeed, especially as I was with Twenty-First Rapax.”

    “Ah, yes,” the consul said, suddenly remembering. “That is where else I knew your name. The tribune who saved the eagle which Domitian then smashed into the ground.”

    “At least he allowed me to retrieve it,” Tiberius reasoned. “I gave it to Gavius Lucifer, the ranking centurion to survive.”

    “Yes, and he’s now with the Praetorian Guard. I know his reputation well.”

    These last words were said in a flat tone, and Tiberius did not know whether they were complimentary or not towards his friend.

    “He brings a measure of legionary discipline to the emperor’s guard,” he decided to say. He regretted these words as the consul turned to face him. “Or, at least, that has been his intent,” he quickly added.

    “The praetorian prefect could certainly use some legionary discipline,” Tacitus said. “As any grocer will tell you, one rotten piece of fruit will spoil the entire barrel. Aelianus fancies himself another Sejanus, only he acts brazenly and with little regard to the emperor’s dignity. Sejanus was a traitor, but he at least kept his treason discreet and never attempted to undermine the authority of Emperor Tiberius.”

    The young tribune nodded and then asked, “I cannot but wonder, sir, why you are telling me this.”

    “Because you lack years; yet have proven yourself. You displayed valour when saving the eagle of the Twenty-First. And you have shown both respect and loyalty to the principate, regardless of who carries the mantle of Caesar. Domitian was no friend to my family, and it is only after his passing that I have been able to express this openly in my works.”

    “I have yet to read your biography of Agricola,” Tiberius admitted. “Though I would like to. My father served with him in Caledonia when commanding Indus’ Horse. But tell me, consul, how do your personal feelings towards our late emperor relate to me?”

    “Because I know you were a Domitian loyalist,” Tacitus explained. “I suppose we all were or were supposed to be. He was our emperor and the last son of Vespasian. He feared history would judge him harshly and even called me to the palace to ask about the biography of my late father-in-law. You are wise enough to know you are not the only one with eyes in the capital.” This last remark, while stating what Tiberius felt obvious, still made him uneasy. “Your father had a reputation, albeit a softly spoken one, amongst Domitian’s enemies. He was ‘Caesar’s friend who dared to defy him’.”

    “You speak of when he refused to assist the Dacian engineers after the war,” Tiberius noted. “He only mentioned this to me once when I was leaving home. He said his defiance cost him and his family the emperor’s friendship. The remnants of that friendship may have been all that saved us from exile or worse.”

    He quietly recalled two occasions when the late emperor had mentioned how Gaius Artorius had ‘wounded’ him.

    “Domitian was notorious for holding lifelong grudges,” Tacitus stated. “Yet he held you in at least some regard. Your name was known to him, and not as an enemy. There is much that we will never know about his murder, and that of poor Prefect Norbanus of the Praetorian Guard. There are details that you may be able to clarify, though I will not place you in an awkward position by asking. Domitian is dead, and the Empire is better for it. You were loyal to him, and I suspect you would have stopped his murder had you known in time. But for all that, honourable officers like yourself and Tribune Lucifer never allowed petty revenge to cloud your judgement or your fealty to the principate. Once Nerva passed his decree that there would be no further recriminations, you obeyed his will whatever your personal feelings. I know you were involved in trying to save our current emperor from the humiliation wrought by Aelianus and the rebellious praetorians.”

    “I simply offered to escort the current consuls to the Gardens of Sallust,” Tiberius explained. “It was Lucifer, Vorenus, and Claudius who openly defied their prefect to protect Caesar’s dignity. I may have helped hasten the consuls to the palace, but we were too late.” With a grim recrimination he then said, “Two emperors we have failed to protect.”

    “Only once was it a detriment to Rome,” Tacitus reasoned. “Soon we will have a new emperor, one far stronger and wiser than his last two predecessors. I mean no disrespect to Nerva, for those were his own words.” He folded his arms and apprised the vigiles tribune for a moment. “Equites are in a unique position to influence imperial governance. Being not of the imperial senate, you cannot directly legislate or govern any except the small imperial provinces that are legally the emperor’s personal property. But neither are you considered potential rivals nor constrained to the cursus honorum of the senate. With the right skill and benefaction, you can influence the Empire in both civil and military affairs. I know you hold Trajan’s patronage, my good Artorius. You are but one among many within his sphere; however, you have the opportunity that’s denied most of our peers. Do not squander it. In time, you may bring great service to both Rome and your family.”

    

  
    Chapter VI: A Troublesome New Year

    

    Rome

    New Year’s Day, 98 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    The New Year was ushered in with the usual formal and religious ceremonies as well as the assumption of the new consuls. With the adoption of Trajan as his heir, Nerva appointed him as his colleague. This was the emperor’s fourth consulship and his second in two years. His first had come seventeen years prior during the early part of Vespasian’s reign. The Flavian emperors had assumed the consulship with far greater frequency than their Julio-Claudian forebearers. Emperor Tiberius only took the consul’s chair three times during his twenty-three years as Caesar, compared to Vespasian’s eight consulships during a ten-year reign. Nerva was uncertain which tradition he would follow, though he suspected he would have little time to set any sort of precedent.

    While the adoption of an heir had been a great weight off his mind, it now made Nerva feel as if his purpose in life was finished. The gods had elevated him to the principate as little more than a caretaker. From the moment the announcement was made, Nerva’s body began to fail. Though a couple years younger than his friend and benefactor, Vespasian, at the time of his passing he possessed none of the first Flavian emperor’s robust health. Vespasian was nearly sixty the last time he directly led troops into battle at Gamala. Were he not overwhelmed with the burden of ruling an Empire coupled with old battle injuries, Nerva suspected Vespasian would have lived another decade.

    Despite having slept much of the previous day and, thereby, creating a backlog of administrative work requiring his attention, Nerva woke completely exhausted on New Year’s Day. As Pontifex Maximus, it was for him to conduct the sacrifices at the Temple of Janus, the two-faced god for whom the month of January was named. The reason for the god’s double-face was one faced towards the previous year and the other to the future.

    Nerva’s duties as consul included overseeing the New Year celebrations within the city. As was custom, senators, equites, and personal friends gathered at his home in the Gardens of Sallust. Normally there were two parades, one from the home of each consul. However, with Trajan in Germania and no suffect designated to represent him, an even greater entourage crowded the street outside Nerva’s great manor.

    The people of Rome tended to be overly boisterous on this day, with great acts of public affection and generosity towards their fellow citizens. This was not borne out of any spontaneous goodwill but the inherent belief that if the New Year’s Day were joyous, so would be the rest of the year. People exchanged gifts of sweet and savoury treats, while adorning each other in laurels. It was customary for the consuls to toss coins to the crowd, usually bearing freshly minted visages of Janus. Because of their rarity these coins were deeply valued by those fortunate to retrieve them.

    

    ––––––––

    

    
    Bronze sestertius of Janus

    Emperor Nerva’s own coins were only now becoming more common in circulation, at least in Rome. Throughout the provinces where Domitian’s fall and Nerva’s rise to power were treated with indifference, sestertii and denarii bearing the late Flavian emperor’s visage were still prevalent. The quaestors in charge of imperial finances were careful to ensure that only images bearing Nerva and Janus were in the chests to be disbursed to celebratory crowds.

    Hundreds of vigiles lined the procession route from the Gardens of Sallust, first along the Via Nomentana then south following the Vicus Longus until reaching the crossroads east of the Forum. The southern stretch of the Vicus Longus led towards the Flavian Amphitheatre and then to Palatine Hill. The eastern road ran between the bases of Viminal and Esquiline Hills before branching into multiple roads which eventually led out of the city. The east and south were blocked by vigiles with the only available path leading towards the Forum, where the Temple of Janus stood just off the Agriletum Road near the Curia Julia. These were where the largest crowds had gathered as well as the largest contingent of vigiles.

    The vigiles on duty wore bronze helmets and carried long staves. Only their centurions and tribunes were armed with gladii. A full cohort of praetorian guardsmen were positioned near the temple and senate curia, donned in full armour. The bottom edges of their black and gold shields rested on the ground with their hands on top. None carried spears as they would prove unwieldy in a crisis, though wore his gladius slung off the right hip. While prominent senators and priests lined the steps of the temple, Prefect Aelianus had positioned himself at the very top near the altar where the auspices would be taken. He wore his formal toga and was accompanied by those tribunes who’d aided him in holding Nerva hostage the previous year. There was a double meaning behind the message. The first was to remind Nerva who truly held power behind the throne. The other was for those praetorian officers who’d defied him.

    Tribune Gavius Lucifer’s cohort guarded Palatine Hill. He knew this was meant to be a punishment. In truth, he was glad to be as far removed from the prefect as possible. The cohort was roused well before dawn with Lucifer leading his men through the ever-congested streets, arriving just as the sun broke through the low clouds to the east. While Aelianus had insisted all cohorts don their armour, Lucifer directed only those on sentry duty along the outer wall and gates be in full kit. He remained in his own ornate breastplate and helmet as he climbed the steps of the northwest wall overlooking the Forum below.

    “There’s Aelianus, looking all smug as he stands with the elder senators and priests,” Centurion Axius snarled. He then spat and quietly muttered under his breath, “Fucking twat.”

    “No love lost between you two,” Lucifer said with a soft chuckle.

    Over the past three years, he’d established a strong enough rapport with his centurions, particularly Axius and Serius. Both were comfortable speaking openly to him. As professional soldiers, they carefully observed all proper decorum, never speaking ill of a superior in front of the lower ranks. The nearest guardsmen manning the ramparts were more than fifty feet from the two officers, allowing Axius a fair amount of candour.

    “He wasn’t always like this,” the centurion said. “He used to be a hard man, but fair. When I first came from the legions, I appreciated his strictness given the Guard’s reputation for being soft. He was already an old man by the time I received my appointment, but he still possessed much of his youthful ardour and fighting spirit. He always stressed to the men that our loyalty to the princeps was absolute. Aelianus is old enough to remember the treason of Sejanus, which happened when he was around fifteen.”

    “I wonder what his thoughts were when Rome had four Caesars in a single year,” Lucifer speculated.

    “No idea,” the centurion admitted. “He may have been a Flavian supporter from the outset. I understand he was Procurator of Noricum during the reign of Vespasian and then retired. It was Domitian who compelled him to take the prefectship over the Praetorian Guard, despite his age.”

    “Perhaps he should have stayed retired,” Lucifer muttered.

    
    The official despatches with his adoption notification had informed Trajan he would share in the consulship with Nerva, albeit in absentia. This was an obscure tradition begun by Emperor Tiberius and only sporadically followed by his successors. Unlike his predecessor, Augustus, Tiberius only assumed the consulship three times during his reign. In each instance, his presumed heir served as his colleague. The first was Germanicus. Following his untimely death, the emperor’s son, Drusus, served as his co-consul. It was, therefore, with abject horror when Tiberius named the praetorian prefect, Aelius Sejanus, as his consular colleague despite being an Equus. Following Sejanus’ execution for treason, Tiberius never assumed the consulship again. It was not until Vespasian that the consular heir was renewed with his son, Titus, serving as colleague six times during his ten-year reign. Domitian did share in the consulship with his brother at the start of Titus’ reign, though this was more a public show of unity between the sons of Vespasian, rather than a designation of the younger Flavian as Titus’ heir.

    With Trajan already named prince imperial, Nerva naming him co-consul was more of a reinforcement of his status than a declaration. It also added to his immense power. Trajan saw this as a means of shoring up support for the inevitable transition. It also allowed him the public spectacle of performing the same New Year traditions seen in the capital. Privately, he speculated that only his continued presence along the Rhine kept Nerva from naming him co-princeps in the manner of Augustus and Tiberius, as well as Vespasian and Titus.

    There was a biting wind blowing off the Rhine, yet this did little to diminish the New Year’s celebrations in Colonia Agrippina. Citizens and imperial soldiers alike gathered along the roads leading from the governor’s principia. Trajan was on horseback accompanied by Licinius Sura, a dozen local magistrates, and two squadrons of his mounted personal guard. All wore tunics and winter cloaks rather than armour. Two pairs of servants walked to either side of Trajan’s horse, bearing chests of coin held by poles resting on their shoulders. These were bronze sestertii, most still bearing the image of Emperor Domitian. The prince imperial did commission the minting of silver coins bearing the Janus obverse, with a dedication to the joint consulship of Nerva and Trajan on the reverse. There were only twenty of these, and they were to be given to personal friends rather than thrown to the crowd.

    Something which stood out to those with knowledge of the imperial army was the previously unseen standard carried by one of Trajan’s troopers. Its red square flag did not bear the image of any legion or auxilia regiment but had a gold scorpion in the centre. There was no lettering as of yet. Some quietly asked if Trajan was using his imperium to raise a new regiment.

    The small parade marched along the side streets of the walled city, with many citizens either crowded along the streets or waving from the open windows and doorways. Trajan would intermittently retrieve handfuls of coins from the marching slaves and throw them to the crowd. He especially did this where there were flocks of children, smiling at their shrieks of delight as they retrieved their prizes. Near the southern gate of the city, Trajan had ordered the poorest denizens to gather. These wretched beings huddled beneath their tattered cloaks, faces unwashed, the men unshaven, all with pleading eyes. A young Equus serving as the city’s aedile stood near the gathered mob. Trajan signalled for the slaves to lay the chests and two sacks from within his saddlebags at the feet of the magistrate.

    “A gift from Caesar,” Trajan stated. “A full dole of grain is to be purchased for each family and any remaining coin divided up evenly as a donative.” He then narrowed his gaze at the aedile. “You, my good fellow, have already received your imperial donative. Every last coin placed before you will be used to benefit the city’s poorest.”

    “By your command, Caesar,” the Equus said, coming to attention.

    Trajan knew the man and trusted his integrity. However, he wished to make it known to the poor citizens that he placed their welfare ahead of a magistrate lining his own coffers.

    It was now reaching noon, and on a rare sunny winter day the clinging mist from the Rhine had dissipated. Trajan and his escorts returned to the governor’s residence. An imperial courier awaited them. Along with the usual administrative despatches from the capital, there was one which intrigued the prince imperial. Upon reading, he spoke of its contents to his confidant, Licinius Sura.

    “Nerva recalled Maternus from Syria after naming me his heir,” he stated.

    “He must either see his own position as precarious or that his life grows short,” his friend surmised. “Who did he name as governor?”

    “Aulus Priscus,” Trajan answered.

    Sura scrunched his brow. “Who?”

    “Precisely. He is a political unknown and part of no faction. He was laticlavian tribune of Legio IV, Scythica, prior to his elevation to governor.”

    “He must be little more than a boy, then!” Sura exclaimed.

    “Fairly close,” Trajan concurred. “He’s twenty-three, and now in command of our easternmost frontier with eight legions at his back.”

    “I must say, I’m surprised Nerva did not appoint one of the other legates as governor.”

    “Yes, it is rather unusual. Perhaps he felt they were too close with Maternus and would take it upon themselves to unite behind his right to the imperial throne.”

    “Something I don’t understand,” Sura said. “Is Maternus making an active claim for the principate or is Nerva simply being paranoid?”

    “Cautious is the likelier term,” Trajan said. “Whether Maternus desires the throne or not, his supporters have been clamouring loudly within the senate. And there are too many recent precedents for presumptive Caesars seizing the throne by force, regardless of whether that was their original intent. The eastern legions proclaimed Vespasian emperor before he was even aware of it.”

    “But you know Maternus personally!” Sura persisted.

    “I do. He was legate of Legio XIV during the Pannonia Revolt and he commanded my second division. He also led the Second Adiutrix Legion in Dacia. He and I have more military command experience than any man within the senate. There are reasons why legate terms are limited to three or four years, and why most senators will only command a legion once in their lifetimes, if ever. The precedent of the common soldier becoming more loyal to its general than the state goes back to Julius Caesar.”

    Sura cocked his head to one side then candidly asked, “And what of Trajan? Are the legions more loyal to him than the state?”

    The prince imperial grinned. “Fortunately, those are now one and the same.”

    

  
    Chapter VII: The Caretaker’s Passing

    

    Rome

    13 January 98 A.D.

    
    Bust of Nerva, Capitoline Museum, Rome

    The New Year’s Day commemorations had completely exhausted Emperor Nerva, sapping what little remained of his constitution. He spent the next two days bedridden, only rising long enough to sign some edicts or use the toilets before retiring once more. The praetorian prefect, Casperius Aelianus, came to the imperial residence several times to inquire after the emperor’s health. His very presence caused Nerva to skulk away, for he now avoided Aelianus whenever possible. He’d never forgiven the humiliation of the previous year. That the prefect and several hundred guardsmen had held Nerva hostage until he agreed to order the deaths of Domitian’s killers still left him bitter and despondent. The emperor even more indignantly resented that Aelianus was at least a decade older than him yet still in robust health. There was little doubt the prefect would outlive him, and Nerva cursed the fates for it.

    It was two days before the Ides of January. Nerva knew he needed to step down as consul. He summoned to the Gardens of Sallust a close confidant named Domitius Tullus. Tullus was in his late fifties, of Gallic ancestry, a former Governor of Numidia, Proconsul of North Africa, and suffect consul during the reign of Vespasian. He was among the few senators who Nerva truly considered trustworthy at this late stage of his brief reign.

    “I need rest, old friend,” the emperor said when Tullus visited him in the sunroom of the manor.

    “I understand, sire,” Tullus replied. “The principate is a heavy burden, especially when foisted upon one so unexpectedly.”

    “You need not speak so formally with me,” Nerva said. “How many years have we known each other? Until just over a year ago, I was still ‘Marcus’ to you and your family.”

    He closed his eyes turned his face up to where the sun shone through a glass window. Though glass had existed since first being invented in Mesopotamia two millennia before, the clearer variant suitable for windows was extremely rare owing to the difficulties in cutting and shaping it properly. Glass windows in the manor at the Gardens of Sallust were among the few luxuries Vespasian had ever purchased. Cloudless days were rare in January, and the warmth of the sun on his face made Nerva feel as if the gods themselves were calling to him.

    “Are you alright, sire?” Tullus asked after a few awkward moments of silence.

    “Yes, of course,” the emperor replied, snapping out of his reverie. “Your term as consul will regrettably be brief, just until the end of the month when my own tenure is meant to end. Julius Frontinus was already appointed to assume the chair on the Kalends of February.”

    “And Trajan will remain our colleague?” Tullus asked.

    Nerva nodded in confirmation. “His tenure is an ordinarius for the entire year. Though I do not expect we’ll see him in Rome, as he has many pressing matters to sort along the Rhine and Danube frontiers. I’ve granted him both the imperium and tribunician. The consulship shores up any legal matters that may arise during his tenure in the northern provinces. It is also a symbol of my absolute trust, reinforcing that he is my heir.”

    “Then I shall endeavour to do what I can to alleviate his burden in civil matters, though my term will end long before he even learns of it. And Frontinus is a good man. He understands engineering and fiscal matters better than most.”

    Privately, Tullus also suspected that Frontinus was among those who influenced Trajan’s adoption by Nerva. Since the public announcement, members of the Traianic faction were moved into more prominent roles, while those in opposition were either denied advancement or recalled from current posts. Most notable was Gaius Maternus, who Nerva removed from his governorship in Syria a year early. This created some upheaval within the senate as well as in the east, as Maternus’ twenty-three-year-old laticlavian tribune was appointed to the governorship. This was, perhaps, unavoidable, for Nerva wished to quell any chance of rivalry spilling over into civil war following his passing. Were the roles reversed, and had Maternus been proclaimed the new prince imperial, Trajan would likely have been relieved and replaced in Germania.

    Tullus had thought to ask Nerva what his intentions were for the remainder of his consular term, but decided to simply reassure the ailing emperor that matters would be taken care of. He would later meet with Frontinus to ensure a seamless transition between their short terms.

    It was two weeks later when Nerva received another unexpected visitor. This was Verginius Rufus, son of the late revered general who’d refused all entreaties to become Caesar during the Year of the Four Emperors, and most recently served as Nerva’s consular colleague the previous year. This Rufus was only a few years younger than the emperor, yet Nerva had aged drastically and looked old enough to be his father.

    “Your presence is unexpected, yet still welcome,” Nerva said, as the two strolled through the picturesque gardens of the imperial estate.

    Though it was mid-January, the days were relatively mild owing to being at the heart of the Mediterranean climate. It was also mostly cloudless, and the warm sun felt invigorating to the ailing emperor.

    “I wished to wait until sufficient mourning has passed for my late father before coming to see you,” Rufus explained. “However, with the state of your own health, this simply was not possible.”

    “Are you concerned I might be joining him soon?” Nerva asked. He was making his best attempt at humour, yet his voice was hoarse and tired.

    “As much as any loyal Roman,” Rufus said. “A new era will soon dawn, though I cannot help but wonder what Rome would be like, had my father not declined the principate.”

    “You think it would be better? Am I not strong enough to rule as Caesar?” The emperor was uncharacteristically agitated. His words mortified him even as they passed his lips. “You may think me feeble because of what that wretched traitor, Aelianus, forced upon me...”

    He suddenly stopped, face red, with beads of sweat running down his face and neck. “Forgive me,” he said, his voice nearly a whisper.

    Without warning, he felt faint. Rufus was just able to catch Nerva before he could fall and crack his head on the paving stones of the garden. Guardsmen and servants rushed in, carrying the swooning emperor into the house. Rufus stood alone, horrified that he’d caused Nerva’s collapse.

    While the imperial medics were sent for, slaves placed a wet cloth over the emperor’s burning forehead. Nerva’s face was flushed, and the left side drooped heavily in a fixed frown. It was distressing to see, and even before the surgeons arrived, Rufus knew the emperor had had a stroke. The sudden onset of a fever did not bode well for him. Clearly upset and blaming himself for Nerva’s sudden collapse, Rufus carefully walked over to him. A praetorian stepped forward, hand on the pommel of his gladius.

    “I suggest you step away from the emperor, sir,” the guardsman said sternly. “You’ve caused enough harm already.”

    “No,” Nerva’s cracking voice said. “Let him come forward.” He weakly gestured before his arm flopped onto the bed.

    Rufus bowed his head in shame as he struggled to find the words.

    “I...forgive me, sire,” he stammered. “I spoke poorly and have caused your demise, when I had intended to thank you for the honours you gave my father.”

    “This was not your doing,” Nerva replied slowly.

    The senior household surgeon quickly entered followed by two medical orderlies. He was an Egyptian man named Omari. In his late fifties, he’d served with the legions for twenty years, then at a gladiatorial ludus for another five before being invited by Emperor Domitian to join the imperial house. Nerva had kept the man on the imperial staff, as he was a competent physician who relied on science and reason rather than superstitions and religious portents. He quickly stepped over to the bedside and began examining the emperor.

    “You’ve had a stroke, sire,” the man said, confirming Rufus’ assessment. “And this sudden fever is a poor sign. We must try to break it.”

    Nerva appeared not to hear him but continued to address Rufus. “My end was coming soon, so do not blame yourself.”

    Outside the sky gradually grew dark, despite it being the middle of a cloudless day. Though they did not understand the reasoning or cause, Roman astronomers had predicted an eclipse of the sun would occur that very week. Whether this was a natural phenomenon or a sign from the gods none could say. Perhaps it was both.

    As the sky darkened, a chill crept over the citizens of Rome as they were for a time denied the warmth of Sol Invictus. Fearing the emperor’s end was drawing near, the consul, Domitius Tullus, was summoned to the imperial manor. With him was his designated successor, Julius Frontinus, who would assume the consul’s chair in just a few days. Other prominent members of the imperial court gathered in the atrium. Only a few were allowed to attend Nerva, by orders of the imperial physician, Omari.

    The consul and consul-designate entered the chamber, where all was dark despite the open shutters. Nerva’s eyes were shut, his breathing ragged.

    “Is the emperor sleeping?” Tullus asked the physician.

    Omari’s mouth twitched. “His fever refuses to break. Soon he will sleep forever.”

    “How soon?” Frontinus asked. “Days? Hours?”

    The Egyptian did not immediately answer. Instead, he walked back to the emperor’s bed and lowered his ear to listen to Nerva’s breathing and heartbeat.

    “You should convene the senate soon,” he said. “Nerva Caesar Augustus’ last breaths are imminent.”

    Previously unseen in the far corner of the room, Prefect Aelianus of the Praetorian Guard strode over to the emperor’s bedside. “Then I shall take the liberty of informing the Guard they serve a new Caesar.”

    
    The constant murmur of voices within the curia quickly fell hushed as the porter’s staff beat against the floor.

    “The Consul of Rome, Domitius Curvius Tullus!”

    Tullus wordlessly strode across the tiled floor, flanked by a pair of lictors. Sextus Palatinus of the imperial archives walked just behind him, bearing a great scroll with a large seal. Frontinus and the other senators who’d come to the Gardens of Sallust quietly assumed their chairs. Tullus remained standing as he stepped onto the consular dais. He then held out his hand taking the scroll from Palatinus, who with a bow stepped to the far corner of the chamber behind the consular chairs.

    “Imperator Nerva Caesar Augustus has taken his final journey to the gods,” Tullus proclaimed. He then held aloft the scroll. “Let us now learn the final words of our emperor, that we may ratify his will as his spirit ascends to the halls of Jupiter upon Olympus.”

    With a touch of flourish, he broke the seal on the scroll and proceeded to read:

    

    I, Imperator Nerva Caesar Augustus, formerly known as Marcus Cocceius Nerva, having passed from this mortal life, do leave these final words as my last will. It is with humble respect that I ask the Senate of Rome to honour my wishes, should they provide a stable transition and ensure peace for our beloved Empire.

    

    It is my will that Marcus Ulpius Trajan, having been formally adopted as my heir under the regnal name, Nerva Caesar Traianus, be ratified as the new Princeps, First Citizen, and Emperor of Rome. It is at the senate’s discretion should they choose to honour him with the title of Augustus. Furthermore, he is the sole heir of my personal estates, being my son in the eyes of Roman law. All said properties, aside from personal gifts listed herein, are to be his alone to use or dispose of as he sees fit.

    

    Let these, my final words, usher in a new age of prosperity and peace for Rome.

    

    Imperator Nerva Caesar Augustus

    

    A few moments of polite silence followed the reading. Nothing surprised the gathered senators. By adopting Trajan as his heir the previous year with grants of imperium and tribunician, Nerva had all but abdicated. Were he in Rome at the time of his adoption, Trajan would have already possessed active control over the imperial state. Couriers had only returned to Rome bearing his polite acceptance of his adoption the month prior. Once the senate ratified his ascension to the principate, despatch riders would need to hasten back to Germania informing Trajan that he was now emperor.

    There was no formal debate, only a voice vote called by Tullus with unanimous consent offered by the senate. Any lingering dissenters wisely kept quiet during the ratification and awarding the title of Augustus to Trajan. The formal transition was now complete.

    

  
    Chapter VIII: Nerva’s Last Will

    

    ***

    

    “The emperor is dead.”

    The words spoken by Prefect Aelianus to the assembled officers of the Praetorian Guard brought a host of conflicting feelings to Tribune Gavius Lucifer. He was relieved that Rome now had a strong ruler at the helm, even if the new emperor remained unaware for some time. This gave him feelings of anxiety, for Trajan was a thousand miles away. There would be a noticeable absence of power within the imperial capital until he returned. And there was no way of knowing when that would be. Rough seas in winter, particularly along the Britannic Channel, meant the message informing Trajan of his ascension would take at least a month, possibly longer, to reach him by land courier. And it would likely be spring before Rome received its first missives from its new princeps. Lucifer now understood why Trajan had entrusted all those directives to him. Though he did not wish to disrespect Nerva’s passing, he was both eager and anxious to set about the mission.

    “The senate has convened to read Nerva’s will, though I expect there will be no objections in light of who he named as his successor,” the prefect said.

    “I assume nothing changes with our daily duties,” Tribune Claudius speculated.

    “Not until Caesar summons his Guard to the Rhine,” Aelianus confirmed. “The guard assigned to the Gardens of Sallust will remain to ensure no vagabonds loot the imperial residence. Unless he states otherwise in a future despatch, we will not know where Emperor Trajan intends to live until his return.”

    Had his eyes not been fixed on Aelianus the entire time, Lucifer would have missed the brief glances the prefect shot towards he, Claudius, and Vorenus. Was there the slightest trace of a smirk? Though they’d kept their dealings with the prefect cordial, lingering animosity existed between the three tribunes and their commanding officer. Aelianus’ abusive treatment towards Nerva following his refusal to execute Domitian’s assassins was unconscionable. Lucifer was loyal to the last Flavian emperor, yet to essentially hold his successor hostage, as Aelianus had done, completely undermined the principate. This amounted to treason. Claudius and Vorenus were of a like mind with all three having openly opposed the prefect.

    Because tribune appointments to the Praetorian Guard came directly from the emperor, Aelianus did not possess the authority to sack the trio. Instead, he intended to simply wait them out. Aelianus had sent a private despatch to Trajan following the incident, berating the tribunes as disloyal while rationalising his own actions as ‘necessary in the cause of justice’. As Trajan had been fiercely loyal to Domitian, Aelianus was certain he would endorse his actions and properly discipline the faithless cohort commanders.

    Lucifer could not concern himself with this feud with Aelianus. How Trajan decided to handle the disruptions within the Guard was for him alone to decide. The tribune had his orders. As soon as the officers were dismissed, Lucifer practically bolted from the principia. He hastened down the street leading from the Castra Praetoria towards his home.

    As he entered the garden, his son ran from the house and practically jumped into his arms. He was giggling with excitement and clung to his father. Lucifer kissed him on top the head and carried him into the house. His wife was sombre, in contrast to the innocent glee of their son.

    “I heard the news,” Herminia said.

    “And now my duty is to Emperor Trajan,” Lucifer stated.

    His wife nodded. She was one of only two people, the other being Tiberius Artorius, who knew of the missives Lucifer brought with him from the Rhine. With his son now riding on his back, arms around his shoulders, he pulled the locked chest from beneath his bed and placed it on a side table. Taking a deep breath, he unfastened the lock and lifted the lid. There were numerous sealed scrolls within. The first was addressed to the current Consul of Rome. Another was for the Prefect of Rome, Titus Aurelius. Several others were for senators and equites of close friendship to Trajan.

    Two more were addressed Tribunes Claudius Livianus and Lucius Vorenus. He’d forgotten about these and was momentarily puzzled. Nothing had been said regarding the conflict between Nerva and the praetorians during Lucifer’s previous visit to the Rhine. And if Trajan did intend to discipline the three tribunes, why would he send each a private despatch? It was entirely possible that, should Trajan disapprove of their conduct, he may order each to take their own lives in order to spare their families the ignominy of trials for disloyalty. There was certainly precedent for this. Nearly every emperor going back to Augustus had employed this method for quietly dealing with political opponents and those accused of treason whom they wished to dispose of without additional scandal. Lucifer then shook his head, feeling such methods were beneath Trajan.

    As he sifted through the scrolls, he let out a sigh as he saw the one labelled, To the Praetorian Prefect, Casperius Aelianus. He set that one aside for the moment and took out the last scroll which was addressed directly to him. He broke the seal and stood in the low light of an oil lamp. For a moment, he considered those to Claudius and Vorenus and wondered if he, too, would be implicated for perceived treachery. The thoughts were quickly forced from his mind as he read:

    

    To Tribune Sertor Gavius Lucifer, greetings,

    

    If you are reading this then the time has come, and my adoptive father has passed on to the gods. Though it will be some weeks before I and the rest of the Empire receive news, should the senate ratify my rise to emperor, it is only fitting that you pass on my decrees to the appropriate recipients.

    

    I know not who Nerva named to replace him as consul, though I assume he chose a man of strong character, able to lead the senate in my absence. Most of the missives are for him to read to the senate. There is little of note, only a few reassurances that the polices of my predecessor will remain in place until such time as I return to Rome. There are also a few recommendations for consular appointments during my absence from the capital, which regrettably must remain so for the time being.

    

    As to when I will return, I cannot answer with any certainty. Depending on when Nerva passes, I may still need to finish my inspection of the Rhine and Danube frontiers. There are also unresolved matters familiar to you along the Danube border of Pannonia. Despite the additional reinforcements along northern Pannonia, Governor Longinus informs me that troubles still persist with the barbarians north of the Danube. I expect sorting these will take months, possibly a year or more. I will, however, be requiring your services and those of Tribune Artorius. You will both accompany Prefect Aelianus, whose instructions to attend me are in your possession.

    

    As we properly respect the life and mourn the passing of my most noble adopted father, I look forward to our reunion. Though many now aid me in governing our great Empire, your past and future service will not go unnoticed.

    

    I remain your faithful servant,

    

    Imperator Caesar Nerva Traianus Augustus

    

    Lucifer realised this was the first message anyone had read, where Trajan used his regnal name. Though the senate would need to confer upon him the title of Augustus, there was little doubt they would do so as soon as they ratified Nerva’s will and the succession.

    There was a knock at his study door.

    “Come!” Lucifer said.

    His freedman, Priscus, opened the door and ushered in Tiberius Artorius. The vigiles tribune was out of breath and looked as if he’d run all the way from Capitoline Hill.

    “I was hoping to find you before you started delivering the emperor’s orders,” the young officer said.

    “Nothing amiss, I hope,” Lucifer remarked. His son, having grown bored, hopped off his shoulders and ran out through the door. Priscus closed it behind him.

    Tiberius shook his head. “Oh no, I just wanted to accompany you. It’s during times like this, when every magistrate and city official comes banging on his door, that Aurelius forgets I even exist.”

    When Lucifer raised an eyebrow, noting his excitement, he waved his hand dismissively.

    “Yes, I know we’re supposed to observe appropriate mourning rites for Emperor Nerva, the gods rest him and all that.”

    “Trajan has been proper in his wording, as he will be in public,” Lucifer replied, handing him the scroll. “Though you and I know there was little love between them.”

    “I don’t think they even knew each other,” Tiberius mused as he read. His face then beamed. “The emperor asked for me personally.”

    “Clearly he has plans for both of us,” Lucifer noted. “Though, as he implies, you and I are but two among many. His responsibilities now span the whole of the Empire. The emperor may be our patron, but we are only a pair of equites serving in the military arm of the imperial household. At least I assume he’ll find you a martial posting.”

    “Anything is better than remaining with the vigiles,” Tiberius grumbled. “I’ve overseen enough floggings and executions to last ten lifetimes. And there isn’t nearly as much coin to be made in selling convicted criminals to slave traders as I’d hoped. I got lucky once. Since then, any haggling with the slavers has been a waste of time.”

    Lucifer placed all the scrolls into his satchel with those for the consul on top. He and Tiberius then left for the curia. It was strange to see the city continuing about its day given that its emperor had just passed away. Tiberius made mention of this.

    “The people didn’t really know Nerva,” Lucifer reasoned. “His reign lasted little over a year; the shortest in the Empire’s history, notwithstanding the three usurpers who came after Nero.”

    Tiberius remarked, “They mourned for Titus who reigned for just two years. But he was already a revered general and national hero.” His last words hung in his throat for a moment. He then said, “A hero to Romans and a demonic beast to the Jews.”

    “Your father served with him, didn’t he?”

    “At Jerusalem.”

    Lucifer said nothing more. Gaius Artorius Armiger spent decades in service to the Empire, including many years as a cavalry officer following the Great Jewish Revolt. But it was the Siege of Jerusalem that left its veterans immeasurably scarred within. At the time, Lucifer was but a legionary still in his late teens, posted to the Rhine, thousands of miles from Judea.

    “The people respected Titus, yet I don’t think there has been a true public outcry of mourning since the passing of Vespasian,” the praetorian then said.

    “Little changes for the masses, no matter who wears The Purple,” Tiberius reasoned.

    There was a curious crowd in the Forum, clustered around a wooden dais where the city crier would announce official proclamations. A freedman had just emerged from the curia and was ascending the steps, a large parchment in hand.

    “They must have read Nerva’s will and made the declaration of succession,” Lucifer speculated.

    The man stood tall and held up his scroll. His voice echoed above the constant chatter from across the Forum.

    “In the name of the senate and people of Rome! Be it known that Imperator Nerva Caesar Augustus has passed from this world. By his will, and with the blessing of the imperial senate, his duly appointed heir, Marcus Ulpius Trajan, now bearing the regnal name of Nerva Caesar Traianus Augustus is lawfully ascended to the principate and from this day forth, Emperor of Rome! Hail, Caesar!”

    “That settles it, then,” Lucifer remarked. “Though I hardly expected the senate to revoke Nerva’s will.”

    “Not unless they wished to invite civil war,” Tiberius added. “Even those who feel they, and not Trajan, should wear the laurel crown will not risk being struck down in the streets of Rome like Galba or Vitellius.”

    “And attempting to incite civil war against one as popular with the legions as Trajan would be suicidal.”

    There was a trace of hesitation in Lucifer’s voice. Trajan was certainly admired and respected in the western provinces of the Empire, but he was mostly unknown in the east. His father commanded Legio X, Fretensis during the Judean Revolt; the same legion where Tiberius’ father had served. Trajan the Elder had later served as Governor of Syria, albeit for only a one-year tenure during the early reign of Vespasian. That rather brief term ended twenty-four years ago. The younger Trajan had never ventured further east than Pannonia. Aside from a few short tenures within the senate most of his cursus honorum was spent in Hispania and the Rhine and western Danube provinces. Lucifer now understood why an equally strong potential Caesar in Gaius Maternus was recalled from Syria around the time of Trajan’s formal adoption.

    The two officers forced their way past the crowd. Guardsmen on either side of the entrance came to attention as they entered the great hall. Consul Tullus had just convened the senate to discuss some of the policies endorsed by Nerva but had yet to receive his ratification. There were questions on whether the consuls should act on the new emperor’s behalf or wait for clarification from Trajan.

    Lucifer gestured for the senate porter who, carrying his great staff, stepped across the hall to the praetorian tribune. Lucifer whispered a few words to the man who looked at him incredulously. Lucifer then held up the scroll bearing Trajan’s seal.

    The porter then beat his staff three times onto the floor and announced, “By your leave, consul. Tribune Gavius Lucifer of the Praetorian Guard comes bearing a message from Imperator Caesar Nerva Traianus Augustus!”

    Without waiting for questions, Lucifer stepped passed the man and held up the scroll. “Your pardon, consul. This was given to me by Trajan soon after his adoption by our late emperor. His instructions were very specific, that it be placed in the hands of the Consul of Rome immediately after the passing of his adoptive father.”

    Tullus nodded and held out his hand. Lucifer crossed the hall, his hobnailed sandals echoing on the marble floor. He handed the scroll to Tullus. The consul first glanced at the seal then to Lucifer before breaking the wax and reading the missive.

    “I thank you, tribune,” he said. “Caesar was wise in trusting you to guard his directives.” He then addressed his colleagues. “Noble senators: Our esteemed emperor, knowing that his return to Rome may be delayed following his rise to the principate, had the foresight to have instructions awaiting the senate. We will address each of these matters in turn.”

    He then waved to a clerk, who took the remaining senatorial scrolls from Lucifer. The praetorian stood to attention, with he and Tiberius departing the chamber. Deliberations over Trajan’s decrees would consume political discourse for the next few weeks. The two friends quickly exited the curia as the consul read from the first scroll regarding Trajan’s intent to continue Nerva’s alimentary policies towards the poor.

    “The Tabularium isn’t far from here,” Lucifer remarked, pointing towards the Gemonian Stairs at the far end of the Forum. “Perhaps Caesar’s intentions for you will be in the despatch for Aurelius.”

    It seemed foolish to think the Emperor of Rome would bother with a low-level Equus like Tiberius Artorius Castus. However, he had mentioned the young tribune by name in his missive to Lucifer. Though he longed for a military assignment, even a humble clerk’s position within the imperial court would be fortuitous. There was no personal or professional satisfaction in his menial taskings with the vigiles. And while his informant network had gleaned some useful intelligence over the past three years, he felt there was little more he could do with a handful of vigiles.

    That his name was mentioned as having saved the late Emperor Nerva from an assassination plot had gained him both acclamation and suspicion. His chief orderly, Sergeant Bancroft, was granted his freedom shortly after. Too many potentially unfriendly eyes now knew his face, and Tiberius could not risk using the freedman decanus as an agent. By the time he and Lucifer were first sent to the Rhine to inform Trajan of his adoption, Tiberius had all but dissolved his information network. Bancroft and his section performed mostly administrative tasks for the tribune and would likely have to return to their places within the vigiles’ ranks.

    The Tabularium was abuzz with activity. Freedman clerks from every branch of the city government came and went, bringing information for their respective magistrates regarding the ratification of Trajan’s elevation to the principate, as well as their attempts at learning what was happening within the curia regarding relevant policies. Tiberius guided Lucifer through the chaos to the prefect’s offices in the very back of the main floor. When an official protested their forcing their way past the line waiting to see Aurelius, Lucifer produced one of the scrolls, showing the emperor’s seal.

    “Caesar’s orders take precedence over your trifling affairs,” the praetorian stated in a tone haughtier than intended.

    A freedman quickly bowed and knocked upon the door. Without waiting for an answer, he opened it slightly and said, “Despatches from the emperor, master.”

    A pair of city officials were quickly escorted out of the office, their servants having hastily gathered up their scrolls and wax tablets. They lingered just outside the door, eager to finish their business once Lucifer delivered his missives.

    The two officers entered. Aurelius stood behind his desk; eyebrow raised.

    “Tribune Lucifer bearing despatches from the emperor, sir,” the praetorian said.

    The city prefect was not looking at him. “Yes, I know who you are.” He paused. “But why are you here, Tribune Artorius?”

    “I have no pressing duties at the moment,” Tiberius explained. “And I offered to escort Tribune Lucifer to the Tabularium.”

    “Well, now that you’ve escorted him you can see yourself out.”

    Lucifer interjected, “Prefect, the emperor did mention Tribune Artorius in his message to me. There may be orders for him within your despatches.”

    Aurelius gave a curt nod and accepted the handful of scrolls from the praetorian. “These are mostly routine,” he said. “Caesar is asking for reports regarding a litany of city affairs. Well, at least he hasn’t sacked me yet.”

    “You think he’ll replace you, sir?” Tiberius asked.

    “It wouldn’t be unexpected. Emperor Trajan has many senators and equites within his inner circle. He may have a candidate in mind for this position. Besides, I have held this position for ten years. The last man to serve as city prefect this long was Plautius Silvanus who was Prefect of Rome for the entirety of Vespasian’s reign.” He then stopped himself and scowled. It looked to Tiberius as if Aurelius were privately berating himself for talking so candidly towards him.

    The prefect said no more and continued scanning through the scrolls. Amongst the litany of requests for fiscal and city management reports was a single line which read:

    Tribune Tiberius Artorius Castus of the vigiles is hereby relieved of his position and ordered to attend the emperor with due haste.

    “It would seem I am no longer in need of your services,” Aurelius said, his tone one of near boredom. With a shrug he added, “In any case, your term with the vigiles was set to end soon.”

    The city prefect’s relationship with the young officer had been cordial, if distant, ever since Tiberius first came to Rome from Pannonia three years prior. His position was excess, which left little in the way of official duties for him to perform. Aurelius had taken advantage of this by assigning Tiberius to less desirable, albeit important, details such as executions and public floggings.

    “With your permission, sir, I will take my leave,” the young tribune replied.

    Aurelius waved him off without looking up from his reading. Tiberius and Lucifer left the Tabularium for what he suspected was the last time. He did not look back.

    “It seems I am without employment until we reach the Rhine,” Tiberius mused. “If you’ll have me, I’d like to place myself at your service until we receive the emperor’s command.”

    “I’ll be glad to have you,” Lucifer replied. He then removed three scrolls and handed the satchel to him. “Whatever billet the emperor has in mind for you, we can probably get it made retroactive to today so there are no gaps in your pay. If you will deliver these to the appropriate recipients, I must take the remainder to the Castra Praetoria. Report to me this evening at supper. Herminia would love to see you.”

    “Delighted...sir.”

    
    That evening, as word of Nerva’s abrupt passing spread throughout the city, Verginius Rufus visited the tomb of his father. His expression was mournful, his eyes red. Though Nerva had absolved him of any wrongdoing, he still felt immense guilt for having caused the emperor distress and perhaps hastening his demise. He stared at the inscription on the tomb, the corner of his mouth twitching.

    “Hic situs est Rufus, pulso qui Vindice quondam Imperium asseruit non sibi sed patriae,” a voice said behind him. “Here lies Rufus, who after defeating Vindex, did not take power, but gave it to the fatherland.”

    Rufus turned to see it was Pliny the Younger, a close family friend and former ward of his father. Pliny was a few years younger than Rufus, whom he’d looked to like an elder brother when they were young.

    “I thought I might find you here,” Pliny said. “I’m sure your father welcomed Nerva into the afterlife before he takes his place with the gods.”

    “Trajan will certainly demand Nerva’s deification,” Rufus said. “Even though his only worthwhile act was naming Trajan his successor.” He shook his head, ashamed by his words. “It’s my fault.”

    “What is?” Pliny asked, scrunching his brow in confusion.

    “I went to see Nerva,” his friend explained. He then told of the argument that ensued, and how Nerva succumbed soon after losing his temper.

    “Those were not the best choice of words,” Pliny said. “Even if true.”

    “We cannot know the truth of a past that never came to be,” Rufus remarked. “Had my father become emperor, he may have still succumbed to the machinations of Otho or civil war against Vespasian. In which case, my own life would have been forfeit, like the son of Vitellius.”

    “Or the civil wars may have been avoided altogether,” Pliny reasoned. “Your father was a capable general and far better loved than Vitellius. And he was a friend of Vespasian though, as you rightly state, that may not have stopped the eastern legions from naming him Caesar. But you cannot blame yourself for Nerva’s death. He was a frail old man. That an uncharacteristic bout of anger brought on his demise speaks as much. The burdens of the principate can age one far beyond his years, and Nerva was never a man of vigorous health. Still, he served his purpose.”

    “Though my conscience is still heavy, I think he wanted the end to come,” Rufus reasoned. He then mused, “Nerva was possibly the only man who was genuinely reluctant to become Caesar except perhaps Emperor Claudius.”

    Pliny nodded. “And now Trajan is emperor. He may not have had imperial aspirations. Or, at least, he kept them private. He made no false overtures of reluctance to take the throne. His modestly comes from a position of strength rather than feigned reluctance. Personally, I am glad for it. And like many, I welcome this, Nova Era; a new age for Rome.”

    

  
    Chapter IX: United in Enmity

    

    Land of the Marcomanni, north of Pannonia

    February, 98 A.D.

    
    Germanic Warrior holding a Roman Helmet, by Osmar Schindler (1902)

    Nearly ten years had passed since the last war between the Kingdom of Dacia and the Roman Empire. The armies of King Decebalus had succeeded in destroying an imperial legion at the First Battle of Tapae, whose sacred eagle was a great prize in the royal palace at Sarmizegetusa. The price in souls sent to the god, Zalmoxis, for this victory were severe. Two years later, following countless savage skirmishes and a renewed Roman invasion, Decebalus faced a much larger army upon the same battlefield. The fighting was relentless with both sides suffering greatly. And while they had prevented the Romans from pressing further into Dacia, Decebalus’ warriors were forced to cede the field, leaving thousands of dead and even greater numbers of badly maimed. So great were their losses that even a decade since the last blood was spilled, Dacia’s armies were still depleted. So many of the youngest and most promising warriors were either dead or left crippled. Further attrition of age over subsequent years depleted their ranks of the most experienced fighters. The Romans could call upon an entire empire to recruit replacement soldiers, whereas Dacia literally had to wait for the next generation of young men to reach fighting age.

    Decebalus had won favourable terms in the ensuing treaty following the Second Battle of Tapae; however, much of this was owing to troubles along the western Danube and Rhine frontiers, which compelled Rome to redeploy its battered forces from Dacia. Decebalus also knew the peace could not last forever. Dacian spies, particularly Roman turncoats serving at the king’s court, brought rumour of a new imperial heir-apparent, a revered general with a fearsome reputation. The king needed to keep the Romans occupied along any frontier but Dacia’s. He therefore sent his brother with a diplomatic entourage to bring an offer to the Empire’s most recent adversary.

    Prince Diegis was a revered warrior respected for his bravery and tactical savvy. He was also an astute diplomat, often serving as his brother’s chief emissary. He maintained a communications network along all the borders of the Dacian Kingdom and beyond. Some of his men had come across a few Rhoxolani survivors who fought beside the Pannonian rebels and their Germanic kinsmen during the uprising seven years before. It was they who told of the death of their valiant captain, Sergiu, who’d once survived being crucified by the Romans. Despite the savage ordeal which left him partially crippled, Sergiu’s king granted him a large company of 2,000 Rhoxolani heavy cavalry to lead into Pannonia. Tragically, he, his son, and most of his warriors perished during the campaign. The survivors told Diegis’ scouts about the Marcomanni and Quadi having withdrawn most of their forces across the Danube before imperial reinforcements arrived and routed those who remained.

    “Such a withdrawal undoubtedly drew ire amongst the Marcomanni,” Decebalus speculated. “However, it was strategically wise, especially if the Roman army that retook Pannonia is as large as the Rhoxolani claimed.”

    “Many remained to garrison its border,” another man spoke up. He was a former Roman centurion named Tertius, who’d deserted his legion a dozen years prior and since acted as an adviser to the Dacian court. “This redeployment, however, has only added strain to the already stretched imperial armies.”

    “Yet they remained massed on our own borders,” an elder said. “I fear a time will come when Rome no longer sees fit to honour the terms of the armistice. A new Caesar will seek military glory. And he now has an even larger army so near our borders.”

    “I agree,” the king said. “Even with the improvements we’ve made to the mountain citadels and the capital’s defences, we simply do not have sufficient soldiers to defend against another invasion. We need time.”

    “Sire, it will take years for our army to reach its full measure,” Prince Diegis said. “The Rhoxolani are our only dependable allies, yet they are embroiled in their own troubles. And they, too, suffered mightily in the recent conflicts against the Empire.”

    “King Denis is my friend,” Decebalus stated. “But he has to look to his people’s protection. Should war come to Dacia again, aligning with us would be fraught with extreme risk.”

    “There is growing discontent within the Rhoxolani to maintain their own security,” Diegis added. “Their lands are vast, but their population is not. And they lost over a thousand brave warriors during the Pannonia excursion.”

    The king then looked to Tertius. “You said the legions are already stretched thin.”

    The Roman turncoat nodded. “Despite its vast size, the imperial army is insufficient to effectively man all of its border provinces. I recall the senior legates complaining of this during my time with the legions. Rome cannot guard all its borders, yet raising sufficient forces would bankrupt the Empire. As it is, the army already devours a third of the annual treasury. Any time there is a war or proposed expedition, the emperor must carefully choose from where to call upon his forces.”

    “Then perhaps a little destabilisation away from our borders will take their eyes off us for a time,” Diegis remarked.

    “Indeed,” Decebalus concurred. He then altered the subject, addressing Tertius once more. “Some of your spies have recently returned from Moesia. Our old nemesis, Emperor Domitian, is dead. From what I’ve gathered, his successor is a decrepit old man.”

    “It is not Nerva who worries me, sire,” Tertius explained. “It is the man he selected to replace him.”

    “Trajan,” Diegis added. “We’ve heard his name but know little of him.”

    “He made his reputation in the western provinces,” Tertius said. “I was still with the legions when he commanded the Eighth Augusta during Domitian’s farcical foray against the Chatti in Germania. Although, I was in Moesia and only heard news of the campaign through despatches, which were little more than propaganda endorsing the emperor’s feeble attempts at living up to his father’s and brother’s legacies.”

    “So, Trajan was little more than Domitian’s mewling sycophant,” Diegis scoffed.

    “Perhaps,” Tertius said, unconvinced. “Regardless of whose robes he kissed, he is a formidable adversary. More than just a tactician and strategist, he knows how to hastily move his forces across the Empire, keeping them fed and supplied, with resounding speed.” He then gazed upward in contemplation for a few moments. “Few in this court have even ventured as far west as the lands of the Marcomanni. But consider this, when Trajan marched from Hispania with a large army to face the Marcomanni, Quadi, and the Pannonian insurrectionists, he travelled a distance nearly twice as far in less than two months.”

    Decebalus tapped his chin in consideration. “We must not underestimate any adversary,” he said. “Especially one who can rally reinforcements from across great distances.”

    “What we must do is deny him the means of calling upon these reinforcements,” Diegis remarked.

    “Indeed,” the king concurred. “If, as our noble allies who’ve forsaken their oaths to Caesar have said, the Roman army is spread thin amongst the provinces. We need incursions that will draw their forces away from our borders. Or in the least, prevent them from sending these same troops into Moesia.”

    “We need not worry about the east,” Tertius assessed. “The Romans and Parthians may be at peace, but it is a fragile one. Even more so than ours. Domitian knew better than to dispatch legions and auxilia forces from Syria, Asia Minor, Judea, and Egypt when last he faced us. Our opportunity lies in the west.”

    “The old Germanic alliances?” a councillor asked.

    Tertius shook his head. “No. The mighty alliance of Arminius has been dead for eighty years. That was proven when Domitian invaded the Chatti. None of Rome’s old nemeses, the Frisii, Chauci, nor even Arminius’ once valiant Cherusci raised a single blade in defence of their old allies.”

    “It is to Rome’s most recent adversaries we must look,” Decebalus declared. He nodded to Diegis. “Brother, you have spies in the mountains to the northwest.”

    “I do,” Diegis confirmed. “Though we’ve had little contact with the Quadi or other smaller tribes, I believe we can secure a little assistance from the Marcomanni.”

    “And you shall act as my emissary,” Decebalus decided. “Take a contingent from the mounted royal guard and as much from the treasury as you need to secure an alliance.”

    “Alliance may be a strong word, sire,” Tertius stated. “We share the same enemy, which is all that has kept the Marcomanni and Quadi from killing each other over the past few decades.”

    “It matters not,” Diegis said. “We simply need to compel the Marcomanni to keep the Romans occupied for a time.”

    “Time,” Decebalus stressed. “That is what you are acquiring for our people, dear brother. When my eldest son comes of age, we shall be ready.”

    Diegis stood and bowed before the throne.

    “By your leave, my king.”

    
    The subsequent journey took Diegis west through the Carpathian Mountains and across the steppes of Iazyges. While this neighbouring tribal kingdom was no friend to Rome, neither had they come to Dacia’s aid during its recent struggles against the Empire. At best, these nomadic peoples remained steadfastly neutral. This confounded the Dacians, for Emperor Domitian had personally ordered the Iazyges delegation executed when they informed him of their king’s refusal to fight for Rome.

    Though their nomadic neighbours to the west still remained neutral, there was always a risk of causing provocation when passing through their lands unbidden. It was mere luck that Diegis’ delegation had not come across any Iazyges troops during their initial journey. While he could attempt to bribe them, it was equally possible they would be attacked with the Iazyges confiscating all the treasure meant for the Marcomanni. This was a risk Diegis needed to accept at the time. Following the near destruction of a Rhoxolani company in Pannonia, the Iazyges king had forbidden any armed forces from crossing their lands.

    As it was midwinter, the weather was cold and extremely wet. They kept south of the snow-capped Carpathians, slogging through the muddy grasslands with only slight reprieve coming from the dense forests. They were often thick with undergrowth, forcing the mounted contingent to bypass the woods and face the winter rains out in the open. It was a miserable journey with several of Diegis’ escorts falling ill. One man died of a relentless fever two weeks into the trek. Diegis ordered the delegation to rest for a day and pay respects to their dead comrade.

    It was late February when the Dacian delegation crossed the Tisza River sixty miles east of where the Danube veered south, forming the border between Iazyges and Roman Pannonia. Diegis kept his men well away from the great river, which was constantly watched by imperial soldiers. Periodically, they spotted a small bireme-class ship patrolling the waters. In addition to its crew, around a dozen archers stood on its deck, huddled beneath their cloaks in the miserable weather, their shivering hands clutching their bows. From a distance, the Romans were unable to differentiate between the various Sarmatian peoples. Diegis knew they wouldn’t hesitate to loose their arrows upon a contingent they perceived as Rhoxolani or Dacian, especially if they saw the chests being carried by their largest pack animals.

    The prince surmised this was as far west as any of his scouts had ventured. He knew not how robust a presence the Romans maintained north of the Danube, nor if they’d constructed bridges across the great river. Several more days passed before they saw any signs of civilisation. Despite the prevalence of arable grasslands just north of the Danube, this area was mostly deserted. The farmsteads they came across were long abandoned. He was still surprised that they saw nary a soul when passing through the lands of the Quadi. The prince suspected the people had resettled further north in whatever lands lay beyond the nearest mountains.

    “The Romans have driven the people from the borderlands,” Diegis muttered.

    Diegis suspicions were confirmed when they spotted sections of imperial horsemen patrolling both the northern and southern banks. A large fortress and city lay just across the Danube, near where the great river was intersected by a small tributary called the Marus. There were fewer imperial soldiers on the north side. The Romans likely viewed the great fortress and the presence of at least a legion as enough deterrent to keep warbands and curious eyes at bay.

    “Over there, highness,” a mounted trooper said, pointing with his lance towards a tall hillock.

    At first, Diegis could not discern what the man was gesturing towards. After a few moments he saw the figure of a man standing below the crest. He was waving his spear in great arcs, trying to catch their attention.

    “At last,” the prince said quietly.

    They rode a mile north until they passed the steep eastern side of the hill, along a narrow path through the trees into a large open field. Here a camp was established consisting of around thirty hide tents and as many campfires, the embers still glowing from the previous night. It was ideally situated, giving the Marcomanni scouts a vantage from which to watch the Romans, while the tall hill masked their campfires at night. Diegis hoped they were wise enough to douse these before dawn, lest lingering smoke alert the imperial soldiers of their presence. The amount of refuse piled beyond the far side of the camp told Diegis they’d been there for some time. The gathering warriors were all lightly armed, around a third in possession of horses.

    Decebalus had selected Diegis to act as his emissary for two reasons. As the king’s brother, his presence showed the respect Decebalus had for the Germanic tribesmen by not sending a mere envoy. The second, and equally crucial, reason was that Diegis was conversant in several Germanic dialects. He hoped the Marcomanni’s speech was similar enough to the Osi and Contini whose lands bordered northern Dacia.

    A tall warrior with light brown hair and neatly trimmed beard strode forward to greet them. He was as humbly dressed as the other warriors in a simple tunic and riding breaches. Only the well-crafted longsword hanging off his hip denoted his status as their leader.

    “You are far from home, warriors of the Steppes,” the man said. His expression denoted he hoped Diegis could understand him. “Your manner of dress is familiar though differs from our allies, the Rhoxolani. Are you of their people? And what brings you to the lands of the Marcomanni?”

    “I am Prince Diegis of Dacia. On behalf of King Decebalus, we come as friends.” Diegis gave a short nod, his status as a royal prince not allowing him to bow to a mere war captain. He further stated, “The Rhoxolani are our allied kinsmen. We share a mutual enmity towards the Romans who infest the lands south of the Danube like a great plague of locusts.”

    “Any enemies of Rome are friends of the Marcomanni,” the warrior said. He then placed a hand over his heart in a form of salute. “I am Alfwin, captain of scouts and eyes of our king, Baldewin.”

    “And I come seeking your king on behalf of my sovereign,” Diegis responded earnestly. “That our peoples may unite in common purpose.” He gestured to the pair of chests being borne by mules. “I bring gifts for your king in token of friendship.”

    “His Majesty makes his winter quarters at a great stronghold three days’ ride to the northeast,” Alfwin said. “I shall personally take you to him.”

    “You have my king’s gratitude,” Diegis replied courteously.

    It had been at least ten years since he last used the Germanic speak. They had to speak slowly, for while the Marcomanni tongue was familiar, it used many terms he’d either forgotten or never heard. Distance and cultural differences led to a plethora of dialects, accents, and various slang used by even those who spoke the same core language. He was relieved that they could at least be understood. Captain Alfwin was clearly a learned man. He knew that such a small band as Diegis’ would not be wandering the lands of the Marcomanni without reason. They were well-armed but hopelessly outnumbered. Their armour and dress were similar to the Rhoxolani, yet he knew little about Dacia whose lands lay hundreds of miles to the east. Granted, the Rhoxolani lay an even greater distance away. However, they had sent a large company of heavy cavalry to assist in the most recent war against Rome. While their combined forces, along with the Pannonian rebels, had succeeded in destroying a Roman legion, the price in blood was severe. Was this Dacian prince proposing a renewal of hostilities? And if so, could he pledge both their own kingdom’s fighters and Rhoxolani allies?

    It was a stormy day with freezing rains pelting the small contingent when Alfwin led Diegis and his men to the great stronghold. While not built of stone like the great citadels of Dacia, it still boasted its own aura of strength. The earthen ramparts were topped with a palisade of sharpened poles. Bowmen manned the defences, their hooded cloaks pulled close, heads bowed against the pummelling wind and rain. Sentries bearing round shields and long spears stood to either side of the large half-opened gate. At instructions from Alfwin, one gave a loud blow of his horn, announcing the arrival of noble guests. It was barely audible over the lashing winds. Warriors escorted the entourage down the stronghold’s long muddy path towards the king’s hold. The tall longhouse was topped with a sod roof and the chimney of a great hearth billowed dark smoke from the centre.

    Diegis and his men dismounted near the large doors leading into the longhouse. Four of his warriors carried the chests. The rest took their horses and followed a servant to the stables. Alfwin gestured to a guard who pushed open one of the heavy doors.

    “Captain Alfwin of your majesty’s scouts!” the man proclaimed before stepping aside.

    Diegis strode beside Alfwin into the hall. The air was humid with the heat coming off a large hearth fire. It woke Diegis’ numb fingers and face with prickling pain. The scout captain bowed and declared, “I bring before you, sire, Prince Diegis, emissary of King Decebalus of Dacia!”

    Seated across the great hall on an upper level was a man who looked to be around thirty. Like Alfwin, his hair was cropped shorter, though he was completely devoid of a beard. He wore a heavy fur cloak about his shoulders over a crimson tunic and faded green trousers.

    “Emissaries of Dacia?” Baldewin asked, leaning forward in his chair, forearms resting across his lap.

    My sovereign, King Decebalus of Dacia, sends his greetings, most noble one,” Diegis replied, trying to recall the words in Germanic. “I come to speak of our common enemy.”

    “Indeed,” Baldewin replied. “My uncle was Corbulboduus, the great chieftain who last fought the Romans and sent an entire legion to the underworld.”

    He gestured to a large display to his right. Several rusted sets of lorica segmentata were piled into a great trophy ringed with battered scutum shields and javelins. Various helmets, some bearing the crests of imperial officers, were arrayed on top. A large pole in the very centre bore an ornate helmet with a large plume of feathers running front to back.

    “Only one thing kept our great trophy from being complete,” Baldewin explained. “One of the Romans escaped with their sacred eagle. This offended Tyr, god of battle and justice. We offered up the sacrifice of the slain enemy general’s body with his armour and weapons placed upon the altar. But when the Romans returned, Tyr left us to their mercy.” He hesitated, as if unsure of his words.

    Diegis glanced sidelong to Alfwin whose face was taught.

    The king continued, “My uncle was ruined, and I became heir to my grandfather’s throne.” He paused. His brow furrowed as he apprised the Dacian prince. He was hesitant to reveal too much to this foreign dignitary.

    Diegis then said, “Your people revere strength, as do mine. And while we have each sent a legion into the abyss, so too were we later defeated in battle. Zalmoxis, our mighty god and protector, shares a kinship with your Tyr. Both demand retribution against the common foe who threatens their children. Let us, therefore, join arms as brothers.”

    Baldewin scrutinised Diegis’ words. Young though he was, the prince sensed an innate intellect. The Marcomanni king was no mere barbarian warlord.

    “You wish to forge an alliance, though a great many lands separate our kingdoms. The Quadi to the east are our age-old enemies. For a short time, they joined us in the fight with Rome. Their subsequent defeat left them cowering in the mountains. And what of the horsemen that lie between their lands and yours?”

    “The Iazyges,” Diegis answered. “Regrettably, though sharing our Sarmatian ancestry, they are feckless, refusing to join either Dacia or Rome during the last war. They have many armoured horsemen but are a scattered nomadic people. They will only fight when it suits their purpose, and then only when one side is on the cusp of victory. My king would welcome their lances, but he cannot depend on them. Only the Rhoxolani have proven steadfast in friendship.”

    “King Denis of Rhoxolani has been a friend to both our peoples,” Baldewin added. He then nodded to the chests of treasure. “You offer much in the way of gold and silver. What is it your king asks in return?”

    “Time,” Diegis immediately replied. “The new emperor’s gaze is fixed on Dacia. Our armies were greatly depleted during the last war. We need time to replenish our losses and fortify the southern passes.”

    “Years,” Baldewin stated. “It will take years to make such preparations.”

    “Indeed, highness. Nearly ten summers have passed since Dacians and Romans last spilled blood. We have diligently strengthened our defences while our young men come of age. If you cannot grant us years, we ask that you at least weaken Trajan’s power in the region. Harass his forces along your borders, that he cannot send the western Danube legions against us. Otherwise, my king suspects the Romans will come to Dacia before two more summers have passed. And should we fall, all lands beyond the Danube will be at their mercy. If we share any similarities with the Empire, it is our love of martial glory. Roman deserters tell us Trajan is a revered general who longs for battle.”

    “And it was he who drove us north of the Danube, slaying my noble cousin,” Baldewin said. “While the treasures your king offers would purchase many blades and bring prosperity to my people, the risk of antagonising the Romans is still great.” He then glanced around at the faces of his assembled courtiers. “But Trajan is our enemy, both as Emperor of Rome and the general who left many Marcomanni widows and orphans in his wake. Our former allies and sometimes foes, the Quadi, have proven fickle. And the western tribes who once forged the great alliance under our former friend and adversary, Arminius, hold but a shadow of their former glory. It is to the east where we must find friends. King Decebalus shall from this day be ally of the Marcomanni and friend of King Baldewin, united in enmity against the Caesars.”

    Diegis and his entourage remained with King Baldewin’s court for nearly a week, waiting for improved weather. The prince was relieved to have fulfilled his mission, yet apprehensive about its effect. Should Baldewin wish to simply keep the treasures and not attack the Romans, there was little the Dacians could do. The Iazyges may have ignored the small contingent that had passed through their lands, but they would certainly not bear the umbrage of an entire Dacian army crossing their territory unbidden on a punitive expedition against Germanic tribesmen hundreds of miles to the west. And while Dacia did possess a professional corps of soldiers, their strength was still depleted. Nor were their logistics capabilities sufficient to carry a large force across inhospitable land, with little means of replenishing food.

    Despite his reservations, Diegis knew the Marcomanni would not play him false. At least twenty of their nobles had witnessed the meeting, and it would be disgraceful to accept the coin and friendship of Decebalus only for Baldewin to recant his promise. A refusal to renew hostilities against Rome would also be perceived as shameful weakness. Diegis suspected there was more to the fate of Baldewin’s uncle and predecessor than he was telling. The Marcomanni king—if indeed he was king and not merely chieftain of a large clan—needed to project strength if he were to keep his throne. The Dacian prince resolved to dispatch some of his best scouts to the region, to watch and see if by summer Baldewin proved good on his word.

    

  
    Chapter X: The Emperor’s Summons

    

    ***

    

    Ensure my orders are followed exactly. Though I expect no protests from Aelianus, should he waver you are under imperial authority to enforce my directives.

    These were amongst Trajan’s directives to Lucifer. The consuls had been given their orders, as well as the city prefect. Letters which may have been professional or personal in nature were delivered to various senators and equites with known ties to Trajan and his family. The final missive was for Prefect Aelianus of the Praetorian Guard. Lucifer deliberately waited until the very last to bring this to his superior. The only protest to come from the ancient prefect was the manner in which he received the emperor’s missive.

    “You’ve been in possession of this for months, yet only now does it come to me,” he grumbled.

    “My orders from Caesar were very explicit, sir,” Lucifer replied. “It was not for me to question.” Nor is it yours, he thought to himself as the prefect read the message.

    “As I expected, Trajan is summoning the Guard to Germania,” Aelianus remarked.

    There was a sneer in his voice, as if his words to Lucifer a month prior were coming to fruition. Lucifer had his suspicions but kept them to himself. Besides Aelianus, the three tribunes who’d helped stage the mutiny against Emperor Nerva were listed by name. Gavius Lucifer, Lucius Vorenus, and Claudius Livianus were also ordered to the Rhine, which seemed to add weight to Aelianus’ prophetic warning. Only Lucifer’s and Claudius’ cohorts would escort the entourage. The rest would remain in Rome. In addition, they were to be joined by the praetorian’s mounted wing of around three hundred guardsmen.

    “Ready your men,” the prefect ordered. “We depart in two days.”

    “Yes, sir.”

    As Lucifer took his leave, Aelianus added with a touch of disdain, “It seems your young friend from the vigiles will also be joining us.”

    That evening, Lucifer met this friend over supper along with Claudius and Vorenus. His fellow praetorian tribunes were evasive to his inquiries regarding Trajan’s instructions for them.

    “Like you, we have very strict instructions from the emperor,” Vorenus said, his gaze inexplicably fixed on Tiberius. He then looked to Lucifer. “All will be revealed soon enough.”

    “At least Caesar did not instruct us to take our own lives,” Lucifer said, nearly causing Claudius to choke on his wine.

    “That was a poor attempt at a joke,” he scoffed.

    “Why in Hades would he do that?” Vorenus asked.

    Lucifer felt embarrassed, his face turning red as he took a drink from his cup before explaining himself. “Aelianus sent his own despatch to Trajan following the incident between Nerva and Domitian’s assassins.”

    “I expect he would,” Claudius replied. “But how does that concern us?”

    “Because, if you recall, our prefect has openly called into question our fealty. He views our actions as a personal slight, and he’s hoping to use Trajan’s past allegiance to Domitian against us.”

    While Vorenus stared at Lucifer with eyebrows raised, Claudius broke into a fit of laughter.

    “I think you can rest easy, my friend,” he said.

    “We shall see,” Lucifer replied, not entirely convinced.

    The next two days were spent issuing orders and ensuring his men were ready for the long trek to Germania. And though young Maximus was upset that his father was leaving again, Herminia was growing accustomed to his absences, even if she didn’t like being away from her husband.

    “Were we in a permanent garrison, I would gladly send for you,” Lucifer explained on the eve of his departure.

    Herminia held their son, who’d fallen asleep in his mother’s arms. She gave a sad smile.

    “Wherever the emperor goes, so too must his loyal guardsmen,” she said.

    These words were well-meaning, but they made Lucifer wince. Though he tried to view himself as ever the loyal soldier of the Empire, the Praetorian Guard felt tainted since the subjugation of Nerva by Aelianus. Would the prefect attempt to control Trajan in the same manner? Lucifer found this unlikely given Aelianus’ extreme age and Trajan’s reputation. This did not ease the tribune’s unrest. In some ways he felt like a fraud, that the Guard only existed to protect the emperor when it was convenient. Unless Trajan made some drastic changes, his hold on power and, indeed, the very stability of the Empire was left uncertain. As he lay in bed, staring up into the utter darkness, he asked himself, ‘When has Rome ever known true stability and security?’

    
    Imperial couriers were dispatched as soon as news broke of Emperor Nerva’s death, each bound for the capitals within every province. Winter weather rendered the seas rough, even the Mediterranean. Only Corsica, Sardinia, Sicilia, and Hispania Tarraconensis were able to be reached by ship during the first two weeks. Despatch riders were sent east as far as Thracia. It was decided to wait until the seas calmed and then send messages by ship to the furthest eastern provinces, northern Africa, and Egypt.

    The fastest of these reached Mogontiacum, the capital of Upper Germania, in just under three weeks, sleeping very little and exchanging horses at every station. This was previously the double-strength fortress of Legio XIV, Gemina, and Legio XXI, Rapax. During the Pannonian War, it became the home of Legio XXII, Primigenia. Raised during the reign of Emperor Gaius more than fifty years earlier, it was so named in honour of the goddess, Fortuna Primigenia.

    Its laticlavian tribune was Trajan’s second cousin, Aelius Hadrian, who was serving a second term as chief tribune with his third legion. His original posting with Legio II, Adiutrix, only lasted a year before he exchanged into Legio V, Macedonica, along the Dacian frontier in Moesia. While Hadrian preferred this closer proximity to his kinsman, serving under his brother-in-law, Servianus, left him with conflicting feelings. Their relationship remained awkward, in no way aided by Hadrian’s continued disapproval of the aged Servianus being married to his sister. That Paulina was expecting their first child made her brother extremely uncomfortable. Hadrian was privately ashamed of this, knowing he should be happy for his sister and at the thought of becoming an uncle.

    When not on duty, Hadrian spent most of his time in the company of a freedman Greek philosopher whom he’d added to his personal household. There were also two young slaves whose dalliances with Hadrian were more open than was deemed appropriate. While Servianus disapproved on both accounts, the more crucial matter, one in which he could find little to no fault, was Hadrian’s duty performance as laticlavian tribune. His young brother-in-law was both academic and practical. He listened well to the primus pilus and senior centurions. His interjections were always thoughtful, even when demonstrated to be incorrect. He further took a genuine interest in tactics down to the century and section, as well as greater strategy when learning about previous campaigns. His supervision of the legion’s finances and logistics was so detailed that even the camp prefect openly expressed his admiration.

    Servianus cared not that Hadrian was the emperor’s closest male relative, reckoning he would be long dead before Trajan needed to appoint an heir. And if Hadrian were to succeed him, Servianus’ children would become his closest relations and potential heirs. He therefore felt an added obligation to ensure the young man learned every possible lesson before gaining greater responsibilities. Hadrian was beginning to demonstrate his potential, though he still needed to learn humility and propriety.

    The imperial courier reached Mogontiacum only to learn that Trajan was a hundred miles to the west along the Rhine at Colonia Agrippina, supervising an inspection of river fleet vessels damaged by winter storms. He therefore dutifully gave the despatch to the provincial governor, Julius Servianus.

    Servianus’ first action was to summon the officers from the Twenty-Second Legion. Chief Tribune Hadrian, the camp prefect, and centurion primus pilus stood to either side of the governor-legate, while staff tribunes and centurions clustered within the large foyer of the principia.

    “Imperator Nerva Caesar Augustus has passed on to the gods,” Servianus solemnly proclaimed.

    There was no palpable reaction from the gathering. Nerva had served as emperor for little more than a year. From a military stance, he led a rather undistinguished life. Most soldiers, even amongst the equites, knew nothing about him. He was just a name and face stamped upon coins for a brief duration. Most of the silver denarii paid to legionaries and auxilia troopers still bore the likeness of Domitian. The last Flavian emperor may have been loathed by the senate that condemned his very name to damnation, but he was still fondly remembered by the legions who’d proclaimed he should have been deified rather than defiled. And besides, to a soldier in the ranks, one silver or bronze coin was worth the same regardless of whose portrait it bore. It was only within the past month that Nerva’s coins began circulating amongst the legions. And these would now be replaced by those of his successor.

    The legate’s next declaration surprised no one, as all had been made aware of the adoption two months prior. “Caesar Marcus Ulpius Trajan, now regally known as Imperator Caesar Nerva Traianus Augustus, has been lawfully proclaimed Emperor of Rome by the senate and in the name of the People of Rome. The legion will, therefore, renew its sacred oath in his name.”

    The oath of an imperial soldier, known as the sacramentum, was binding both legally and militarily. It bound any who swore it to the service and disposal of the emperor; their lives to do with as he pleased. Because Rome’s military, be it land and sea forces, legionary and auxilia, were all volunteers, no man could be compelled to swear the sacramentum. Any who refused would be immediately discharged, though this was unheard of, except in cases of open rebellion, such as during the Year of the Four Emperors. Under Roman law, any who broke his oath was subjected to the severest of punishments. Cowardice in battle, refusing orders from the legates appointed by the emperor, and subsequently the orders of centurions and officers were all considered breaking the sacramentum. Betrayal of one’s comrades, be it through thievery, falling asleep on watch, or abandonment of those in danger were also sacred abuses. The punishment for a legionary was bludgeoning to death by his comrades who he’d endangered. Non-citizen auxiliaries could be crucified.

    The legal issues became muddled during times of civil war. Vespasian had argued that, as he and his soldiers had sworn their oaths to Emperor Otho, they were morally and legally bound to avenge his unlawful overthrow by Vitellius. Because Vespasian won the war and became the uncontested Emperor of Rome, any legal nuances became moot. All imperial soldiers, including Vitellius’ legions, subsequently renewed the sacramentum to Vespasian. Because Nerva had, with the senate’s endorsement, named Trajan his heir, and with Trajan being immensely popular amongst the Rhine legions, there was little cause to worry about whether Legio XXII would grant its allegiance.

    Servianus then addressed the courier. “You shall rest tonight, and in the morning a delegation will ride for Colonia Agrippina to deliver the message to the emperor.”

    “With respect, sir,” Hadrian said. “Should we not send word to Caesar now? As his closest kinsman, I request that I deliver the message.”

    The governor shot him a quick glance and then ordered the courier and all officers to be dismissed with orders for the primus pilus to assemble the legion.

    As soon as the last man departed, Servianus turned to Hadrian. “Your request is denied,” he said firmly. “You hold no position of authority outside of the legion nor are you an imperial courier. If you wish to be one, you can resign your commission and take to your horse. Now return to your duties.”

    Hadrian said nothing, simply coming to attention and saluting. As he reached the door, a coy grin crossed his face. “Then I shall resign my commission and take to my horse,” he whispered to himself.

    He quickly made his way to where couriers and passing lesser magistrates were temporarily housed. He found the messenger who’d just opened the door to his quarters.

    “Sir,” the man said, quickly coming to attention despite his exhaustion.

    “I am to take your message to the emperor,” Hadrian said.

    He was careful in his words, not wishing to cause further issue by falsely invoking the governor’s name. The tired courier simply nodded and reached into his satchel. “By your leave, sir.”

    Glad that he was already wearing his heavy cloak on this frigid day lest he come across either Servianus or the other senior officers, Hadrian hastened to the stables. He had just minutes before the governor sent for him, only to be told the chief tribune had hastily departed the fortress on horseback heading west. The enraged Servianus thought to have riders chase him down but suppressed the notion. It would take Hadrian three days of hard riding to reach Colonia Agrippina. Servianus decided to carry on with his plans for leading a delegation to wait on the new emperor. He drafted a short missive detailing his subordinate’s misconduct, though he would keep this between he and Trajan. Nothing could be changed, and inciting a public scandal would only cause the emperor added embarrassment. He did, however, request that Hadrian be transferred from Legio XXII. He knew his errant laticlavian tribune would not object.

    
    Hadrian reached Colonia Agrippina even faster than Servianus anticipated. He’d hardly slept and had exchanged horses three times with only his excitement holding back the sheer exhaustion. His eyes were bloodshot, and he was in desperate need for a shave. Though he’d intended to grow a full beard in the Greek style, Trajan had for the moment quashed the notion.

    Upon reaching the old fortress, sentries directed Hadrian to the dockyard. Trajan was personally inspecting one of the decrepit river vessels while the lead craftsman detailed what repairs were necessary. Bookkeepers reviewed the cost in materials and labour. As Prince Imperial of the Roman Empire, Trajan required a sizeable guard. The men providing security at the docks were dismounted cavalrymen mostly of Germanic origin. They were tall and muscular with close cropped hair and shaven faces. Each wore an iron helm nearly identical to those of legionaries, instead of the usual bronze of the auxilia cavalry. Each had their cloaks pulled close over their armour with leather rain covers protecting their shields. Hadrian did not see his cousin at first but was instead halted by an auxilia decanus.

    “Hold, sir,” the man said. “What business have you with Caesar?”

    “Only the most urgent,” Hadrian said, holding aloft the scroll. “An urgent despatch from Rome.”

    With a nod from the decanus, Hadrian dismounted and handed the reins to an auxilia trooper. The young man then followed the officer through the busy dockyard where scores of carpenters worked, their saws and hammers echoing loudly. Piles of wet sawdust covered the ground with the men filthy from their labours. A large storehouse stood near the docks. It smelled of freshly cut timber. A pair of blacksmith forges lay a few meters further along the cobblestone walkway. Smoke billowed from chimneys, the sounds of hammers and the roar of the furnaces adding to the noise.

    Trajan and several aids were standing with the foreman of one of the work teams. As the man was explaining the need for repairs to the hull near the waterline of a vessel, Trajan spotted his cousin. He then politely held up his hand, and the foreman ceased in his explanations.

    “Hadrian,” Trajan said, raising an eyebrow in question. “What brings you to Colonia Agrippina?” He then looked around. “You’ve come alone without so much as a personal escort from your legion.”

    Hadrian had rehearsed many times what he would say. Suddenly his mind went blank, and he started to sweat in panic. Nervously, he fell to one knee and held up the scroll. He bowed and proclaimed, “Ave, Imperator!”

    The next hours passed in a haze. Word quickly spread regarding Nerva’s passing, and that Trajan was now Emperor of Rome. The new emperor dutifully finished his project at the docks, though the foreman was, for a time, left speechless. Trajan’s demeanour remained unchanged. He sent Hadrian to the governor’s palace to await further instructions. Though he suspected his young cousin had once again acted impetuously and without the consent of his commanding legate, Trajan would not cause any embarrassment by addressing this publicly.

    “I expect Tribune Lucifer disseminated my despatches to their intended recipients,” the emperor said, as he and his entourage walked from the docks.

    “Who?” Licinius Sura asked. He then remembered. “Oh, yes. The praetorian tribune from the late Legio XXI.”

    Amongst the despatches were the consular appointments proposed by Trajan. Since he and the late emperor were holding the positions of consul ordinaires for the entire year, a replacement was required for Nerva, while Trajan remained on the frontier. Gnaeus Tullus was hastily appointed for the remainder of January with Julius Frontinus assuming the chair in February.

    Trajan took it upon himself to draft a list of candidates for the remainder of Nerva’s term, including the devout loyalist, Julius Ursus. He also declared that he would resign from his own consulship at the end of June. This allowed him to name three suffect consuls for the remainder of the year. He deliberately chose younger men of promise. Their loyalty would be strengthened by holding the consulship, even if only for a month, along with the usual preference for provincial governorships after.

    In anticipation of his ascension, Trajan had already planned for a de facto imperial court until those from Nerva’s staff whom he wished to keep arrived in Germania. One despatch left with Tribune Lucifer was for Octavius Capito, an Equus in the employ of Nerva, who was both a renowned scholar and historian. Trajan declared he would serve as the imperial chamberlain and head of household. Indeed, the entirety of the court’s scribes, advisers, and other administrators, which previously consisted of freedmen, were being replaced by equites. Trajan’s intent was for Capito to travel with the praetorians he’d ordered to the frontier. It was then that he would need to deal with the disciplinary issues within the Guard’s ranks. This was a matter which every commanding general dreaded.

    The imperial court at Colonia Agrippina was, for the moment, led by Licinius Sura. He would serve as acting chamberlain until Capito arrived. After which, he would remain as one of the chief advisers to Trajan. Servianus was also invited to attend the emperor, though as Governor of Upper Germania he would only remain at court until the emperor’s departure from the province. Rather than sending Hadrian back to Mogontiacum, Trajan ordered one of his regular couriers to summon Servianus. The courier intercepted the delegation from Upper Germania when they were just over a day from Colonia Agrippina. Servianus gave the man a pair of personal messages to the emperor and ordered him to return with haste.

    Though he had yet to confront Hadrian about his conduct, Trajan knew the manner with which he brought the news of his ascension was both unbecoming and in direct violation of his superior officer’s directives. As a means of calming the growing dissent, the emperor quickly rescinded Hadrian’s position with Legio XXII and granted him a minor position at court. This was both to placate his young ward as well as Servianus, who complained bitterly about Hadrian’s defiance. Many who were already serving as Trajan’s staff and orderlies in Germania would retain their posts. Only now, they would be serving an emperor rather than governor.

    
    In addition to Servianus in Upper Germania, Trajan extended invites to the governors of neighbouring Belgica and Gaul to Colonia Agrippina. He’d considered sending for the Governor of Britannia, Avidius Quietus. However, the seas were still surging along the Britannic Sea. No despatches had been able to cross the short straight since November. It was now late February, and Trajan suspected it would still be a few more weeks before messengers could safely cross to Rome’s northernmost province.

    Servianus, already en route, arrived a week before the governors of Belgica and Gaul. Trajan had established an audience chamber within the governor’s palace at Colonia Agrippina. Though he was not overly fond of pomp and spectacle, he understood the need to project his status as emperor. He would not attempt the forced modesty of Nerva nor the ostentation of Domitian. His intent was to model his outward projection similar to Vespasian with, perhaps, a touch more flourish. For this, he allowed himself to wear a purple shoulder cloak over his toga. He would only wear the purple and gold toga when addressing the senate in Rome. For initial audiences, he consented to don the laurel crown, though he would refrain from this in the future except when required by formal affairs of state.

    Despite his popularity, Trajan was not so foolish as to leave himself unprotected. Auxilia troopers, like those Hadrian had seen at the docks, acted as the emperor’s bodyguards. Two stood to either side of the doors leading into the chamber. They wore tunics instead of full armour, wielding their spears but devoid of shields. He wanted his guards to remain mostly obscured in the background rather than acting as a force of intimidation.

    Servianus arrived in the late morning. He took the time to bathe, have a proper shave, and don his toga before requesting an audience. Though he and Trajan were on friendly terms and extended family due to Servianus’ marriage to Trajan’s second cousin, decorum needed to be exercised. Trajan was now the most powerful man in the known world, and Servianus knew he needed to show respect without demeaning himself like a mewling sycophant.

    His audience was granted late in the afternoon, an hour before supper. Hearty smells wafted from the palace kitchens, and Servianus was suddenly hungry. Upon being announced, he strode into the chamber. Trajan sat upon his chair, his fingers steepled, elbows resting on the armrests. Courtiers stood to either side a few paces away. Servianus saw Hadrian out of the corner of his vision. The young man kept his gaze fixed straight ahead, not wishing to make eye contact with his brother-in-law and former commanding officer. Servianus chose to ignore him.

    “Hail, Caesar,” he said with a bow. “You have my deepest condolences on the loss of your adoptive father. Know that we all mourn with you.”

    Trajan gave a polite nod. Everyone knew this was all for propriety’s sake. The truth was, he barely knew Nerva. The two had rarely spoken, though the late emperor was on friendly terms with Trajan’s father, whose passing he had genuinely mourned.

    Many suspected Trajan did not particularly like his predecessor, owing to suspicions that Nerva may have been involved in Domitian’s murder. This would never be confirmed with any certainty, and Trajan publicly let the matter lie. That Nerva only outlived the last of the Flavian emperors by scarcely a year was fitting enough. Trajan was also privately resentful at Nerva’s inaction regarding Domitian’s killers. He’d allowed the assassins to literally get away with murder. And yet, neither could Trajan allow those praetorians who subsequently held Nerva hostage to go unpunished. Whatever his personal loathing for some of Nerva’s actions or inactions, he had still been their emperor.

    “I thank you, governor,” Trajan politely replied.

    It was Sura who spoke next. “A time of mourning is also a time for celebration, sire. Nerva is gone, yet he left the most capable of successors. Know that we stand with you, and with Rome as you guide us into a new age.”

    All then raised their hands in salute with a declaration of, “Hail, Caesar!”

    “Your words are both gracious and kind,” Trajan replied. “My first acts as your emperor are already in the hands of the senate. I have ordered elements of the Praetorian Guard to attend us. And we shall sort out the matters of discipline at its highest levels.” He paused for a moment, and all knew to what he referred. The emperor continued, “I shall write a letter to the senate in my own hand, requesting that my adoptive father be granted the divine honours of our most noble predecessors. What’s more, his ashes are to be interred in the final place remaining within the Mausoleum of Augustus. I shall personally send despatches to every provincial governor and procurator, reassuring them of my faith in their diligence. We shall have both peace and stability throughout the Empire.”

    “And when shall my imperial kinsman return to Rome?” Hadrian asked.

    Trajan bit the inside of his cheek. It wasn’t the question that irritated him but Hadrian’s insistence on mentioning their blood relation. Though Hadrian was only the son of his late cousin, he was the closest male relative to Trajan. He therefore projected, if not outright stated, that he was Trajan’s most legitimate heir. The emperor knew he needed to put his former ward to rights. Nerva had had other male relations, albeit distant ones, but none were even considered within the succession. If Hadrian fancied himself as the next Caesar, he would have to earn the right through merit and not by sharing a familial bond with the emperor. And his recent conduct with regards to delivering the message of his elevation had been entirely self-serving.

    “Your emperor shall not return to Rome until such time as the northern frontiers are both stable and secure.”

    Trajan stared hard at Hadrian. He hated stressing his title so, but Hadrian needed to learn that familial terms were inappropriate in public.

    The young man swallowed nervously and bowed in acknowledgment of the answer, and also as a subtle apology.

    Trajan turned his attention back to Servianus and raised both his hands in a gesture of welcome. “Most noble Servianus. Your presence is welcome. I will not keep you from your duties within Upper Germania for long. But I shall need your assistance in ensuring security of the Rhine frontier before I continue my intended inspection of the Danube.”

    A few polite words were exchanged with Servianus promising to aid Trajan with every resource available in his province. As expected, he was invited to dine with the emperor and his entourage. There were fifty guests crammed into the dining hall of the palace. Servianus’ couch was placed nearest the emperor’s, and the two spoke at length about Trajan’s plans for inspecting and securing the frontiers from the Britannic Sea to Moesia. He was especially interested in the Germanicus Line established during Domitian’s reign, and wanted to ensure it proved a viable border between Roman Germania and the barbarian tribes beyond its borders.

    The emperor was hesitant to speak openly about his long-term intentions, particularly as his reign had only just begun. He also understood the political necessity of having the senate’s support even in their diminished state. The more he could make the senate believe they had a substantive role in government, the greater his ability to realise his ambitions for Rome. The heart of these involved doing away with a tradition set forth by Augustus more than eighty years prior. Rome’s first emperor decreed the Empire had grown large enough, nearing the limits of what could be effectively governed and protected. In his will, he implored his heirs to avoid attempts at further conquest. This was honoured with a few notable exceptions. Within a few years of Augustus’ death, Tiberius acquired several smaller territories in Asia Minor. These had been client kingdoms under Roman influence and were absorbed without bloodshed when their rulers died without heirs or were otherwise deposed. Gaius Caligula had openly expressed his intent to conquer Britannia; however, his brief reign proved unstable, the Britannic Seas and the logistics of forming the necessary invasion force untenable. When his uncle and successor, Claudius, did invade Britannia, it was under the guise of aiding a deposed ally king and trading partner. Trajan, however, had no such delusions. His eyes were fixed upon several old adversaries; adversaries who were not only a threat to Rome but possessed great wealth to enrich the Empire’s coffers. From the day he was adopted as Prince Imperial, Trajan’s ambition became to leave Rome larger, stronger, and more stable than he’d inherited it. His first steps, however, were to ensure stability along existing frontiers. And he needed to gain the overwhelming support of the senate, especially if he intended to spend a great part of his reign away from the capital.

    I am now forty-four and of strong health, he thought to himself. Should I even live as long as Emperor Claudius, I pray Fortuna, Mars, and Victoria grant me the wisdom and strength to bring Rome to the height of its power and majesty.

    
    Hadrian knew he needed to address his conduct with the emperor. That evening Trajan was in his private study, writing one of the many letters he would send in the coming days. While content to allow court scribes to pen dictated missives and despatches, the emperor preferred to write personal correspondence with his own hand.

    “Come!” Trajan responded to the knock at his study door.

    Hadrian waved off the freedman servant who’d accompanied him and had the door close behind him. He took a slow breath while his cousin continued to write.

    “I must ask your pardon, Caesar,” Hadrian said with a short bow. “I meant no disrespect by addressing our kinship earlier.”

    Trajan continued writing for a few moments before setting his quill down. He then folded his hands atop his desk and looked up at his former ward. The light of an oil lamp flickered in his eyes.

    “You are still little more than a youth,” he said, recalling that Hadrian had just turned twenty-three a few weeks prior. “I take that into consideration when judging your impetuous behaviour. Though it does not excuse a lack of common sense. It is common knowledge that your father and I were first cousins. What I will not tolerate is the perception of our shared blood leading to favouritism. You are my closest relative, but that does not make you my heir.”

    “I understand,” Hadrian replied with a nervous nod.

    “Do you?” Trajan asked, folding his arms. “Let me be clear. Kinship is no guarantee of succession even if you were my son. Emperor Claudius had a son, yet it was his elder stepbrother who succeeded Claudius to the throne. When the time comes, I will adopt a suitable heir as my predecessor. You will, naturally, be considered providing you prove worthy. Pray that my reign lasts long enough for you to mature into such a position of responsibility. For if the gods decree that my reign be as brief as Nerva’s, you will not succeed me as Caesar.”

    “And if I may ask, who would become emperor should such a disaster befall us?”

    “For now, I would entrust your brother-in-law.” Trajan’s words felt like a punch in the stomach to Hadrian. The emperor grinned slightly. “This displeases you. I’m not surprised. Servianus had little good to say after you disobeyed his explicit orders to remain in camp and allow the imperial courier to bring me the news of my ascension. That is why I withdrew you from your post with the Twenty-Second. The Empire does not need a family squabble threatening the good order and discipline of a legion along our hostile frontiers. This could have upended your entire cursus honorum had you not already served two terms as laticlavian tribune and been given adequate marks by your commanding legates.” He then pointed a finger at Hadrian. His voice was level yet tense. “I can forgive mistakes when they are committed with noble intentions. It is how we learn. None of the great rulers who came before me, not even Augustus, were devoid of blemish or errors in judgement. But what I cannot excuse are poor decisions wrought from a place of self-serving. You need to learn the difference between confidence and arrogance. Should you continue to waste your potential and the advantage you possess by being my kinsman, I shall have no more use for you.”

    “I will do my best to earn your trust, sire,” Hadrian replied.

    “We shall see,” Trajan replied, fighting to suppress the urge to give an unbecoming smirk.

    The emperor dismissed Hadrian and returned to his letters. The young man bowed and took his leave. He’d expected a sterner rebuke from his second cousin. Instead, he brewed over the emperor’s lecture in his mind, deciding what lessons to take from it. He knew he needed to make some sort of overture towards Servianus. Though he was no longer Hadrian’s superior, he was still his brother-in-law. If he were to have any sort of relationship with his beloved sister, he needed to at least try to keep things cordial with her husband. Hadrian strongly disapproved of the union, especially as Servianus was older than their father would be, were he still alive. But it had not been for him to contest. Trajan was head of the family, their guardian, and now most importantly, Emperor of Rome. It was he who offered Paulina’s hand to Servianus and no one, least of all the young bride’s brother, had any right to protest. He cringed at the notion that, if he were feeling malicious, Trajan could order him married to an octogenarian widow, and Hadrian would have no choice but to comply. His pride would not allow him to outright apologise to Servianus, though he would attempt to reach an amicable rapport with him.

    The subject of marriage made him consider his own pending nuptials. Empress Plotina had already made her intentions clear. Hadrian should marry Vibia Sabina, the granddaughter of Trajan’s elder sister, Marciana. Plotina, who was very fond of Hadrian, had arranged the marriage to aid the young man in securing even closer bonds within the imperial family. Trajan was, after all, very fond of his great-niece. The young woman was rather taken by Hadrian as well, yet the feelings were not reciprocated. He found her fawning loathsome, and her presence irritated him.

    Because his sexual orientation was confined to young men, her reputation for considerable beauty meant nothing to him. As it was, he would perform his duties as husband on their wedding night out of propriety, though he detested the notion. Certainly, Sabina was naïve if she thought she would ever become a mother by him! In matters of physical intimacy, he knew Trajan could not chastise him, for his own preferences were also with their shared gender. And his marriage to Plotina had been beneficial to both, despite being devoid of sexual intimacy. The empress was a devoted spouse even before her husband became heir to the principate. She was a partner to his labours, unburdened by the needs of raising children. Perhaps, Hadrian and Sabina could reach a similar arrangement. With Sabina living with her mother in Rome, Hadrian knew such a union would not happen until Trajan returned to the capital. He had time.

    

  
    Chapter XI: Bleeding the Frontiers

    

    
    Colourised depiction of Roman cavalry from Trajan’s Column

    It was a small patrol of only nine troopers. They were imperial light horsemen used for reconnaissance along the border provinces. They were Mauritanians, an African race of darker complexion, some of whose ancestors were once Rome’s adversaries during the Punic Wars against Carthage. Their horses were smaller and their armament light. Each wore a simple leather cuirass and carried a small, circular shield and a short lance.

    It was now early March. Though the spring equinox was imminent, a heavy frost still covered the ground most mornings. This was especially true nearest the river where freezing waters were fed by melting snow from the mountains. Fog clung to both riverbanks, creating a sinister aura in the hours before dawn. The Romans were dismounted and wiping down their shivering horses. Alfwin knew they must have just crossed the river, hoping to use the darkness and fog for concealment.

    “Enjoy your last dawn,” he whispered.

    Imperial scouts constantly ventured across the Danube, yet they rarely penetrated far. They mostly antagonised locals while keeping farmers away from the fertile lands nearest the great river. Most days, the Marcomanni would not trouble themselves with such a paltry force. Enemy patrols were extremely mobile and establishing ambushes was difficult. But Baldewin had made a deal with the Dacians whose gifts in coin and treasure were generous.

    Alfwin was still hesitant, for he had led one of Corbulboduus’ scout companies during the previous war. The defeat of an imperial legion had come at an immense cost in blood and suffering. Many who survived the horrific struggle later perished from disease and starvation. Others were left with crippling wounds, their bodies frail and unable to perform labour.

    The high chieftain withdrew most of his warriors across the Danube when word reached them of a vast army of imperial reinforcements crossing the Raba River to the south. Many decried his actions as cowardly with a third of his remaining fighters refusing to leave Pannonia. Alfwin had watched the final stand of the more stubborn Marcomanni, Pannonian rebels, and the remnant of their Rhoxolani allies as they were crushed between two divisions of imperial soldiers just east of Carnuntum. While none could discount their bravery when placed on even footing numerically, the allied forces never stood a chance.

    In the aftermath, Corbulboduus was deposed by the enraged war chiefs. Baldewin told the Dacians that the late chieftain’s death came at the hands of the Romans. He was too ashamed to admit he’d been overthrown by his once loyal captains. And while he styled himself King of the Marcomanni, his lands were but a portion of those previously ruled by his uncle. A plurality of warriors still remained loyal with the other chieftains scarcely able to maintain control over their unruly clans. Baldewin’s desire to fight the Romans was born as much to project strength and increase his influence, as it was about accepting King Decebalus’ coin. The timing of Prince Diegis’ visit was fortuitous, for Baldewin had intended to increase his attacks on the Romans regardless. Now he had additional incentive, as well as enough treasure to hire mercenaries and attain better arms for his men.

    “The river runs high in this area and the current is deceptively swift,” a Marcomanni scout said quietly.

    Alfwin nodded wordlessly. The nearest fording site was at least two miles downriver. And he had not seen any of the imperial river fleet’s vessels in the area. Despite the late Emperor Domitian ordering additional ships constructed for the Danube Fleet, they were still stretched thin across hundreds of miles between the Roman Province of Upper Germania and the Black Sea.

    The scout captain gestured to one of his fastest riders. The man nodded and galloped his horse through the woods to where a contingent of twenty spearmen lay hidden. Unlike the Germanic tribes to the far west, some of whom had been supplying mounted units to the Romans since the time of Julius Caesar, the Marcomanni were not known for their equestrian skills. Cavalry formations were practically non-existent with the exception of bodyguards to the king and high chieftains. The company which Alfwin had formed under Corbulboduus was lightly equipped and used for reconnaissance. They stood little chance against the better armed and trained imperial cavalry regiments. However, the Romans were not sending entire regiments across the Danube, but small bands of scouts. These he could handle.

    “Tod dem Imperium!” he shouted; spear raised high. “Death to the Empire!”

    Forty horsemen galloped from the woods with deafening battle cries. There was no organised formation, simply a scattered mass of bare-chested warriors screaming for Roman blood. The enemy section leader shouted orders to his men who hastened into their saddles. Alfwin and his riders spread out, following close to the river. He knew there was a fording site just a couple of miles to the east. The imperial troopers had likely used it as their crossing and were now riding with all haste towards it. The warriors lingering in the woods between the Romans and the drift now emerged, deploying into a long line with spears and shields brandished. The Mauritanian riders formed into a wedge; however, they aborted their attempts to smash through the line when their horses reared up in the face of gleaming spearpoints. Alfwin’s warriors quickly surrounded them, and a fierce melee ensued.

    The captain had ordered his men to allow at least one enemy rider to escape. Two managed to splash their horses into the shallow surf near the riverbank before the rest were cut off by Marcomanni spearmen. Screams followed as men were impaled by spears and fell to the earth, writhing in pain. Within moments it was over. Alfwin admired the Romans’ bravery. Not one begged for mercy or attempted to surrender. Spears were plunged into flesh. Men cried out as they were stabbed repeatedly. Blood gushed from hideous wounds. Dismounted warriors continued to skewer the corpses long after their spirits had departed for wherever the Roman or Mauretanian gods summoned their dead.

    Despite the rapid ferocity of their attack against lightly armed scouts, two of Alfwin’s mounted warriors were killed and another lay dying, his guts impaled by a Roman lance. Several others bore various injuries. Some had been inadvertently struck by their own companions during the struggle and were now brawling and shouting curses at each other. Alfwin leapt from his horse and at no small personal risk jumped between the enraged fighters.

    “Enough!” he bellowed, cuffing one man across the ear, and slamming his fist into the chest of another. He then pointed to the twitching corpses. “We have spilled Roman blood! Do not sully this day by shedding that of your brothers!”

    He then ordered their dead gathered and the wounded tended to. The dying warrior struggled against the brutal agony as blood, bile, and other bodily fluids escaped from his mouth. The wretched wound stank horribly from his impaled intestines. Alfwin knelt next to the man and drew his sword. The warrior’s eyes were closed, his body trembling as he fought against the piteous sobs.

    “Sleep now, brother. May Tyr welcome you into his magnificent hall.” He then slashed the warrior’s throat. The man’s eyes never reopened, and he gasped a few times. Another endless minute lapsed before the body gave its last convulsions.

    “We shall camp in the woods near the crossing,” he ordered. With a narrowing gaze of anger towards the southern bank where the fog was now lifting, he said “And tonight, we shall return the Romans’ dead.”

    
    For Tiberius and Lucifer, the journey between Rome and the Rhine frontier was becoming familiar. Prefect Aelianus seemed content to let the two men lead the entourage, as they were now well-versed in the most expedient routes to Germania. And the less he had to see of Lucifer the better. Due to lingering snow in the mountains, traversing the Alps was out of the question. It also meant transportation by ship would be a greater risk than it was worth once they reach the Britannic Channel. They settled for marching into northwest Italia and then through Gaul and Belgica. There would be no days of respite during the journey, as the emperor was expecting them with all haste.

    The days were brisk, and the night temperatures just above freezing. Yet even following the improved roads, with little to impede them except the occasional frigid rains, the journey still took nearly two months. The praetorian cohorts established camp each night in similar fashion as legionaries, albeit without the entrenchments and palisade stakes encircling the camp. They were deep inside Roman territory, and the only trenches they required were for the copious amounts of bodily waste produced each day.

    Aside from reviewing daily reports on his men’s health, status, and equipment, there was little Lucifer needed to manage within his cohort. His officers were more than capable. Decani conducted daily inspections of their soldiers and kit, reported to their optio who, in turn, informed the centurion. Discrepancies were sorted during morning parade. Despite keeping to a robust training and fitness regimen while in barracks, Praetorians rarely performed the long road marches of legionaries. Extra attention was paid to their overall health, especially their feet, which were inspected during evening parade. Though few would openly admit it, the enhanced physical training enforced by Lucifer and Claudius was now showing its benefits.

    As for the senior officers, there was no hiding the factions which had formed within the Praetorian Guard during the final years of Domitian’s rule and the brief reign of Nerva. Aelianus and those who’d taken part in essentially kidnapping Nerva dined and camped together. Lucifer, Claudius, and Vorenus were joined by Tiberius Artorius, and all kept their distance from the prefect. The rest formed their own minor factions, same with the centurions and lower officers.

    Aelianus had a smug deportment about him. Lucifer knew he expected to be rewarded for his ‘exacting justice’ against Domitian’s murderers. As Aelianus was being more openly hostile towards those whom he viewed as his political rivals within the Guard, there was little doubt he would ask Trajan to punish Lucifer, Claudius, and Vorenus for their obstinance. The tension was evident. This caused much discomfort for Tiberius, the only officer who was not a member of the Praetorian Guard, during the long trek to the Rhine.

    “I reckoned Aelianus would have fallen sick or just keeled over from his unnatural age,” Tiberius grumbled, as the officers sat close to a campfire.

    “I don’t think anything short of a sword through the neck will kill the old bastard,” Lucifer said. He then quickly looked to his companions and remarked, “And, no, I am not proposing a mutiny against our prefect.”

    “Why not?” Vorenus grumbled. His half grin denoted his words were in jest, despite his bitter deportment towards Aelianus.

    It was drizzling rain, with a frigid wind whipping off the Arar River. They’d made camp a few days north of the Gallic capital of Lugdunum. The edge of the Alps were visible in the distance to the east. A separate mountain range lay directly across the road to the west. The damp wood was difficult to light and created more choking black smoke than fire. It felt scarcely warmer in Tiberius’ tent. His camp bed had gotten wet during the march despite Visellius placing a protective tarp over their baggage cart. They were only about halfway to their destination, and there was little chance any of his wet clothes or bedding would dry before they reached Germania.

    “Augustodunum is only another day or so from here,” Tiberius observed.

    “That would require us diverting from the most direct route,” Lucifer said. “And Aelianus has already declared that there will be no rest until we reach the emperor.”

    “Least of all in a city whose economy revolves around recreation,” Vorenus added.

    Despite his discomfort, Tiberius knew his situation was far better than the praetorian rank and file. He had a horse. The majority of guardsmen were required to walk while fully armoured and carrying heavy packs. He also had his own camp bed to sleep on each night. Much like legionaries, guardsmen below the rank of tesserarius slept on the ground with little more than a bedroll to lie on. Eight praetorians were crammed into each tent the same size as the one used by Tiberius and his manservant.

    Of the four officers huddled around the smoky campfire, only Lucifer had come up from the ranks. He often told his friends his life as a legionary felt like an entire lifetime ago. In some ways, the memories felt like those of a different person. Given the terrible ordeal with Legio XXI he’d been fortunate to survive, Tiberius hoped, in time, he would also see his own early experiences as those of someone else entirely. He pondered this as he lay shivering beneath his blanket while rain loudly pelted the roof of his tent.

    In the morning, they broke camp with the day’s events echoing those of the entire past month. As he pulled himself into the saddle, already tired from lack of sleep, Tiberius looked to the sun as it rose over the Alps to the east and let out a sigh. They could not reach the Rhine soon enough.

    
    Pompeius Longinus stood seething along the northern bank of the Danube. The Pannonian governor wished to personally see this latest outrage wrought by the barbarians just across the river. The corpses of six troopers from the Mauretanian Light Horse were hung upside down, naked, and disembowelled. Bloody trails through the trampled grass and the horrific state of the bodies told the grisly tale of their demise. A pair of troopers from the patrol had escaped. They were only able to find a suitable crossing point along the freezing river two days later, as enemy warriors had driven them from their original fording site. By which time, the bodies now covered in a layer of frost, had been dragged several miles to an open field just across from an auxilia fort which was manned by the mounted regiment from North Africa.

    The governor was joined by several staff officers, the commanding prefect of the Mauretanian Light Horse, as well as the legate and senior officers of Legio XIV, Gemina.

    “The barbarians have grown brazen,” the legion’s primus pilus observed. “In addition to ambushing our patrols, they have launched numerous assaults upon our watch towers and smaller outposts.”

    “They’re provoking us,” the legion’s legate said. “They want us to cross the Danube to be lured into an ambush. It’s the same tactic Arminius used against Varus.”

    “These attacks could be a means of showing strength,” the primus pilus assessed. “The Marcomanni are far from united. Their bolder chieftains hope to expunge their previous defeats and strengthen their own claims at becoming high king.”

    “The Quadi to the east are the greatest unknown at the moment,” the intelligence officer said. “They are ancestral rivals of the Marcomanni, though they did act in conjunction with the Pannonian rebels. They’ve made no overtures at all towards our scouts along the north-eastern border region. In fact, we’ve seen no sign of them at all within ten miles of the Danube.”

    Longinus then recalled a despatch he’d received a few weeks prior. “What of that Sarmatian delegation your scouts recently saw?”

    “We couldn’t get close enough to confirm their identity,” the officer replied. “They weren’t Iazyges judging by their kit. Could have been Rhoxolani or even Dacian.”

    “The Rhoxolani have aided the Marcomanni before,” the legate said. “Even as recently as the Pannonian Revolt. But I doubt they are planning any further military actions this far west of their lands. Not when they’ve incurred Rome’s wrath and have thousands of our soldiers positioned on their doorstep.”

    As the men spoke, Mauretanian troopers cut the bonds holding the mangled bodies of their companions and lowered them as carefully as possible onto the ground. Ratty canvas tarps were used as shrouds and the corpses hoisted into a waiting handcart. A group of slaves wheeled them to the ramp of a waiting river vessel which would ferry the bodies across the Danube, where a large funeral pyre was being constructed by the fallen soldiers’ companions.

    Scowling in anger, Longinus folded his arms across his chest and gave a short nod. “We’ll send word to Trajan, informing him of the situation and requesting assistance.”

    “Trajan?” a staff officer asked. “Should we not ask for reinforcements from Rome?”

    “Emperor Nerva has adopted Trajan as his heir,” the governor reminded them. “He’s also been granted a general imperium which is not limited to the Germanic provinces. We will, of course, send a report to Rome on the situation explaining that we have informed Trajan. This is undoubtedly what Nerva would do.”

    Longinus made no mention of the common refrain that, since his adoption, Trajan was now emperor in all but name. It was also no secret that he was a close friend of the prince imperial and had already benefited by his adoption. Rather than acting as a flattering sycophant, Longinus knew he needed to earn his continued patronage with the heir apparent.

    He wasn’t entirely certain what, if anything, Trajan could actually do to assist him. The prince imperial had stated his intentions to tour the northern frontiers, particularly the Germanicus Lines established after Domitian’s war against the Chatti sixteen years earlier. He just hoped the Rhine was stable enough that Trajan could form a suitable division to mount a punitive expedition and put the barbarians in their place.

    It was late afternoon when Governor Longinus and his detachment crossed the Danube once more. An imperial courier from Rome had ridden out to the small auxilia fort rather than waiting for Longinus at Carnuntum. Heavy snows across the Alps compelled the messenger to follow the coast of Dalmatia southeast all the way to Salona before a suitable pass was declared clear. This much longer route had delayed the news by an additional two weeks. It wasn’t until around the Kalends of March that the urgent despatch finally reached Pannonia.

    “It seems there is no need to send word to Rome after all,” Longinus said as he read the message. “For the emperor is now in Germania.”

    

  
    Chapter XII: Imperial Justice

    

    ***

    

    It was a cold and cloudy mid-March morning when the Praetorian Guard detachment arrived at the fortress city of Bonna. A staff orderly rode ahead three days prior to inform the emperor of their approach. Aelianus expected an invitation from Trajan to join him well before the marching columns of guardsmen arrived. Much to his surprise, the messenger returned with specific instructions that the prefect was to arrive with his men and not before.

    Trumpets blared when they were a mile from the city, letting the emperor know his guardsmen were arriving. It puzzled Aelianus to see most of Legio I, Minervia, paraded outside the fortress with vexillations from each of the Rhine legions in both Germanic provinces. Such a representation, numbering around 10,000 soldiers, would be expected to greet a consular delegation but not the officers of the Praetorian Guard.

    A tribunal dais stood near the fortress wall. Emperor Trajan sat in full armour and regalia, a laurel crown atop his head and purple cloak draped over his left shoulder. Standing to either side were the two governors, Julius Servianus and Licinius Sura, along with the legates from their respective legions. The eagles and various standards were displayed behind the emperor. Members of the imperial court, including Aelius Hadrian, stood to either side of the dais. Many curious citizens wished to see what they thought was a great ceremony where the Praetorian Guard would swear its allegiance to Emperor Trajan. However, they were kept at bay by detached centuries of legionaries, only allowed to come as close as the outer edge of the city. A large open field separated municipal Bonna from the fortress.

    Standing closest to the dais to the right was a contingent of auxilia cavalry, arrayed in their own formation next to their horses. These were tall, muscular, fair-haired Germans, mostly of Batavian ancestry. Soldiers in the auxilia regiments usually maintained their own standards of grooming, keeping with their native traditions. These men, however, were clean shaven, their hair cropped short. Lucifer, familiar with most regiments posted to the Rhine, was puzzled by their shields which now had their leather covers removed. They were painted red with four bronze scorpions, one on each side.

    “I’ve never seen that pattern before,” he said quietly to his friends, Vorenus, Claudius, and Tiberius, who rode close to him towards the back of the mounted officers.

    “Perhaps Caesar has formed a new regiment,” Claudius mused.

    The corner of Vorenus’ mouth twitched slightly.

    “Caesar is giving us quite the reception,” Aelianus said over his shoulder, his expression puzzled though unconcerned.

    A gathering of slaves and groomsmen stood fifty paces from the dais. They took the horses from the officers who dismounted and formed into two files behind Prefect Aelianus. The praetorian infantry cohorts branched off in either direction, assuming positions on the flanks of the gathered legions. The praetorian mounted wing did likewise, first dismounting and walking their horses to their places within the three-sided square. As they approached the tribunal, Aelianus and his officers removed their helmets.

    The prefect offered a salute. “Hail, Caesar!” he proclaimed. “The Praetorian Guard awaits your pleasure.”

    Trajan did not speak but gestured for the officers to form a line facing him to either side of Aelianus. He then called to the prefect and each of the tribunes who’d taken part in the detaining of Emperor Nerva and ordered them to step forward. Lucifer tensed in anticipation, his hand clutching the hilt of his spatha. A few moments of silence followed as emperor and prefect locked gazes. A crow cawing accented the stillness.

    “Casperius Aelianus,” Trajan said. “You have dedicated your incredibly long life in service to Rome, beginning more than a decade before I was even born. My father called you both friend and mentor.”

    “I have served every Caesar since Claudius,” Aelianus asserted after another awkward silence. “I am at your service despite my advanced years.”

    “To accept your offer would be to insult the memory of my predecessor and adoptive father,” Trajan countered, his tone unchanged. “How can one Caesar trust a man who has betrayed another?”

    Aelianus’ placid expression fell. This was not the reception he was expecting. Despite the chill in the air, his forehead dampened. “Am I to be so publicly rebuked and humiliated, sire?”

    “Like you publicly humiliated Emperor Nerva?” Trajan asked in return.

    Aelianus held up a hand. “There were reasons, Caesar. Domitian was our rightful ruler, the son of Vespasian, and last of the Flavian Dynasty. We asked for justice, nothing more. Yet Nerva allowed the murderers to remain free. Such a precedent is dangerous!” When Trajan did not respond immediately, he licked his lips and persisted. “You were one of Domitian’s most loyal generals. He trusted you more than any man within the imperial senate, possibly the whole of the Empire. Were it you and not Nerva who succeeded him, would you not seek justice against his killers?”

    “Domitian was my emperor, and I his loyal servant,” Trajan replied. “But it is not I who was lawfully proclaimed his successor. And as I served Domitian, so too did I serve Nerva. Whatever my thoughts on the matter, it was not for me to decide the merits of his decision. Nor was it yours. To hold an emperor hostage, to undermine his authority, and humiliate him publicly is a sacrilege of one’s oath, undermining the very foundations of the principate and the greater Roman Empire. Whatever the intentions, your actions were treasonous.”

    A dozen troopers from the dismounted cavalry encircled the four men, their blades drawn. The three tribunes were wide-eyed in fear, though Aelianus simply shook his head.

    “So, this is the price we pay for exacting justice?” he declared.

    “Undermining the authority of the principate, founded by the divine Augustus, is never just,” Trajan rebuked. He then looked to the other praetorian officers. “Tribune Claudius, Tribune Vorenus, Tribune Lucifer!”

    “Yes, Caesar,” all three men answered.

    The emperor gestured towards the condemned. “Disarm them.”

    The three stepped forward, taking the gladii from the prisoners’ scabbards. Aelianus kept his gaze fixed on Trajan as Lucifer quickly seized his weapon. Trajan then stood and stepped down from the dais. His ornate spatha hung off his left hip. The line of soldiers parted as he stepped over to Aelianus. He then drew his sword, handing it to a trooper who, in turn, presented the weapon to Aelianus. The prefect looked surprised.

    “I shall give you the option of saving your families from the consequences of your actions,” the emperor said. “But it shall be done with my blade.”

    Aelianus understood. He took the spatha. Before his companions could react, he turned and sliced open the neck of the first tribune. The other two lurched back in horror as their companion fell to his knees, blood gushing onto his ornate armour. Auxilia soldiers restrained the two as the disgraced prefect cut their throats. He looked into the eyes of both dying men, still being held upright, as he then ran the sharp edge across his own neck. Tribune Claudius quickly took the emperor’s weapon from his hand before it could fall to the ground. The four condemned former praetorian officers soon lay in twitching heaps as their blood mingled beneath them, pooling atop the frozen ground.

    Trajan held out his hand to Claudius, who handed his spatha back to him. The emperor eyed the streaks of blood along its gleaming blade.

    “Tribune Claudius,” he said, still staring at the weapon.

    “Yes, Caesar,” the tribune said, coming to attention.

    With a nod towards Claudius, an aid handed him a scroll. The tribune’s eyes widened and despite the grisly blood at his feet, traces of sputtering air escaping from Aelianus’ severed throat, he broke into a grin.

    “I am honoured, Caesar,” he managed to say, coming to attention once more.

    Trajan then spoke loud enough for all to hear. “Tribune Claudius Livianus has served the Praetorian Guard with dignity for many years. He maintained his honour when his peers and superior betrayed Emperor Nerva. He is now Commanding Prefect of the Praetorian Guard.” He then gestured with his weapon towards the contingent of officers nearest the dais. “Commander Suburanus.”

    Sextus Attius Suburanus, the man who’d recently commanded the Rhine’s cavalry corps before being made chief financier for the entire frontier army, stepped forward. His demeanour alone said he knew what to expect.

    “Yes, Caesar.”

    Lucifer had met Suburanus a few months prior. He and Claudius were friends, with Claudius speaking very highly of his martial skills and impeccable character.

    “For reasons unknown, the second prefectship of the Praetorian Guard has remained vacant since the murder of Emperor Domitian. You shall assume this position, acting as peer to Prefect Claudius.”

    Suburanus saluted and walked over to his friend and colleague who gave a nod of shared respect. Trajan was handed a rag, which he wiped over the blade of his spatha before scabbarding it once more. He then unslung the weapon and handed it to Suburanus while proclaiming, “Use this sword against my enemies if I give righteous commands. But if I give unrighteous commands, use it against me!”

    “By your will, Caesar,” the prefect replied, accepting the weapon.

    He then drew it from its scabbard, with Claudius doing likewise, and both men saluted.

    Trajan nodded and returned to the top of the dais once more.

    “There has been a dearth of both fealty and trust within the Praetorian Guard,” he said. “One Caesar was murdered under their watch, another degraded and destabilised by their very commander. While I am confident the new prefects will perform their duties and, in time, restore honour to the once majestic and elite force, they will no longer serve as the personal bodyguards of their emperor.”

    This was met with a number of quiet mutterings amongst the ranks of both guardsmen and their officers. What would their role be if not the protection of the emperor? This was a question which Claudius and Suburanus would have to answer in the coming months. As this was pondered by the assembly, Trajan waved to the standard bearer with the mounted auxiliaries. He took to his horse and rode to the centre of the vast open square, the red flag bearing a gold scorpion held aloft for all to see.

    “A new regiment, the Imperial Horse Guards, will now serve at the pleasure of the principate and for its protection. This will be a double-strength mounted force of select candidates from the best of the imperial army. Its image shall be the Scorpion, to honour the birth-sign of Emperor Tiberius, the ‘second founder’ of the Praetorian Guard.”

    At this the gathered troopers donned their helmets and took to their horses, parading before the dais.

    “Tribune Vorenus! Tribune Artorius!” the emperor called.

    Both men quickly mounted and rode to the head of the formation and saluted. Vorenus had to nudge Tiberius who was caught off-guard at hearing his own name.

    “Tribune Vorenus, you are an experienced officer of great skill, fealty, and courage. The regiment is yours to command.” Trajan then looked to Tiberius. “Tribune Artorius, you have seen much, despite your lack of years. Your competency as a cavalry officer was lauded by the survivors of Legio XXI. And in the years since, you have proven capable in your service to both Emperor and Empire.” He let these last words hang briefly before continuing. “You are, therefore, appointed as deputy prefect and will command the flying column whenever the regiment divides its forces.”

    The two officers saluted.

    Vorenus stated, “By your will, Caesar!”

    Trajan returned the courtesy and gestured with open arms towards the assembled cavalry host behind them.

    “Assume command of your regiment.”

    The two turned their mounts around. Tiberius’ mind was swimming and had yet to comprehend what had just transpired.

    Vorenus, being a much older and more experienced leader, let his years of drill and instincts guide him. “Horse Guards!” he bellowed. “Left wheel...march!”

    The regimental standard bearer rode beside the two officers. He guided them to a temporary encampment north of the fortress.

    “We are well understrength, sir,” the man said to Vorenus. “But we do have a full complement of tents and camping equipment. Caesar has assigned a quartermaster, armourers, tailors, and craftsmen for the regiment. We can begin reviewing our overall status and how you wish to fill our ranks as soon as you are ready.”

    Vorenus thanked the officer and turned his head towards Tiberius. The young man was still in disbelief at what had transpired.

    Noticing his superior’s gaze, he looked to him with a nervous grin. “I suppose congratulations are in order, prefect.”

    Vorenus grinned broadly. “And to you, commander.”

    
    Trajan returned to the principia, which was serving as his temporary quarters, without further ceremony. He removed the laurel crown, while servants helped him out of his armour and cloak. He was joined by Octavius Capito, who’d received his orders from Trajan with Lucifer’s despatches. While Aelianus and the other rebellious praetorian officers were disposed of, the new imperial chief-of-staff had hastened to the principia. He’d already been given instructions as to what matters needed his attention.

    “Will you see Senator Maternus now?” he asked.

    Trajan nodded. Capito bowed and left the meeting room.

    It was to a private meeting that Trajan summoned Gaius Maternus. The senator and once-presumed heir to the Roman Empire had come to terms that his own end was imminent. The youthful Priscus was Governor of Syria. However, there were eight legates who might very well rally to Maternus, should he decide to challenge Trajan. That he’d made no such overtures nor spoken against Trajan’s elevation mattered not.

    He had not been placed under arrest, though he suspected this was simply decorum owing to his rank and status. It would look poorly for an emperor, even one as popular as Trajan, to publicly mistreat distinguished former generals who were lauded as national heroes. He’d remained at a guest residence, refurbished from a tribune’s house of the prior legions. He spent the day sorting out his affairs with his chief freedman. His will was in order, provided Trajan did not nullify it and claim his estates for the imperial treasury. By Roman law, ten percent was required to be bequeathed to the state when a patrician passed on, so the emperor would still be claiming a share. He only hoped his fate would not pass on to his family. The thought seemed ridiculous on the surface. After all, he knew Trajan personally. The two had served together in Pannonia. And while not as close as Licinius Sura or Pompey Longinus, Maternus in his own way considered the emperor a friend. But power changed all men, particularly when dealing with those who they deemed rivals to the throne.

    There was a single knock at the door and an officer in praetorian armour let himself in without waiting for a reply. Maternus recognised Attius Suburanus, the new Prefect of the Praetorian Guard. He was accompanied by Octavius Capito.

    “Caesar has called for you, sir.” Capito’s expression was placid, his voice calm.

    “Very well,” Maternus replied with a nod. He then briefly glanced at his servant. “I assume I am to come alone?”

    Capito nodded.

    Maternus’ servant was stoically fighting back tears. The senator and former general gave him a friendly pat on the shoulder and told him all would be well in the end. He then nodded to Suburanus, who followed he and Capito out of the house. Though it was a praetorian who escorted him to Trajan’s principia, it was not Suburanus’ guardsmen who protected the emperor’s residence along the Rhine. Instead, the sentries at each entrance were troopers from Trajan’s new regiment, the Imperial Horse Guards. Each wore a spatha off their right hip, their left hands resting against the top edge of their shields. The decanus in charge of the main entrance called his men to attention as Suburanus and Maternus entered. Maternus paused and glanced up at the sky. He then breathed in through his nose what he assumed was his last breath of outdoor air.

    Though there was plenty of activity within the principia, it felt oddly quiet to Maternus. Clerks and orderlies glanced up at him before returning to their work. A pair of troopers stood to either side of a large office near the back of the open foyer. Capito nodded to one of the men, who opened to the door and ushered Maternus in.

    No one followed him. Both Capito and Suburanus remained in the foyer. Maternus was surprised to see that Trajan was alone. The emperor sat behind a long table. He rose as the senator entered. There was little light, just a pair of oil lamps hanging off ceiling chains.

    “Senator Maternus,” Trajan said, a trace of melancholy in his voice.

    “Caesar,” Maternus replied stoically. “I have come to accept my fate. However you dispose of me, my only request is that you spare my family.”

    The emperor cocked his head slightly for a moment, then gave a subtle nod. “You understand why you are here. In the words of the divine Augustus, ‘There can be only one Caesar’.”

    “The words he spoke when ordering the execution of Caesarean, son of Julius Caesar and Cleopatra,” Maternus affirmed.

    “It was for this reason that my predecessor recalled you from Syria a year before your term was finished. It’s been nearly thirty years since Vespasian marched on Rome with an army from the east to claim the mantle of Caesar. Many who remember that dark time fear a return to the days of Roman killing Roman.”

    “Trajan, I never opposed your claim to the throne,” Maternus said, pointedly calling the emperor by his given name. “I certainly felt my assertion was as strong as yours. But when Nerva made his decision, I respected it.”

    “One could argue this was because you were no longer in command of eight legions when you learned of his change of heart,” Trajan countered. “While the plebs remain unaware, there are enough within the senate who know you were Nerva’s first choice. Those who shackled themselves to your fortunes have voraciously argued that he was coerced into naming me his heir.”

    “Which your sense of honour will not allow you to deny,” Maternus noted.

    “And I expect that, had he not been swayed, Nerva would have recalled me, just as he did you. And I would likely be standing before you either in Rome or Syria.”

    Maternus shook his head. “Damn it, Caesar, you know me. I cannot say with any conviction what would happen were our roles reversed. But I have always done my duty as a Roman. I am ten years older than you, yet I followed your orders without complaint when Domitian named you commanding general in Pannonia. We trusted one another. You empowered me with an entire division to reclaim eastern Pannonia and join with you in smashing the barbarian remnant outside Carnuntum. A pity that the promise of ultimate power should turn us against each other.” He then let out a long sigh. “But tell me, what is my...sentence for being too powerful a figure in Rome? Will it be strangulation, or will you allow me to fall on my sword, like Aelianus?”

    Trajan shook his head. “Neither. We’ve never been particularly close, Maternus. I blame it on our differences in age, and perhaps both of us enjoying too much favour and influence with Domitian. But I have always respected you. I can think of no other general I’d rather have by my side or would dread facing in battle. But we both know...”

    “There can be only one Caesar,” both men said together.

    A pause hung in the air before the emperor spoke again. He then held up a hand reassuringly. “Do not fear for your life, Maternus. My initial despatch to the senate declares that I intend to follow Nerva’s example in not putting any member of the imperial senate to death. I could easily have you disposed of here, and no one would be the wiser. Yet even if I did see you as a threat, I am honour-bound to keep my promise. Your supporters may wish to see you seize the throne, but you are no traitor. You’ve committed no crime, and therefore will not be punished. However, it would be unwise for me to allow you to remain a visual presence within the senate.”

    “Exile, then,” Maternus remarked.

    “If you choose to view it thusly,” the emperor replied. “I’ll not ask the senate to expel you from Rome on condition that you retire to one of your estates in the provinces and never stand for public office or appointment again.”

    “I own a swath of vineyards and olive orchards just outside Toletum,” Maternus observed. “It’s in the very heart of Hispania, and far enough from the imperial capital that my continued existence should pose no further inconvenience.”

    There was a slightly concealed bitterness in his voice. He was certainly relieved that his life was not to be forfeit. However, being quietly shuffled off to the provinces was a grievous insult for a man of his stature. He could not fault Trajan for this and suspected he took no pleasure in it.

    Posterity would never know Gaius Maternus’ fate. Chroniclers, such as Tacitus and Pliny, had already recorded his heroic exploits in both Dacia and Pannonia. Now, he would simply disappear from history.

    

  
    Chapter XIII: The Imperial Horse Guards

    

    Bonna, Roman Province of Lower Germania

    March, 98 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    Officially titled Equites Singulares Augusti or Knights of Augustus, the regiment which now protected Emperor Trajan was commonly referred to as the Imperial Horse Guards. At the moment, their numbers were few, with just the two hundred men who’d served as Trajan’s bodyguard while governor of the Germania provinces, plus the roughly three hundred mounted troops of the Praetorian Guard.

    “We need double our numbers plus sufficient staff orderlies before we’re at full strength,” Vorenus stated.

    Several days had passed since their arrival at Bonna, and Tiberius Artorius was growing accustomed to his new role. He would have been content and a clerical aid to Capito but was instead deputy prefect of the emperor’s personal regiment.

    “We should start with the officers,” he suggested. He scanned the large, battered parchment which summarised the Horse Guards’ current strength. “We’re essentially two regiments under one standard. Each ‘wing’ will require a senior centurion and sixteen decurions. And both centurion positions are currently vacant.”

    “See to it, then,” Vorenus directed.

    Tiberius paused as a thought came to him. “I have one candidate in mind. I just hope he’s still with the army and not in some remote corner of the Empire. With your permission, sir, I request leave to begin my search.”

    
    Vibius Fosselius was previously a decurion who’d commanded a squadron of Legio XXI’s cavalry. Along with Gavius Lucifer, he’d served as one of Tiberius Artorius’ mentors during his days with the ill-fated legion. He was also the third ranking officer, after Tiberius and Lucifer, to survive Legio XXI’s destruction. Tiberius had mentioned his name in his official reports for heroism during the frantic fighting along Raba Bridge and credited the cavalry officer with saving the lives of around thirty mounted troopers. While there wasn’t a specific life-saving action that could earn him the coveted civic crown, Trajan, who was commanding general of the armed forces which retook Pannonia, had awarded Fosselius the hasta pura. This was a gold-plated spear blade presented to soldiers who distinguished themselves with acts of extreme bravery, usually for killing an enemy captain. That several enemy combatants fell to his blade, coupled with the number of soldiers one could argue survived due to his leadership, the award was easily justified. It was a higher award than the silver torque for valour, but below the variety of corona which an imperial soldier could receive.

    The end of the Pannonian War left Fosselius in a dilemma. Postings within a legion’s mounted wing were extremely competitive especially amongst the officers. Simply put, there were no vacancies for a decurion within any of the Rhine or Danube legions, forcing him to return to the infantry ranks. He was granted a tesserarius billet with Legio XXII, Primigenia. This ignoble reduction in rank meant a significant loss of both wages and responsibility. Only four of the thirty troopers from the late Legio XXI who’d survived the war found comparable postings, the rest reverting back to legionaries. It was a bitter humiliation to be lauded for their extreme bravery only to be reduced back to mere rankers.

    It took Tiberius a week of research before locating his former comrade. With Vorenus’ permission, he made the eighty-five mile trek from Bonna to the Primigenia Legion’s fortress at Mogontiacum. A section of Batavian troopers accompanied him as did his ever-present manservant, Visellius. The deputy prefect carried a general order endorsed by Emperor Trajan, commanding all legates and regimental commanders to grant any transfer requests into the Imperial Horse Guards made by either Prefect Vorenus or Deputy Prefect Artorius.

    They reached the city late afternoon on the third day. Though it was now past the Kalends of March, with the days gradually getting longer, the sun still set far too early for Tiberius’ liking. They approached from the northwest, passing through farming communities where slaves and other labourers were tilling the fields for planting. Light of the falling sun glinted off the aqueduct, which fed the fortress and city with additional fresh water from the west.

    Tiberius and his escorts rode to the fortress where they were compelled to dismount at the northern gate. He directed Visellius to look after his horse. The servant and their escorts were led to the stables, with Tiberius stating he would re-join them as soon as he’d finished his business. As he strode into the principia, he spotted a staff tribune and asked for the legate.

    “Governor Servianus is in Argentorate, conducting an inspection of the garrison at Caesar’s behest,” the officer explained.

    “Ah, yes,” Tiberius replied. He’d forgotten that Servianus was now Governor of Upper Germania and commanding legate of Legio XXII.

    “And with the emperor recalling his cousin to Colonia Agrippina, we have no laticlavian tribune at the moment,” the staff tribune added. “I can show you to the camp prefect if you’d like.”

    Tiberius nodded and followed the man to a house just outside the principia. The legion’s camp prefect was a semi-retired former centurion primus pilus who acted as third-in-command of the legion. After speaking briefly with the manservant who answered the door, they were ushered into a small sitting room where the staff officer took his leave.

    The camp prefect had just sat down to his supper and was rather irritated at being interrupted.

    “Do you come with urgent business, commander?” he asked, his tone acknowledging Tiberius’ rank while still expressing his displeasure.

    Tiberius handed him the despatch and said, “I’m here for Tesserarius Vibius Fosselius. I’m told he’s one of yours.”

    “There are fifty-nine tesserarii in this legion,” the camp prefect answered curtly as he read the message. “If that is all you require, return to the principia and have him sent for. You’ll need to inform his centurion and signifier, so they can sort out his transfer orders and pay issues.”

    Though it irritated Tiberius that he was being sent directly back to the principia, he knew he’d acted properly in first coming to the legion’s current senior officer before absconding with one of his soldiers. He brusquely took his leave, returned to the principia, and directed an orderly to find Fosselius on the legion’s rolls.

    “Here we are, sir,” the man said. “Vibius Fosselius is the tesserarius for the Seventh Cohort’s Fourth Century.”

    “Have him sent to me.”

    Tiberius waited impatiently as a legionary rushed from the principia to find him. Twenty minutes passed before the familiar face that Tiberius had not seen in three years passed through the doors. Fosselius had visibly aged. Though Tiberius knew he wasn’t much older than thirty, he had many grey hairs, his face creased with age lines.

    “I’ll be damned,” the tesserarius said with a broad grin. He quickly stepped forward and came to attention before extending his hand. “Tribune Artorius! What brings you to the Rhine, sir?”

    “It’s Deputy Prefect Artorius of the Imperial Horse Guards now,” Tiberius replied, clasping the former decurion’s hand. “Caesar’s command brought me to the Rhine. You brought me to Mogontiacum.”

    Fosselius’ brow furrowed. “I don’t understand.”

    Tiberius ignored the remark for the moment. “Tell me, are you happy with your position here?”

    Fosselius shrugged. “It was a bitter demotion to accept, but what could be done? The Twenty-First is gone, and no legion between the Britannic Channel and the Black Sea was about to allow an outsider to lay claim to one of their coveted cavalry officer billets.” He then gave a mirthless chuckle. “I suppose my hasta pura would have carried more weight had any of the legates known the man who awarded it was destined to become emperor.”

    “And what if the emperor had a billet for one of your talents and bravery?” Tiberius asked.

    “We’d heard rumour of a new regiment when Batavian cavalry along the Rhine were ordered to transfer troopers to Trajan’s personal guard. But this was before he became emperor. I thought it a bit strange when I saw a squadron ride past the fortress bearing the red shields with gold scorpions.”

    Tiberius handed him the despatch. As Fosselius read he said, “The emperor’s personal regiment is in need competent officers, particularly high-ranking centurions. What say you?”

    “Centurion?” Fosselius asked in surprise. “By Jupiter, sir! I reckoned I was destined to spend the next seven years compiling duty rosters and supervising guard posts before retiring from the ranks. I haven’t even ridden a horse in two years. I was ordered to forfeit my old mount when I exchanged into the Twenty-Second.”

    “I’m sure the legion can spare a suitable replacement.” Without waiting for a response from Fosselius, Tiberius said, “It would be an honour to serve with you once more, centurion.”

    
    While Tiberius was away, Prefect Vorenus began the process of vetting the remaining officers and orderlies for the Imperial Horse Guards. Staff officers would come from the equites, much like the legions. Vorenus required all applicants complete at least one legion tour with impeccable conduct and recommendations from their legates. Ideally, these men would be experienced officers, in both civil and military matters. Unlike the legions, these positions were for a three-year term, extendable to six. After their tours with Horse Guards, capable staff officers could expect precedence for command of an auxilia regiment. Given the esteemed honour of serving so close to the emperor, Vorenus soon found himself deluged with applicants and letters of introduction. Several household clerks, including Capito when he could be spared, aided him as he sought to fill his staff vacancies.

    Officially, the Imperial Horse Guards were a branch of the Praetorian Guard, though in practical terms this was limited to pay, logistics, and other administrative affairs. Vorenus reported directly to the emperor and not the praetorian prefects. Because all members of the emperor’s household division had to be Roman citizens, be they praetorians or horse guards, all auxilia soldiers attested into the new regiment were granted citizenship regardless of eligibility. And because it was customary for auxilia soldiers to assume the praenomen and nomen of the emperor when granted citizenship, over half the soldiers of Imperial Horse Guards bore the names ‘Marcus Ulpius’, in addition to their birthnames, which would serve as their cognomen.

    Owing to his years along the Rhine, Trajan was insistent that most troopers came from Germanic auxilia cavalry regiments. All would be thoroughly vetted with their service records scrutinised by Vorenus, Tiberius, and their subordinate officers. Applicants were formed into probationary squadrons, then put through a series of drills in both individual and section manoeuvre. Their skills with lance and spatha were rigorously tested. Those wishing to become section leaders needed to demonstrate both oral and written communication proficiency, as well as react to changing situations on the battlefield, with the ability to lead their men effectively in the absence of orders.

    “Your decurions and curators may fall,” Vorenus said to a group of prospective corporals. “You may find yourself cut off and unable to attain orders from superior officers. Both trooper and section leader alike must always remember the commanding general’s intent, and act accordingly to complete the mission. And should Mars and Victoria frown upon us, never abandon a living Roman to fall into enemy hands. If so much as one trooper’s life is in danger, neither you nor your senior officers will quit the field. Do you understand?”

    “Yes, sir!” the men sounded off in unison.

    In all, there were three hundred candidates for ninety-six corporal billets within the regiment. It pleased Vorenus to see so many willing and capable men.  As this was the emperor’s personal regiment, only the best could be accepted. Yet even after the last position was filled, a process that would take several weeks, the prefect intended to compile a list of two hundred names from the remainder to serve as alternates. The simple truth of military life, even within the emperor’s bodyguard, was illness, injury, and death consistently left vacancies in the ranks.

    During the two weeks his deputy was away, Vorenus began filling the staff tribune vacancies. More importantly, he found a highly competent officer to serve as the regiment’s other ranking centurion.

    
    It was a cool, sunny morning when Tiberius and Fosselius returned to Bonna. After leaving their horses with their manservants, they sought out the commanding prefect. The billets for the Imperial Horse Guards remained just outside the fortress of Legio I, Minervia. Vorenus had temporarily claimed a house once belonging to the previous laticlavian tribune. It was here they found him in the large foyer meeting with a group of men Tiberius assumed were other officers and staff.

    One man stood out starkly from the rest. His complexion was neither pale Germanic nor olive Latin, but black African. He appeared to be older than the rest and his hair on the sides shaved. The closely cropped remnant atop his skull was mostly grey. Black Africans were extremely rare within the Roman Empire; so much so, that whenever one joined the imperial army, historians felt the need to make note of it. One, an auxilia trooper, had served under Titus during the Siege of Jerusalem and was mentioned in despatches for his exceptional bravery. The historian, Flavius Josephus, wrote, ‘He would have been decorated for his valour, had he not perished during the assault’.

    “Ah, Commander Artorius,” Vorenus said. “I see you’ve returned with Centurion Fosselius.”

    “Sir,” Fosselius said with a respectful nod. “I am honoured that you accepted my appointment.”

    “I hear you helped train our deputy prefect to become a cavalry officer,” Vorenus replied. “And you were decorated for bravery by Caesar himself. Know that I expect you to perform your duties to the highest standards of leadership in keeping with the reputation that precedes you.” He then nodded to the African soldier. “This is Centurion Titus Flavius Syphax. He came to us from Indus’ Horse. He was granted his citizenship nine years before standard eligibility by Emperor Domitian and was awarded the civic crown in Dacia. He’s already served thirty years in the ranks, but I reckon he has a few more left in him. And we could use a man of his experience.”

    Tiberius and Syphax maintained each other’s gazes for some time before the centurion broke into a broad smile. “By Demeter,” he said in a deep, almost musical voice. “Now I recall your name. You certainly have your father’s bearing, sir.”

    Tiberius could not help but laugh. Shaking his head, he remarked, “Of course you know my father. I suppose every cavalryman between here and Moesia knows the name Artorius.”

    “Indeed,” Syphax confirmed. “I was fortunate enough to serve with him in Indus’ Horse. I was his chief orderly before my promotion to decurion following the Second Battle of Tapae.”

    “It was General Artorius who recommended Centurion Syphax for the civic crown,” Vorenus added.

    Tiberius then extended his hand. It seemed strange, clasping hands with a man whose skin was the colour Romans associated with death. It felt the same as any other man’s hand. His grip was strong, his arms wrought with sinewy muscle. He noted a few age lines around Syphax’s eyes and brow. There was still an inborn strength and intellect in his eyes, coupled with internalised trauma wrought by countless battles.

    “A pleasure to meet you, centurion,” Tiberius said. “I know you will serve the emperor’s regiment as honourably as you did Indus’ Horse. My father will perhaps sleep better at night knowing you serve with me.”

    Vorenus then introduced the other men. They were equites assigned to the regiment as staff officers. All were in their mid to late twenties, each having served both as a staff tribune with the legions and at least one other military appointment. It was then Tiberius understood that, of all the senior officers and staff of the Imperial Horse Guards, he was the youngest. The man closest in age was a staff tribune named Marius who was twenty-five. The oldest, an Equus of around thirty named Galeo, acted as regimental quartermaster. He would still work in conjunction with the quartermaster for the Praetorian Guard; however, as an all-mounted regiment, their logistical needs extended to both horses and men. Terrain and weather would determine the need for reserve stores of fodder for their mounts. There was also a farrier and an additional medical officer who specialised in the care of animals.

    Tiberius speculated as to how the regiment was being funded. The cost of maintaining a thousand mounted troopers, plus officers, support staff, and all of their equipment and horses was likely around a million denarii per year; about half the amount required to sustain a legion. The emperor could conceivably order the senate to find the necessary funds, though he’d made it clear this was not how he intended to rule. Was Trajan paying for the Imperial Horse Guards out of his own coffers? This seemed likely, as he’d begun the creation and organising of the regiment immediately after learning of his adoption by Emperor Nerva. The paymaster confirmed this when Tiberius questioned him on the source of their currency.

    “Trajan granted the regiment an initial donative of 200,000 denarii upon our inception within a week of his being named Caesar by Nerva. Where he stored such an immense treasure, I do not know. Most of the coins still bore Domitian’s image and came from the middle to later years of his reign.”

    “Does he intend to continue personally paying for the regiment?” Tiberius asked.

    The paymaster laughed out loud. “I shouldn’t think so. Even the wealthiest senators would be impoverished within a few years with such a large annual expenditure. No, he directed me and the other clerks to draft a proposal to the senate, outlining the needs of the regiment and anticipated costs. I suspect there won’t be too much of a fuss, since the formation of Imperial Horse Guards meant the demotion of the entire Praetorian Guard.”

    Tiberius cocked a half-grin at this, though his feelings were conflicted. While the Guard certainly had a chequered history, some of his friends served amongst its officers, most notably Gavius Lucifer. It was difficult to know what their future role would entail. For the time being, the Praetorian Guard appeared to be simply an additional legion in fancier armour whose barracks were located just outside Rome.

    

  
    Chapter XIV: Building the Regiment

    

    ***

    

    Over the next month, Vorenus, Tiberius, and their centurions went through the slow process of vetting those wishing to join the Imperial Horse Guards. There were over 4,000 applicants from across the auxilia cavalry corps, plus mounted legionaries from Rhine legions. Around five hundred billets were already assigned to those coming from the praetorian cavalry and Trajan’s previous bodyguard. Decurions who would command the squadrons of around thirty troopers were the most heavily scrutinised, as were the curators who acted as their seconds. All soldiers had to be men of experience with impeccable records. This led to the regiment skewing older than most of their contemporaries, with the average age of a trooper being around twenty-seven. Looking for longevity, Vorenus consented to enlist a few younger soldiers who’d distinguished themselves during one of the endless skirmishes with barbarian marauders along the frontier. He also minimised the number of troopers who already had over fifteen years in the ranks. While the experience was welcomed, Vorenus required any veteran accepted into the regiment serve a minimum of ten years before retiring, even if this took them over the twenty-five-year term for an auxilia soldier.

    Initially, soldiers brought with them the same arms and equipment from their previous regiments. These would need to be eventually returned. Armourers had already begun the process of manufacturing weaponry for the regiment within weeks of Trajan being notified of his adoption as the prince imperial by Nerva. They would continue to wear hamata mail instead of segmentata plate, owing to its greater flexibility. Helmets were constructed of iron in the same Gallic pattern worn by legionaries and praetorians. Most distinct where their long, hexagonal shields, painted red and bearing four scorpions around the metal boss.

    There was some confusion amongst the officers and staff as to what, exactly, the Imperial Horse Guards’ role would be. Would they have their own barracks in Rome like the praetorians? Or would they mostly remain along the frontiers? Vorenus had spoken with Trajan at length about the emperor’s expectations for his new regiment. A week after the last of the officer billets were assigned, the prefect summoned the senior staff to the large principia tent at the regiments camp.

    “When the emperor is in Rome, so are we,” he explained. “And when he rides for the frontier, we are ever at his side. Simply put, where Caesar goes, so does the Imperial Horse Guards. The praetorians have proven themselves faithless and unreliable. I came from the praetorians, and it hurts my heart and pride to admit this. My appointment to this post is a means of making amends, as are their new prefects. Claudius and Suburanus are good men and upstanding officers. But after the humiliation of Nerva, it is we who will ever be at the emperor’s side.” He then looked to Tiberius. “In war it may become necessary to utilise our forces in battle. We are a thousand strong, twice that of any auxilia cavalry regiment. Ours are the best mounted troops in the whole of the Empire. Centurion Syphax and I will remain always by the emperor’s side, never riding into battle unless he personally leads us. Commander Artorius, you and Centurion Fosselius will take charge of the flying column, consisting of half the regiment. You are both experienced officers who are no stranger to battle, and your squadrons will consist of our heaviest shock troops.”

    “We will act as the emperor’s blade,” Tiberius asserted.

    “Our purpose is Caesar’s safety, and we only fight when necessary,” Vorenus cautioned. “Understand that no man besides me or the emperor himself can give you orders! No praetorian prefect nor senatorial legate can command you to attack. If we become separated, and you cannot attain orders from the emperor or I, then you will act on your own initiative.”

    Vorenus then glanced around at his assembled officers. All were keenly listening to his every word.

    “We are now into April,” the prefect said. “Caesar has given us until the summer solstice to be ready for active service. We have two months before we parade before the emperor. You can expect long days of intense drill and constant inspections. Drive your men hard and demand nothing but the highest standards from them. But also take care of their health and other needs. If a soldier is injured or sick, he is to be sent to the medics at once. Tolerate neither shirkers nor those who place their health, and by extension that of their mates, at risk. We have good men in this regiment. I expect all of us to be even better leaders.”

    Much like the First Minervia Legion at the neighbouring fortress, the Imperial Horse Guards’ day began just before dawn. Troopers paraded before their section leaders and decurions, were briefed on training and duty assignments, then released to their breakfast and personal hygiene. Each day, one squadron was assigned to protect the emperor, guarding his principia, and accompanying Trajan wherever he went. This came to be viewed as a day of rest, for the remainder of their time was spent undergoing rigorous training, drills, equipment maintenance, and constant inspections. During the initial weeks, a dozen troopers became incapacitated by illness or injury and had to be replaced by one of the eager alternates.

    For Tiberius, there was the burden of proving himself worthy of his deputy command. While he had combat experience as a cavalry officer, this was mostly smaller skirmishes or raids. His most significant action had come at Raba Bridge, though he only took charge of the few survivors from the legion’s cavalry towards the end of the fighting in a desperate attempt to prevent a total rout. He was now expected to potentially lead a contingent the size of a standard cavalry regiment into battle. Coordination between the various squadrons and higher command, in their case the emperor himself, was particularly daunting when considering the wide dispersion of cavalry forces through obscured terrain.

    Tiberius’ time as a staff officer, both with Legio XXI and then-Governor Trajan in Pannonia and Germania, gave him much needed knowledge of administrative matters. Even his three years with the vigiles had aided his organisational skills more than he’d expected. These mundane yet crucial tasks such as overseeing pay, logistics, medical issues, leave requests, training standards, service records, rewards and punishment consumed far more of an officer’s time than the actual drilling of troops. A military leader would only spend a miniscule fraction of his time leading troops into battle. Engagements were usually decided in minutes rather than hours; the savagely bloody grind of the Second Battle of Tapae being a visceral exception. And yet, it was the most crucial task of a commanding officer, particularly when his mission was protecting the Emperor of Rome!

    Though the flying column was the most likely element to engage in battle, all squadrons drilled incessantly from individual sections up to the entire regiment. Tiberius was glad to have the venerable Vibius Fosselius as one of his centurions. He was also learning much from Flavius Syphax who possessed invaluable experience fighting in mountainous and heavily wooded terrain. Injuries and age had slowed his body, though his mind remained sharp. He spoke openly about the numerous, and often painful, lessons learned during the Dacian War. It was surreal for Tiberius, knowing that his father had served as Syphax’s commanding prefect and later general of the entire mounted corps. Though Syphax rarely mentioned Gaius Artorius by name, the two had shared in many of the bloody engagements described by the centurion.

    Tiberius accompanied Syphax following morning parade as he led his squadrons to a large open field northwest of the city. The two rode together while observing formation drills of what was informally referred to as the upper tier of the Imperial Horse Guards. These men would never leave Trajan’s side, only engaging the enemy when the emperor was in danger. Trajan’s reputation as a legate made it clear he would be a ‘fighting Caesar’ in war. Tiberius speculated that rather than being kept behind the lines during battle, the Imperial Horse Guard could conceivably find itself engaged in more actual fighting than their counterparts in the legions and auxilia.

    “Terrain decides everything,” the centurion explained. “And there will be times when proper reconnaissance isn’t possible. Orders need to be disseminated quickly as the situation changes. There also may be times when this simply isn’t possible.”

    “Such as when a messenger becomes lost or killed,” Tiberius remarked.

    Syphax nodded soberly. “You already know what it is to face the horrors of battle. You’ve learned the harshest lessons that can never be taught through study or on the drill field. But even the most experienced veteran officers are still susceptible to error. The divine Julius Caesar was one of the greatest generals in history, yet even he committed terrible follies in places like Gergovia.”

    Tiberius silently wondered what mistakes his father had made, even at the end of his rather lengthy career. By the time of the Dacian War, Gaius Artorius’ tenure of service to the Empire had spanned three decades. His only civil posting was a ten-year interlude as mayor of Portus Adurni in Britannia. The rest was spent as an imperial soldier, both in the ranks and as an Equus officer. He’d seen battle in Armenia, Judea, the Civil War between Vitellius and Vespasian, the Siege of Jerusalem, the war against the Caledonian Confederation in northern Britannia, and finally Domitian’s Dacian War. Had he still made mistakes that cost men their lives? While considering this, Tiberius mentioned a caveat which his father had told him several times.

    “The enemy always has a say in battle’s outcome.”

    This brought an appreciative smile from Syphax. “Those we decry as mindless barbarians are no more eager to die than our own soldiers.”

    “There are always exceptions,” Tiberius said.

    “Indeed,” the centurion concurred. “The Dacians teach that death is but a door to another life, that all their people will be embraced by their god, Zalmoxis. They may not have dreaded the notion of death, but neither were most of their warriors willing to simply fling themselves against our battle lines.”

    “And death rarely comes quickly in battle,” Tiberius added. He then recalled, “Even the most fanatical warriors I can remember facing were keen on their own self-preservation. Boastful valour is of little solace when one is slowly dying over agonising hours, or even days, with their guts impaled.”

    To their front, they watched as squadrons attempted a manoeuvre known as the counter-column. Elements would execute either a right or left wheel, depending on their place in the formation. They would pass each other as they turned about with all forces finally facing the opposite direction, returning to the exact same formation as before. This was a fairly easy drill for infantry soldiers yet strikingly difficult for mounted troops dispersed at great intervals. Once perfected, it was an effective means of quickly turning forces around to face a threat emerging from the rear. For weeks troops had practiced, first as sections, then squadrons, and later multiple squadrons. This was the first time it was being attempted by an entire wing.

    “Prefect Vorenus wants the complete regiment able to perform this action when we parade before Caesar,” Tiberius said.

    “It will look impressive on the parade ground, and does have its purpose,” Syphax replied. “Though it will be nearly impossible to perform on campaign unless the ground is open and mostly flat.”

    “In which case, we’d see the enemy coming long before the need for such a drastic ploy.” Tiberius then considered for a moment. “I’ll speak with Vorenus. While it will be an impressive display before the emperor, I’ll recommend we also practice displaying similar manoeuvres in much smaller elements.”

    “That will be the most practical, sir,” the centurion concurred.

    Voices were heard from the far end of the field, where soldiers were shouting curses at each other. Several groups had ridden too close when crossing paths and become entangled. Horses reared, and several men struggled to maintain control over their mounts. Two troopers had inadvertently clashed shields, and both lay upon the ground with the wind taken from them.

    “You stupid bastards need to tighten up!” one trooper was shouting.

    “Fuck off!” another bellowed. “We are tightened up. You bloody twats are riding too close!”

    The argument was soon interrupted by the harsh orders of their decurions, who admonished both groups for their sloppiness and loss of bearing.

    One officer helped a winded trooper to his feet, only to cuff him with a slap across the back of his helmet while shouting, “Open your fucking eyes and pay attention!”

    Tiberius and Syphax shared a glance.

    “They still need some work,” the centurion remarked in a deadpan tone.

    “These men aren’t raw recruits,” the deputy prefect noted. “They’re all experienced, but most have never served together. They’ll come together soon enough.”

    Tiberius left Syphax to oversee the training and rode to another section of the field. Here two squadrons from the flying column were performing dismounted battle drills. To become unhorsed was a cavalry trooper’s greatest fear, yet a grim reality which many faced. Tiberius had witnessed numerous incidents during the Pannonian Revolt. A soldier who’d lost his mount usually endured a jarring fall, sometimes losing his weapons or sustaining injury. And unlike their infantry counterparts who usually had their mates close at hand, dismounted troopers were often left dazed and alone.

    Centurion Fosselius, the one officer within the regiment possessing ample experience in both infantry and cavalry warfare, oversaw the training. Troopers performed basic drills on the large training stakes with both lance and spatha. Other sections conducted a rather chaotic task of having soldiers simulate a fall from their horses, with their corporals tossing away their shields and lances. Troopers then had to regain their footing and retrieve their weapons, all while fending off fellow soldiers who harried them with wooden training spears.

    Fosselius saw the deputy prefect approach and quickly walked over, rendering a salute. “Commander,” he said.

    This was an informal though no less respectful designation which Tiberius preferred to his actual title of deputy prefect. This called attention to his duties as a leader rather than simply an administrator.

    “A crude, yet innovative training method you’ve devised,” Tiberius remarked as he dismounted.

    “You and I both know that survivability of a cavalryman knocked from his horse is precarious in the best circumstances,” Fosselius stated.

    “In the best circumstances, they would not lose their horse,” the tribune added.

    The corner of Fosselius’ mouth twitched. He folded his arms and looked back at his soldiers. Decurions were ordering a rotation between those on the stakes to weapons recovery.

    “While I am slowly coming to terms with knowing we did all we could, I cannot help but think some of my troopers died that didn’t have to.” He made no mention of Raba Bridge, yet it inevitably came up in conversation, especially during training sessions.

    “I know I should not compare my own experiences to my father’s,” Tiberius said. “Yet I cannot help it. Though he never saw his entire legion destroyed, he witnessed many friends die, often in terrible agony, over the years.”

    “Syphax was with him in both northern Britannia and Dacia, wasn’t he?” Fosselius asked.

    “He was. He’s spoken of some of the battles they fought, though always in the context of lessons learned to pass on to our regiment. They only met about ten years after my father returned from Judea, when he assumed command of Indus’ Horse. Because he didn’t know him when he still served in the ranks, he cannot tell me what changes came over my father from that hellish nightmare. And I wasn’t even born when Jerusalem fell. I sometimes wonder if Jerusalem was worse for him than Pannonia was for us.”

    “His traumas are not yours,” the centurion countered. “It would be unfair to both of you to make the comparison. The greatest tragedies to befall any man, be it Gaius Artorius, Tiberius Artorius, or Vibius Fosselius, are theirs alone.”

    The days proved long and exhausting for Deputy Prefect Tiberius Artorius Castus of the Imperial Horse Guards. He and every officer holding the rank of curator or higher woke an hour before the rest of the regiment. By the time the morning trumpets sounded, he’d already washed, shaved, eaten his cold breakfast, usually prepared the night before by Visellius, and joined the squadron commanders and staff at Vorenus’ principia. Training and duty assignments were reviewed, as was the emperor’s schedule for the day. The emperor’s guard detail was required to keep their horses saddled and ready to ride should Trajan hastily need to depart the city. Vorenus met with the emperor multiple times throughout the day, while an orderly dutifully kept close, ready to summon the prefect at a moment’s notice. Rarely did Tiberius join the prefect in his meetings with Trajan. These were usually brief with the emperor seeming to not even notice his presence. But now, Trajan had the entirety of the Roman Empire to govern over, and he was a thousand miles removed from the senate who sorted much of the mundane affairs.

    Because Vorenus was often called upon to attend to Trajan, Tiberius provided regimental oversight to many daily administrative matters. He gradually learned to sort out what needed the prefect’s attention, and what could be delegated to subordinates. While he constantly reviewed the financial and logistical records, he knew he could trust the regiment’s quartermaster and paymaster. Both men were well-acquainted with Trajan. Their dedication was as much a matter of personal loyalty as sense of duty.

    Regimental orderlies were rotated every week, much like the centurions’ aids in the legions. This irritated Tiberius, as he preferred having a permanent staff whose duties he did not need to constantly explain. And because few troopers were literate, he came to rely upon Visellius as his scribe, with the orderlies acting as little more than runners. This convinced him he needed to expand his personal household to at least include a designated cook. Expecting his freedman servant to maintain his clothing, kit, horse, and possessions; acting as his full-time scribe was taxing enough. Visellius had been a loyal servant ever since Tiberius first came to the scriptorium in Carnuntum where the young man had been employed.

    He decided that on the next day when he had a bit of respite, he would go to the slave market in Bonna and acquire both a cook and groomsman. Another week passed, and there was no reprieve in sight. Much like how he needed to delegate authority to subordinate officers and staff, he decided Visellius would act as more than his personal servant.

    “Tomorrow, you will go to the slave market,” he directed as he sat down to their supper. The sun had set two hours before, and both men were spent. “I know I’ve spoken of this many times before, but you shall now act as head of my household staff.”

    “By your will, master,” Visellius said, the relief evident in his voice.

    “Attain for us both a cook and groom,” Tiberius stated. “I’d prefer the cook to be a woman of suitable appearance.”

    He gave an involuntary grin which his manservant matched.

    “Of course,” Visellius replied. “Women slaves are always far more costly than men, particularly those of breeding age.”

    “Your budget is 1,500 denarii,” Tiberius said. “I don’t expect a young lad who can be taught to take care of our horses will cost more than a few hundred.”

    “I’ll see to it,” his manservant replied with a bow.

    Tiberius knew he had an unfortunate habit of fretting over little details. While he certainly had more than enough coin to purchase a pair of slaves, they would be his property and responsibility. He needed to see to their housing, that they were properly clothed, fed, and cared for. And there were always risks if one became sick. It was nearly midnight when he laid down that night, knowing he had to be awake again in just a few hours.

    “Let Visellius take care of it,” he quietly grumbled as sleep overtook him.

    The one benefit to his constant state of exhaustion was his mind was too tired to wander into the realm of his constant nightmares.

    

  
    Chapter XV: The Emperor’s Inspection

    

    Bonna, Roman Province of Lower Germania

    21 June 98 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    The weeks passed, and training continued unabated for the Imperial Horse Guards. Because they were all veteran soldiers and considered the best of their former regiments, they became a cohesive and well-drilled unit in surprisingly short order. Disciplinary issues were rare, and setbacks on the drill field were usually owing to the complexity of formations and tactics which Vorenus and his officers demanded of them. “You’re the best troopers of the Empire, now you need to prove it!” the prefect had declared.

    Being the emperor’s personal guard and part of the imperial household division gave them access to the best armourers, weapon smiths, leather workers, tailors, farriers, and medical staff for both soldiers and horses. More than just the added pay, which at six hundred denarii per annum was nearly one-and-a-half times that of a praetorian guardsman, there was a sense of pride amongst the horse guards. They were the emperor’s own regiment, not foisted on him like the Praetorian Guard. And as a battle-tested veteran, Trajan was one of them.

    Surprisingly, the vexillation cohorts from the various Rhine legions and auxilia regiments did not return to their garrisons. Instead, they remained encamped outside of Bonna. Such a force was felt excessive for imperial escorts, even for a martial emperor such as Trajan. Rumours began circulating the emperor was not intending to simply inspect the border posts from Germania through Pannonia. Was he planning for war? This seemed unlikely. While this was a sizeable army, it was insufficient to execute a full-scale invasion even against the various barbarian tribes across the Rhine and Danube. What, then, was he planning? The emperor remained noncommittal when questioned about his intentions. He would simply state, “It is prudent to bring sufficient forces should the situation warrant.”

    There had been reports from Governor Longinus in Pannonia that the Marcomanni were causing trouble along the northern border. Trajan ordered an increase in patrols and probing operations along the northern Danube, both to learn the enemy’s intentions and to gauge their strength. All of this caused much speculation, particularly amongst those who’d fought against the barbarians during the recent war in Pannonia. Trajan hoped to have answers for his men when he ordered the entire division to parade on the 21st of June, the longest day of the year when Sol Invictus was at his mightiest.

    “Our status, and that of the frontier defences, will tell what assistance we can render to Longinus,” he said, in an answer to his officers’ months’ long speculations. Though lacking in specifics, Emperor Trajan was clearly intending to, in the very least, launch a punitive expedition against the northern barbarians.

    The sun rose early on the summer solstice. While the First Minervia and Twenty-Second Primigenia Legions would parade before the emperor, as would the praetorian cohorts who’d joined him along the Rhine, this day belonged to the Imperial Horse Guards. Previous evening rains left a crisp freshness in the air. The few lingering clouds dissipated by midday when Emperor Trajan rode to the large parade field to inspect his newest regiment.

    He wore his most resplendent armour of polished muscled cuirass, with gold accents. A gold-plated Medusa head adorned the centre of the chest with two winged Pegasus’ and spiralling patterns along the abdomen. The leather shoulder and waist straps of his subarmalis were white with red trim. A spatha in a red scabbard hung off his left hip, and he wore a purple cloak over his shoulder. He chose not to don the laurel crown; his men knew him by sight and did not require the ostentation of a crown.

    
    Emperor Trajan, from the Musei Capitolini, Rome

    Centurions Syphax and Fosselius sat astride their mounts in front of each wing of the regiment. The regimental staff officers were arrayed to either end of the large formation. Troopers stood to the left of their mounts, reins and lances in their right hands, left hands resting atop their shields. They were in a loose formation with ten feet between each rank.

    Vorenus, Tiberius, and the regimental standard bearer were positioned just in front of the centurions. All wore their best armour; the equites wearing muscled cuirasses, similar to, though not as extravagant as the emperor’s. As the emperor approached, the prefect called the regiment to attention. The three then rode forward until they were within a few paces of the emperor. Vorenus rendered a salute on their behalf.

    “Hail, Caesar! The Imperial Horse Guards are formed and ready for your inspection.”

    Trajan returned the salute. The officers fell in behind the emperor, with the standard bearer to Trajan’s left and a pace behind. They rode to each wing. Centurions Syphax and Fosselius saluted in turn. Each then followed their senior officers as Trajan slowly walked his horse down the line. Each wing was formed by squadrons sixteen ranks deep. The emperor took his time, silently evaluating every trooper. Corporals, curators, and decurions he paid special attention to, as these were the leaders whose example their men were expected to follow. The discipline of both men and horses was notable, as only a few mounts became mildly restless during the hour it took Trajan to survey the entire regiment. Upon completion, Trajan returned to his position. Vorenus, Tiberius, and the standard bearer waited a few moments before walking their mounts to him once more. Vorenus rendered another salute.

    “Imperial Horse Guards awaits your orders, sire. May we serve the Senate and People of Rome with honour.”

    “Take charge of your regiment,” the emperor ordered.

    The three officers turned their horses about. Troopers who’d been standing for well over an hour started to shift as they prepared for their prefect’s command.

    “Horse Guards!” Vorenus boomed. “Mount!”

    Despite the encumbrance of armour and weapons, troopers leapt into their saddles with impressive efficiency. Decurions shouted orders to their squadrons. Both wings rode from separate directions, followed by their centurions.

    The subsequent displays of horsemanship and tactics had been rehearsed for several weeks. Tiberius gripped the reins of his horse tightly as he watched the centurions relay orders to their decurions. Over a thousand horsemen converged into squadrons, each forming into columns behind Syphax and Fosselius. With notes from the regimental cornicens, they began a slow march into various formations with each command.

    Very few orders were given by decurions with the exception of corrections to individual troopers. The din of battle could be deafening, and given the wide dispersion required for mounted troops, it was often impossible to relay audible commands. Troopers had to know their place within a formation while watching for the enemy to their front and their mates on either side. Squadrons rode past the imperial entourage in a series of formations, quickly shifting from column into line, then wedge, all while at the fast canter. This was replicated by multiple squadrons and then by each wing. In what may have been a touch of grandstanding, the entire regiment formed into a large column before deploying into a series of battle lines by squadrons. Each of these were multiple ranks deep with intervals of around twenty paces between each squadron. Vorenus would quietly give commands to the cornicen, who would blare the notes in turn.

    “Execute counter-column into wedge,” the prefect directed, his voice surprisingly calm.

    Tiberius winced. Though improvements had been made over the previous few weeks, this was still a difficult manoeuvre for a thousand troopers and their mounts to execute.

    “Enemy to the rear!” decurions shouted.

    From where he sat astride his horse, the entire formation looked like a jumbled mess to Tiberius. Squadrons passed each other in pairs as they executed their turns to face the opposite direction. The deputy prefect breathed a sigh of relief as the entire regiment reformed without incident. A single horn blast and each squadron deployed into wedge formation with decurions ordering the charge. Troopers gave a roaring battle cry as they passed the emperor and reviewing officers. It was a magnificent sight which both Tiberius and Vorenus hoped would please the emperor. Trajan’s ever-mild deportment was often difficult to judge. Once the rear guard passed, the cornicen ordered the regiment to halt. Out the corner of his eye, Tiberius thought he saw the trace of a smile upon Trajan’s face.

    “Splendid work, Vorenus,” the emperor said. “My thanks to you, Commander Artorius, and your centurions. The honour is mine to have Equites Singulares Augusti as my personal guard.”

    That evening was one of relieved celebration. Though he prudently limited their individual consumption, Vorenus procured casks of ale for his Germanic troopers and wine amphorae for the rest. Every man from the prefect down to the youngest trooper raised their cups in toasts to Emperor Trajan, with the obligatory references to, “The Senate and People of Rome!”

    Tiberius was especially relieved. Though he wasn’t completely certain, he suspected he may have been more concerned for the regiment’s performance before Trajan than his prefect. He waited until both had consumed at least two cups of wine, following the obligatory toasts, before questioning his superior.

    “Your pardon, sir, but you seemed rather calm during today’s inspection and parade.”

    “Should I have appeared any other way?” Vorenus asked. “I trust my subordinate officers as well as the discipline of our troops.”

    Tiberius gave a nervous chuckle. “After some of the cockups I saw over the past few weeks, I was about to shit myself when you ordered counter-column.”

    Vorenus grinned. “At worst, a few troopers would have collided. As a whole, the regiment would have still executed the manoeuvre. Nothing ever goes seamless, especially in battle. You know this.”

    His deputy nodded. “I suppose my nerves threatened to get the best of me, as everything was transpiring before the emperor.”

    “Trajan is a soldier,” Vorenus reminded him. “He has more command experience than any man in Rome except perhaps Maternus.” He then took a sip of wine and said, “A pity Caesar was compelled to cast him aside.”

    “Too many senators thought he should be emperor,” Tiberius reasoned. “Whether he desired the throne, who’s to say enough legates wouldn’t proclaim him Caesar of their own initiative?”

    “It happened to Vespasian,” the prefect conceded. “Judea was still in the throes of rebellion. Tiberius Alexander, an Equus Egyptian-born Jew of all things, compels the eastern legions to name him emperor. But that is all in the past. Maternus was a great general, but he can never hold another command so long as Trajan is emperor.”

    The two continued to drink and dine in silence. Though their rapport was mostly confined to administrative matters within their regiment, Tiberius found he liked the prefect. Lucius Vorenus may have been a praetorian, but he was no pampered aristocrat, as many of the Guard’s officers were derisively referred. He came from an established military family whose service to Rome extended back even further than Tiberius’. At least one Artorian had donned the armour of an imperial soldier for at least five generations since the early reign of Emperor Augustus. Vorenus’ family could trace its military lineage even further back to the Gallic Conquest under Julius Caesar. His most famous ancestor, who bore the same name, had achieved the rank of centurion primus pilus with Legio XI, Claudia, elevating the family into the equites.

    “I’ve been commanding troops for more than a decade,” Vorenus said, his tone more serious. “But I have no experience leading mounted troops. You do.”

    “I’ve led mounted patrols and the occasional skirmish,” Tiberius said, trying not to display false modesty. “The largest action I ever fought was Raba Bridge. And that did not end well for us.”

    “Nothing you could have done,” the prefect reassured him. “I wasn’t there, but I’ve spoken to Tribune Lucifer many times. Claudius and I are, I believe, two of the only people he’s ever confided in about what happened to Legio XXI. He said the great sacrifice made by your mounted troops is what enabled the legion’s survivors to make it across the bridge. He spoke highly of you and the lone surviving decurion. I’d forgotten his name and was, therefore, pleased to learn it was Fosselius.”

    “My experience is limited to my short time with the Twenty-First Rapax, but I would stake my family’s good name that Vibius Fosselius is one of the best cavalry officers in the entire imperial army. Thirty troopers and perhaps a similar number of legionaries owe their lives to him.” He took a date from a serving platter and chewed it slowly for a few moments.

    “Continue to develop your skills as a cavalry officer,” Vorenus stressed. “I may need your talents more than you realise.” When Tiberius gave him a perplexed look, he added with a reassuring smile, “Even an experienced officer with a military pedigree going back two centuries can still learn from a subordinate ten years his junior.”

    While this did reassure Tiberius in the faith the prefect had in him, it was also added pressure. It seemed strange that an officer of Vorenus’ skill and experience would look to him for guidance.

    “This is why I placed you over the flying column,” Vorenus said, confirming his thoughts. “I considered naming Syphax your centurion; however, owing to his age, I thought it best to assign Fosselius.”

    “He and I also know each other well,” Tiberius remarked. “Though I have great respect for Centurion Syphax. He’s one of the few who my father ever mentioned by name during those rare occasions when he would speak about his time as a soldier.”

    The celebrations continued well after dark, and Tiberius was feeling numb with drink when he finally retired to his quarters. The ever-reliable Visellius helped him find his way home. His servant also concocted a foul-tasting hot herbal drink which he promised would mitigate the effects of excess wine consumption.

    Two days later, the regiment received its orders from the emperor. He was departing Colonia Bonna and the Imperial Horse Guards would lead the imperial entourage. The regiment, along with the two Praetorian Guard cohorts, was supported by two vexillation cohorts each from three of the Rhine legions, First Minervia, Eighth Augusta, and Twenty-Second Primigenia. Five auxilia regiments, three infantry, one cavalry, and one mixed regiment consisting of both supplemented this force.

    The mounted regiment, the Longiniana Gallorum, was notably understrength, as thirty of his members had attested into the Imperial Horse Guards. Though relations were cordial, there were still some feelings of jealousy amongst the auxilia troopers who were passed over for ascension into the emperor’s guard. Their former peers were given immediate Roman citizenship with far greater pay, access to superior equipment, and a significantly improved quality of life. Pangs of resentment were unavoidable. Gavius Lucifer mentioned as much during a meeting between the emperor and his senior officers the day before they departed Bonna.

    “It is to be expected,” the praetorian tribune explained. “In legions, when a soldier was promoted ahead of his peers, there were always feelings of resentment. This was especially true if he was much younger than those he now led.”

    “I assure you, my men are disciplined and will see to their duty,” the Gallorum’s commanding prefect emphasised. Addressing the emperor, he said, “However, Caesar, I do ask your understanding regarding our reduced capabilities. We’d lost a number of men to retirement or medical discharges over the past two years. With the loss of nearly an entire squadron into your personal guard, I have scarcely three hundred troopers.”

    “The entire Rhine army’s mounted corps faces shortages of men,” the emperor acknowledged. He then nodded to Sura. “Which is why I’ve tasked Governor Sura with scouring the region for recruits. I’ve also petitioned the senate to authorise an added stipend for every man who joins the ranks and passes recruit training. If the imperial coffers are insufficient, I will personally pay the donative.”

    “My thanks, Caesar.”

    All told, the amalgamated force Emperor Trajan took from Bonna numbered around 5,200 soldiers, of whom around half were legionaries. Provided the Rhine defences appeared sound and devoid of pressing threats from the tribes to the east, he intended to add another auxilia regiment and perhaps another vexillation cohort from his former legion, Legio VIII, Augusta to his entourage. Legio XIV, Gemina Martia Victrix, was posted to Carnuntum. A legion with a fearsome reputation who’d made their name in Britannia and along both the Rhine and Danube, Trajan intended to use the bulk of their legionaries to lead any potential expedition against the Marcomanni.

    
    Tiberius slept little during their final two nights at Bonna. With the enormity of tasks to ensure the regiment’s readiness for departure, Prefect Vorenus had divvied responsibilities between himself and his deputy. Tiberius’ most important task was ensuring sufficient rations for both men and beasts. Much like their infantry brethren, cavalry soldiers each carried around a week’s worth of rations. This was a mix of both premade hard bread and raw grain, strips of cured pork, heads of cabbage, and other vegetables. Pack animals bore enough food for another two weeks. Flocks of sheep were included in the supply train to provide wool and mutton.

    One lesson Tiberius’ father passed on to him was the importance of logistics. Gaius had spoken about the imperial army’s lack of foraging resources during the Great Jewish Revolt, which necessitated an even greater reliance upon supply trains. “Vespasian had the most powerful army in the world under his command,” he’d said. “But he knew that 70,000 men could succumb to hunger in a matter of days.”

    During the Dacian War, Gaius Artorius had led his regiment from Britannia across the much of the continent to Moesia. A civilian magistrate acting under Emperor Domitian’s authority accompanied him and the Britannic division with the purpose of procuring food stores along the thousand-mile journey.

    Emperor Trajan was also a master of organisation. He’d managed to keep his division from Hispania fed and equipped during its trek from Hispania to Pannonia during the rebellion, despite travelling with haste. The deputy prefect took initiative, ensuring that Imperial Horse Guards’ needs were met. He and Quartermaster Galeo spent an entire day with the supply officers of the praetorian guard, the legionary and auxilia vexillations, as well as members of Trajan’s staff. He also ordered all decurions to inspect the packs of their men, making certain each trooper had a full allotment of rations and none were spoiled. Even though it was summer, with horses able to graze on wild grass, measures were taken to ensure sufficient fodder was also requisitioned.

    “There may not be enough edible grasses for every horse and pack animal in the column,” Tiberius had argued to the imperial staff when they protested.

    There was so much work to be done that Tiberius never made it to bed until well after the summer sun had set. On the final night before their departure after the midnight changing of the guard, he finally retired for a few short hours of rest.

    A pleasant breeze was blowing in from the Rhine when Visellius roused his master two hours before dawn. Though Tiberius had slept very little, he was surprisingly energetic. His servant had already prepared an ample breakfast which Tiberius quickly devoured. He washed, allowed Visellius to shave him, and then belted his tunic. He would wait until it was closer to the departure hour before donning his armour. There were few signs of activity aside from the roving sentries. The lower ranks would have another hour of sleep before they were roused. While officers did not perform manual labour or guard duty, those holding the rank of tesserarius and above were the first to rise and the last to bed. Tiberius recalled his father telling him the most sleep he ever got was as a legionary.

    Trajan ordered all cohort, regimental, and vexillation commanders to meet him at the fortress principia. Tiberius was glad he’d decided to come in just his tunic, as none of his fellow officers were in armour yet. Because they were within Roman territory, he speculated whether Trajan would don his armour at all. After all, the emperor could easily have his kit carried with his baggage, a luxury not afforded to the men in the ranks.

    “Commander Artorius!”

    It was Claudius Livianus of the Praetorian Guard addressing him. The prefect was walking from his quarters near the principia, eating an apple. “A fine morning to you.”

    “And to you, sir,” Tiberius replied. He only knew Claudius in passing and that he was friends with both Vorenus and Lucifer.

    “My quartermaster mentioned your name during our final briefings last night.”

    Tiberius’ eyes widened slightly. “Nothing averse, I hope.”

    Claudius grinned. “He did refer to you as an ‘incessant shit’. He said your stubbornness compelled Caesar’s chief logistics officer to consent to procuring ten talents worth of horse fodder.”

    “I didn’t think he’d care to explain to the emperor why he denied my request, should his personal guard prove unable to feed their horses because we passed through a district that was already over-grazed or riddled with weeds and sticker brush.”

    The two entered the principia which was dimly lit by a few oil lamps. Claudius’ praetorian colleague, Attius Suburanus, was the first to arrive. He stood with his back against a pillar, arms folded across his chest. He let out a loud yawn and nodded to the two officers.

    “Sleep well?” Claudius asked.

    Suburanus snorted. “A couple of hours. I’ll be fine once we’re out in the sun.”

    They were shortly joined by Prefect Vorenus, Tribune Lucifer, and the various commanding officers of the division. They mingled for a few minutes, engaging in small talk, before the door to the emperor’s chambers at the back of the great hall was opened.

    The chamberlain’s voice announced, “His imperial majesty, Imperator Caesar Nerva Traianus Augustus! Hail, Caesar!”

    “Hail, Caesar,” the officers responded in unison.

    Trajan emerged wearing a simple white tunic with a broad purple stripe down the centre. Tiberius marvelled at the balance the emperor strived to maintain between pomp and humility. There was a time to don the purple, and a time to present himself more like a senatorial peer than Emperor of Rome. Only Trajan’s tunic denoted him as a patrician. His attire was otherwise no more formal than that worn by a regular citizen.

    “A fine morning, my friends,” Trajan said.

    “Jupiter has blessed us with fine skies this day,” Claudius said. “I expect the sun to shine brightly upon us.”

    “And if it doesn’t, rain is what makes crops grow and nourishes the land,” the emperor reasoned with a genial smile.

    “The baggage convoy and logistics stores are staged and ready for the march,” the praetorian quartermaster announced. “Carts have been inspected and any necessary repairs made. We only need hitch the draught animals.”

    Even a task as simple as a road march through Roman territory required many final preparations. One rarely spoken of, but of necessary measure, was sorting out those incapacitated by illness or injury. Maladies were a reality every army faced even during peacetime. Though the vast majority of Imperial Horse Guards was healthy, there were ten troopers and one corporal on the sick list with fever. Three others were still recovering from injuries suffered during training. In all, there were around two hundred imperial soldiers on the sick list. Arrangements were made for the least afflicted to ride in the hospital wagons and be placed on light duty. The rest would remain at Bonna for the time being, under the charge of a tesserarius from Legio I, Minveria. Despatch riders arriving at the fortress would bring orders for those able to march to re-join the division.

    Satisfied that all was ready, Trajan dismissed his officers. Only the praetorian and horse guards’ prefects remained. Lucifer was directed to ensure the praetorian cohorts were ready to march. Tiberius was ordered to have the flying column act as the vanguard. The two friends departed the principia just as the first glimpse of the sun began to cast its glow upon the trees and hills to the east.

    “And where will we find you?” Tiberius asked.

    “Towards the back of the column,” Lucifer replied, almost embarrassed. “We’re behind the Twenty-Second Primigenia vexillation and just ahead of the auxilia rear guard.”

    “Damn,” Tiberius replied. “The emperor completely removed the precedence of the Praetorian Guard.”

    “We’ll have to earn his favour again,” Lucifer said.

    “But Aelianus and the traitors were dealt with. And your cohorts were loyal.”

    “That is true. But if one fails in their duty then we all do.”

    Lucifer’s tone told Tiberius his friend felt the ceremonial demotion of the Praetorian Guard was justified, if painful.

    “Suburanus is heading to Rome soon,” Lucifer remarked. “Trajan has given him permission to sack every officer, even the commanding tribunes, if any show signs of apathy or lack of discipline.”

    The sun was just beginning to crest over the forests to the east as Tiberius and the flying column departed Bonna. An orderly remained behind to inform the deputy prefect and Centurion Fosselius once the emperor took to his horse. Two squadrons would ride ahead, about an hour’s march in front of the main column. The rest would ride at intervals, keeping a couple hundred paces between each pair of squadrons. Additional forces deployed to their flanks. Though they were in Roman territory, it was highly possible that word of the emperor’s departure had reached hostile tribesmen, brigands, or malcontents along the frontier. Trajan was brave, but he was no fool. Even the most beloved rulers had many enemies. Bold caution would become his mantra in the coming weeks.

    

  
    Chapter XVI: Find the Enemy’s Strength

    

    ***

    

    Use of the Danube River Fleet to hasten messengers aided Pompey Longinus in his communications with Emperor Trajan. Imperial couriers could traverse the six hundred miles between Carnuntum, where Longinus had temporarily relocated the provincial government, and Lower Germania in approximately three weeks. Longinus instead used the river to transport messengers west, disembarking near the town of Julio Magus just inside Upper Germania. It was a short ride to the river port of Augusta Rauricorum along the Rhine. Owing to the current unrest along the northern border of Pannonia, Trajan ordered a general missive carried by all of Longinus’ couriers, granting them and their mounts priority of transport upon any merchant or naval vessels navigating the Rhine. Despite this added speed and efficiency, it could still be a month from the time Longinus sent a despatch to the emperor before he received a reply.

    Soon after the summer solstice, the Governor of Pannonia received a response from Trajan regarding the growing unrest along the northern Danube. It contained reassurances that the emperor understood the troubles he was facing and would react accordingly. Longinus summoned the ranking officers from the Fourteenth Gemina and First Adiutrix Legions. First Adiutrix was currently divided between two garrisons. Its headquarters, along with six cohorts, had remained at Viminacium in Upper Moesia since the end of the Dacian War. The remaining four, including the oversized First Cohort, were added as a vexillation garrison to Aquincum in northeast Pannonia. Their legate remained with the bulk of the legion in Moesia, with the detached force under the command of the centurion primus pilus. Longinus also sent for the commander of the mobile auxilia corps located at Poetovio in central Pannonia. The directives to the auxilia commander and First Adiutrix master centurion included orders to ready detachments for redeployment to Carnuntum. The last of the officers arrived on the eve of the Kalends of July.

    “What news from Caesar?” Legate Dolabella from Legio XIV asked. “Is the emperor sending reinforcements to assist us against the barbarians?”

    “In time,” Longinus replied. He then read to them Trajan’s despatch.

    

    To Governor Pompey Longinus, greetings,

    

    News of the troubles coming from north of the Danube are vexing, though scarcely surprising, given the recent conflict between Rome and the barbarians, most notably the Marcomanni. Given the information I can personally attest to, most of those who took part in aiding the Pannonian rebels retreated across the Danube before my two divisions could draw them into battle.

    

    Their recent actions are strange, in that they appear merely provocative. Your last report stated that no attempts have been made to raid our lands in Pannonia. This may simply be owing to the current river depth and our garrisoning of known fording sites. However, the loss of patrols is detrimental to morale of our soldiers and a blight on Rome’s reputation.

    

    While I sympathise with your situation, please accept my apologies in not being able to immediately come to your aid. I have already committed to a thorough inspection of both the Rhine and Danube frontiers. I cannot order significant forces from Germania to Pannonia until we are reasonably certain this will not weaken our ability to protect the northwest provinces.

    

    If we are to fully sort out the barbarian issues to the north of Pannonia, we need to know what their capabilities are. Conduct whatever reconnaissance and punitive expeditions you feel can draw out the enemy without undue risk. Because your last report stated there have been no hostile activities from the foreign lands east of the River Marus, you have my leave to redeploy what forces you think are necessary to Carnuntum. I trust in your judgement and await news of your findings.

    

    Imperator Caesar Traianus

    

    As soon as he finished reading, Longinus looked to the primus pilus of First Adiutrix. “And I understand there have been no hostilities coming from the Quadi north of your district?”

    The master centurion shook his head. “Not a trace, sir. The lands east of the Marus mostly belong to the Quadi.”

    “Yes, and while they took part in the last war, they are not on friendly terms with the Marcomanni,” Pompey recalled. “However, these goading attacks may very well embolden them to test our border defences. Bring three of your cohorts to Carnuntum. I shall send a request to both your legate and the Moesian governor to detach an additional cohort to Aquincum. I suspect they’ll not wait for the emperor to order them to reinforce our northeast garrison.”

    For Pompey Longinus, this would be among his final actions taken as Governor of Pannonia. His term would expire at the end of the year, with Julius Ursus Servianus already named his successor. Servianus’ appointment was partly due to his previous capable service along the frontiers. It was also seen as a reward for his role in securing the rise of Emperor Trajan. His role as Governor of Upper Germania was a temporary measure, held in conjunction with his command of Legio XXII, Primigenia, following Trajan’s rise to the principate. Now he would serve a full term in Pannonia.

    
    Alfwin had small bands of scouts watching every possible crossing point within fifty miles of the large Roman fortress. Others attempted to parallel the river vessels. The rest of his company maintained their encampment with a watchful gaze upon Carnuntum. Two weeks after the summer solstice, a scout reported a force of around 1,500 legionaries was marching from Aquincum.

    “If they are bound for Carnuntum, then it would seem our little incitements have worked,” the captain said. “I shall personally inform King Baldewin. It is time to muster our armies.”

    Further to the east, the small Dacian force left behind by Prince Diegis also spotted the imperial vexillations marching west. Because it would take at least a month for a rider to reach Sarmizegetusa, Diegis ordered his men to not send word until they had confirmation of a Roman expedition north of the Danube or upon the autumn equinox. The prince wished to avoid constantly sending riders across the northern plains of Iazyges territory. And the Carpathian Mountains were difficult to trek even during summer.

    “We shall keep watch on the Romans and our Marcomanni friends,” the contingent’s captain said. “Let us hope King Baldewin is able to draw the Romans out and give them a sound bloodying.”

    
    A general muster was always summoned for the solstice. On this year, around 15,000 warriors attended to the king. Baldewin had informed his warriors that they may soon get the chance to bloody their spears against the Romans. This incited many cheers amongst the great throngs. Should the imperials dispatch an army across the Danube, Baldewin intended to restore his family’s honour by spear and sword. He would display thousands of butchered corpses along the riverbanks, rather than the scant few his men had previously ambushed. The heads of some of the officers, still wearing their ornate helmets, would be sent to both King Decebalus and to the neighbouring Quadi. Baldewin knew a decisive victory, even over a smaller imperial army, would project sufficient strength to his claims over the devolved Marcomanni clans. Perhaps even the recalcitrant Quadi would join forces and renew their hostilities against the Empire?

    It was, therefore, with relish that Alfwin brought word of imperial soldiers converging on Carnuntum. A growing encampment sprung up between the fortress and small auxilia fort. In addition to the legionaries marching from Aquincum, the standards of several auxilia regiments from the south had also arrived.

    Though most of his warriors had returned to their homes after the solstice muster, every large household left a single messenger at the stronghold, each to return with the king’s orders.

    “Summon the warbands!” Baldewin proclaimed. “Invite all our kinsmen who wish to sate their spears in Roman blood!”

    Two weeks later, with scouts confirming the Romans intended to cross the Danube, Baldewin’s eager warriors began to return. By the time news reached him of the initial imperial crossings, he had around 10,000 men summoned for battle. Between his personal clans and others who had promised to join the fight, an equal number were slowly converging upon his stronghold. However, only a few hundred would arrive before the king was compelled to engage the enemy. From the most recent scouting reports, he had only the slightest of numerical advantages. He intended to use their knowledge of the terrain to make up for what he lacked in spears.

    
    Spring and early summer rains had swollen the Danube, rendering most fording sites nearly impassable except by light cavalry. The governor ordered three biremes of the river fleet to Carnuntum to be used as troop transports. Each could only ferry a century of infantry with each crossing. Because a sling and hoist was needed to load and unload horses, getting mounted troops across was far more difficult. Pompey directed his cavalrymen to leave their armour and most of their kit behind and cross at the fording site ten miles to the west. All movements would take place at night, with three mounted regiments staging at the Vindobona auxilia fort near the crossing. Leading these was the Mauretanian Light Horse. These bitter men were most eager to avenge their butchered comrades who’d fallen in recent ambushes and had their mutilated bodies displayed by their killers. Two nights after the first cavalry regiments departed for Vindobona, Longinus ordered his men across.

    It was three days after the full moon and only scattered clouds obscured its glow. Vision was still extremely limited, and the crossing would be fraught with hazards, especially for the river vessel crews. Even the keenest-eyed helmsmen were hard pressed to judge where the water ended, and land began. Two men at each prow dropped knotted surveying lines into the water to judge its depth.

    Legate Dolabella of Legio XIV led the first wave. His soldiers braced themselves against their shields and pila as the ships cut through the river. He and half of a double-strength century from his First Cohort occupied the right-hand vessel. To his immediate left was the century’s other half. The remaining ship bore auxilia skirmishers who would deploy a hundred or so paces ahead of the main force.

    “Depth, two meters!” a surveyor called out.

    “Reverse oars!” the ship’s captain ordered.

    There simply was no avoiding the noise created by audible commands. Longinus speculated that even if the Marcomanni suspected they would attempt to cross by moonlight, they were ill suited to fighting at night. All the same, he was taking no chances. Torches were forbidden until the First Cohort was across and formed into a three-sided square with the river at their back. As centuries crossed, the square would extend to accommodate arriving soldiers.

    “Right lads, on me,” the Gemina Legion’s master centurion said in a very calm voice over his shoulder.

    Rope ladders unrolled with a splash and the first imperial soldiers hastened into the surf. The river’s undercurrent could be deceptively swift. Soldiers drove the butt spikes of their javelins into the sandy bottom, awkwardly holding their shields overhead with their other hand. Using javelins as walking sticks, they surged through the current and onto the riverbank. Despite the moonlight reflecting off the surface of the water, muttered curses as men lost their footing or tripped upon the embankment carried across the stillness. It was an agonisingly slow process, and for the first twenty minutes a little over two hundred imperial soldiers remained on the northern side of the river alone. Had the Marcomanni known that Legio XIV’s legate and primus pilus had crossed with the first wave, they might have chanced a night assault upon the beach, despite the inability to see.

    Near the Carnuntum docks, Pompey Longinus paced back and forth behind the columns of soldiers awaiting the ships’ return. His senses were on their highest alert, and he nervously anticipated the sounds of Germanic war cries booming from across the river. None came. He breathed a sigh of relief as the ships surged into the docks. Gangplanks were quickly dropped, and the next batch of infantrymen scrambled aboard before the river vessels had fully halted. Though it felt like the night would never end, it was only five hours from the time the first wave began its short trek before the predawn glow graced the world once more. By which time, around 2,000 soldiers had made it to the north bank. With visibility improved, centurions ordered picquets formed in a large enough square to accommodate the rest of the army. The governor was especially relieved when the long column of cavalry troopers was seen approaching from the west.

    Longinus ordered two of the vessels to continue ferrying soldiers across, while the remainder began the arduous task of transporting stores. First among these were the armour and kit for the mounted troops who’d crossed at Vindobona. The governor had a respectable force assembling on the far bank, though it would take two more days for the rest to cross with their camping equipment and entrenching tools. Six cohorts from Legio XIV made up the largest entity of his expedition. The other four remained either at Carnuntum or at various garrison outposts along the Danube. He had three additional cohorts of legionaries from First Adiutrix. In addition to the three regiments of cavalry were another five of auxilia infantry including two double-sized milliaria cohorts. In all, Pompey Longinus’ expeditionary force numbered around 9,500 soldiers. His intent was to draw the Marcomanni into a large enough engagement that he could ascertain their strength, and perhaps inflict a crushing defeat. In the very least, he needed to avoid venturing too far into the mountainous forest, lest his probing expedition end in disaster.

    
    By the time Longinus’ expeditionary force crossed the Danube and established their first encampment a short distance from the riverbank, the Marcomanni armies were marching against them. Baldewin had hoped to wait until the thousands of warriors promised by allied clans arrived. His councillors, however, urged him to seize the initiative and take the fight to the Romans.

    “Timidity will not unite our people nor gain us allies from neighbouring tribes,” they’d argued.

    Even Alfwin, known for his caution when facing the armies of Caesar, urged his sovereign to march with haste.

    “We do not have sufficient eyes in Roman lands,” he said. “This may be only the vanguard of a much larger invasion. Let us bloody them now while testing the hubris of their general. Should he be foolish enough to chase blindly into the mountains, we shall chop their legions to pieces.”

    Those veterans who’d fought against the Romans may have respected their enemy’s bravery and discipline, but they were certainly not cowed by them. Many continued to resent the late chieftain, Corbulboduus, for compelling their withdrawal from Pannonia. The Romans now pressed into their lands with an army much smaller than those which had destroyed their allied remnant near Carnuntum. Now was the chance for retribution!

    

  
    Chapter XVII: Touring the Frontier

    

    ***

    

    The emperor’s expeditionary force followed the Germanicus Line south from Bonna just east of the Rhine. As Trajan had recently governed both Germanic provinces, he was relatively familiar with its borders. Domitian’s much-maligned war against the Chatti during which Trajan had commanded Legio VIII, Augusta, had actually helped solidify the boundary between Roman and ‘barbarian’ land. That none of the other Germanic tribes, not even the Empire’s age-old enemy the Cherusci, came to the Chatti’s aid, was equally telling. The various peoples between the Rivers Rhine and Albis had succumbed to decades of mostly inter-tribal warfare since the collapse of Arminius’ great alliance.

    It was the tribes further east of the Albis, most notably the Marcomanni and encroaching Suebi, who concerned Trajan the most. They were a large tribe whose lands lay north of the Danube bordering eastern Upper Germania, northern Raetia, Noricum, and Pannonia. It was they, and to a lesser extent the Quadi further to the east, who invaded Pannonia to aid the rebellion. The relief column under Trajan at Maternus drove them across the Danube with terrible losses. Yet the emperor felt he had unfinished business with the people who brought down Legio XXI and slew Legate Flavius Silva, a man Trajan admired. Pompey’s despatches regarding the renewal of hostilities from the Marcomanni along the Danube confirmed this. For the emperor, the matter was as much personal as securing the Empire against invasion.

    But for now, the Marcomanni would have to wait. Trajan first needed to ascertain the security of the Rhine frontier before he could consider redeploying troops to aid Governor Longinus in Pannonia. The Chatti War had pushed the boundary between the Roman Empire and Germanic tribes as far as eighty miles to the east of the Rhine from Mogontiacum. A string of forts manned the adjusted frontier. Trajan was familiar with the region, though fifteen years had passed since his command of the Eighth Augusta Legion.

    “There is where we crossed,” the emperor recalled, pointing towards a fording site where the river ran slower. “It was even more overgrown then. The expansion of our border outposts necessitated the clearing of more permanent roads through the region.”

    It was four days into their trek, and they’d reached the north side of the Rhine bridge near Mogontiacum. The flying column of Imperial Horse Guards formed the vanguard, while indigenous horsemen acted as scouts. The upper tier of the regiment remained ever close to Trajan, formed into columns to either side behind the emperor. Sections were also deployed to the flanks, alert to any threats lurking in the brush. Vorenus and Claudius rode with the emperor, as did the legate of First Minervia whose legionaries marched behind the mounted guardsmen. Centurion Syphax rode up and down the column, checking his troopers for any issues with men or horses. One mount had thrown its shoe. Called hipposandals, these looked like handle-less soup ladles and were tied with cords around the horse’s hooves. Syphax ordered another trooper to find the farrier’s wagon and bring up a replacement.

    
    Hipposandals, from the Fishbourne Roman Palace near Chichester, England

    Syphax returned just as a scout rode in from further east. “There’s a fort not far from here, sire,” the trooper said in accented Latin. “Shall I return and announce your approach?”

    “Absolutely not,” Trajan replied sternly. He then said, “Thank you, trooper. You may return to your post.” He turned to Vorenus and ordered him to send two squadrons with him. “I’m going to have a look for myself.”

    The path leading to the small fort was easy to find. Grasses were trampled and brush cleared. It was a heavily forested track, and Vorenus felt compelled to deploy his troopers further afield amongst the undergrowth and thick groves of trees. Hostile spies could easily pose as local huntsmen. Any man with a bow or spear could pose a threat to the emperor. One flanking section came across a pair of men who were gutting a slain wild boar. They quickly laid down their spears and held up their hands. The Batavian dialect was similar enough to the local speak of the Rhine tribes that the section corporal was able to converse with the men. He made no mention of the emperor, only that a person of importance was in the area and the men would need to wait until his departure before they’d be allowed to return home. This caused some raised eyebrows, but the hunters knew better than to protest.

    The fort itself was little more than raised earthworks and palisade stakes overlooking a valley and tributary of the Rhine below. It was just large enough for two centuries of infantry to camp. Watchtowers along the line were placed every mile or so, depending on visibility and terrain. The emperor’s contingent crossed an open field about a quarter mile from the defences.

    A sentry atop the ramparts called over his shoulder, “Riders approaching!”

    Another voice was heard shouting, “I was not told to expect anyone. Who in hades is it?”

    A centurion then emerged from the gatehouse, stomping as he walked quickly towards the riders. He was a bit surprised by their numbers and halted upon seeing the red flag with its gold scorpion. His eyes squinted as his gaze fell upon Trajan. Though the emperor still wore his simple tunic, there was no mistaking his face or distinctive haircut.

    “Bugger me,” the officer said, coming to attention. He bellowed over his shoulder, “All ranks to attention! Make ready to receive the emperor!”

    “Stand your men down, centurion,” Trajan replied calmly. “I am not here to see your men with their armour polished on the parade field.”

    “Stand down, lads!” the centurion called over his shoulder. He then said to Trajan, “Your pardon, Caesar. But no one told me to expect you.”

    “Nor should they have,” the emperor replied smoothly. “When I inspect my soldiers, especially on the frontier, I will see them as they are, not how they wish to be seen.”

    He then dismounted and followed the centurion into the fort. It was somewhat grimy and austere, though this was expected. Bathing facilities were non-existent. Soldiers were only able to wash themselves and their clothing in a nearby stream. Trajan wordlessly walked through the camp. Soldiers came to attention and saluted as he passed. For most, this was their first glimpse of the emperor. It would be months before his statues and coins began circulating through the Empire, and none previously knew what he looked like. Only their centurion had ever seen Trajan when they’d briefly met during his tenure as governor.

    Periodically, the emperor would stop to inspect weapons and armour racks. He also looked inside some of the tents with their sides rolled up to allow a breeze through. The centurion’s tent served as the fort’s headquarters. The underside of a stretched animal hide hung from a stand which served as a parchment. Notations were scrawled with the burnt end of a stick.

    Trajan scanned the makeshift parchment for a moment and asked, “How long have your men been at this post?”

    “Three weeks, sire,” the centurion answered. “Our commanding prefect rotates us every month.”

    “And your watchtowers?”

    “Half the lads man the towers, four days at a time. The rest are either garrisoning the fort or conducting patrols.” He then pointed towards the far ramparts. “If you wish, sire, I can show you.”

    Trajan nodded and followed the officer. The earthworks were hardpacked at the top with palisade stakes angled outward. A gradual slope led down towards the valley below.

    “As you can see, we’ve kept the area clear of brush and any vegetation which wandering barbarians might use for concealment.” The centurion then gestured towards a group of figures near the stream below. They were difficult to see, as the midday sun gleamed brightly off the water. Trajan allowed himself a partial grin of contentment. It was a tranquil view. “That’s one of our patrols. They’re probably refilling water flasks and refreshing themselves.”

    “How far from the fort do your men patrol?” the emperor asked.

    “Only a few miles, Caesar. We are strictly infantry. Only me and a fellow centurion—who’s meeting with the commander this day—have horses.”

    “And have your senior officers made compensation for this?”

    “We see sporadic mounted patrols,” the centurion answered. “They’re from a cavalry regiment just outside of Mogontiacum.”

    “And no troubles from any indigenous tribesmen?” Trajan asked.

    “No, sire. They keep well away from our borders. I only hear rumours that supposedly come from embedded spies. After our expansionist venture fifteen years ago, the Chatti feel betrayed and none of the tribes trust each other. They occasional squabble and bleed each other. But even when at peace with their neighbours, they lack the collective resolve to take up arms against Rome.”

    “For now,” Trajan muttered. He then said, “With these thick forests, you cannot possibly keep eyes on every possible approach, especially at night.”

    “Manoeuvring at night through that shit is near impossible, Caesar,” the centurion said. “Though we have arranged some rather nasty surprises in the low ground between groves of trees and undergrowth. We’ve warned the locals to stay west of the fort, so not our problem if one of them wanders into a barbed snare or hidden pit full of spikes.”

    Trajan grinned at this. The soldiers guarding Rome’s hostile frontiers did not take their duties lightly. He was also thankful that most of the tribal kingdoms were smaller and hostile towards each other. Should a leader arise, one infinitely stronger and more charismatic than Arminius nearly a century prior, Rome’s grip upon the Rhine could be greatly imperilled. The emperor believed that no matter how many legions they posted to the frontier or how many barbarians were slaughtered in countless wars of the past and yet to come, there would never truly be a lasting peace.

    

  
    Chapter XVIII: Skirmish Along the River

    

    
    Danube River, Austria

    The Romans had established defences near the wood lines, clearing out Alfwin’s now deserted scouting camp. They were now reconnoitring within ten miles of their camp, searching for paths that might lead them through the forests to Marcomanni strongholds. Baldewin was confident in their defences and thought it wise to bleed the Romans with a series of ambushes as they slogged through the woods. When refugees from various settlements nearer the Danube fled to the defences bearing terrible tales of the Romans sacking their villages and killing or enslaving the inhabitants, the king knew he could not wait. His elderly councillors were directed to inform arriving warbands to head south as soon as they were able.

    Alfwin assumed command of the king’s mounted bodyguard. They numbered less than a thousand, and their role in the coming fray would be limited to pursuing the Romans should they run. They were ill-equipped to face imperial cavalry and practically useless against legionaries and auxilia infantry. But they could still serve as the king’s eyes and ears.

    “You successfully harangued the enemy and brought him to us,” Baldewin consoled him, for Alfwin lamented not leading warriors into battle. “You’ve done your part. Should we break the Romans, I need my best captain to bring me their sacred eagles.”

    It took several days for the host to reach the southern woods closest to the Danube. The forests impeded their speed, as there were simply too many warriors to utilise the paths. Maintaining any semblance of control was impossible. The king directed any warbands that reached the edge of the woods early to wait for his arrival while learning what they could of the Romans’ strength and camp fortifications. Alfwin also sent small groups of mounted scouts ahead of the army. A sense of urgency grew amongst the throng on the third night, as word of the terrible fate inflicted upon the Marcomanni prisoners reached them.

    
    The thick forests left Pompey and the Romans blind to their enemy’s intentions. His mounted patrols had razed three small villages and a dozen more farmsteads. Most had managed to flee into the woods with only around a hundred total captured. Half of these were elderly or otherwise infirm, making for useless slaves. Pompey ordered their throats cut and the bodies discarded in the river. The rest were bound and kept in a holding pen just outside the encampment.

    “You’re using them as bait,” Legate Dolabella remarked.

    Pompey grinned. “The barbarians wish to draw us into the forests, that they might cut us up like Arminius did to Varus. But we shall use the sentiments of their people to bring them to us.”

    Pompey ordered ten of the stronger captured young men crucified in full view of the tree lines. They were first stripped naked and scourged before tied to the tall crosses hoisted ten feet in the air. The governor ordered the whippings be painful, but not fatal. He needed them to be kept alive as long as possible. Cries of the women prisoners echoed louder than those of the young men.

    He then directed a trench dug around the execution site and prisoner stockade connecting to the main fort. The watch was doubled, lest the Marcomanni send night raiders to free their people. Buried stakes and tanglefoot obstacles were placed within thirty feet of the trench.

    “And now we wait,” Longinus said.

    The following morning, picquets near the trees and atop the various hillocks heard the sounds of thousands of footfalls approaching. Stealth for such a large army was impossible, and from the high ground lookouts could see the swaying of trees and hear the sounds of warriors crashing through the thick undergrowth.

    Pompey’s manservant was preparing his master’s breakfast over the glowing embers of the previous night’s campfire when the alarm was sounded. Six riders galloped from various outposts towards the fort. The decanus in charge of the west gate dispatched his quickest runner to the principia.

    “The enemy approaches!” the breathless legionary said a minute later as Longinus emerged from the principia.

    “As I knew they would,” the governor said. He nodded to a staff tribune. “Sound the call to arms.”

    A cornicen’s horn soon echoed. Word had already spread through the camp, with centurions and options ordering soldiers into their armour. Two cohorts of auxilia infantry, who’d remained in full kit as a ready reserve, followed their officers out the southern gate.

    Over the next few minutes, riders from the picquets reached the fort, informing Pompey the barbarians were approaching from the north and northeast.

    “The woods mask their strength,” one man reported. “But we suspect they number in the thousands.”

    Others noted two large warbands approaching from the east and west, following close to the river.

    “The auxilia will secure the riverbank with half our cavalry in support,” Pompey ordered his rapidly gathering commanding officers and staff. “Legionary cohorts will form to the north and northeast, supported by archers. The remainder of our mounted troops will remain in reserve behind the legions.”

    As he’d expected, the greatest concentration of enemy warriors emerged from the northeast, intent on freeing the captives. Twelve scorpions and thirty archers supported these defences along with two centuries of auxilia infantry. Ladders were erected against the main ramparts from inside this smaller redoubt, allowing the defenders to make a hasty retreat.

    “We’ll not throw away our lives for a few filthy barbarian slaves,” their commanding officer informed them.

    The three cohorts from First Adiutrix were arrayed at a right angle roughly a hundred meters from the prisoner stockade. Two of the young men had died during the night, their bodies hanging limp from the crosses. Their faces were blue, and the support poles streaked with filth as their bowels had evacuated soon after death. The rest gave cries of hope while shouting curses at the Romans. Though few imperial soldiers understood their language, the intent was unmistakeable.

    Rather than ordering the men beaten into silence, the centurion in command of the redoubt simply grinned. “Let their cries of hope turn to sorrow, when their friends die trying to save them.”

    
    Alfwin led Baldewin, his accompanying councillors, and bodyguards to the top of a small rise to the northeast of the Roman camp. He kept close to his sovereign as they watched the battle unfold. Two warbands, each around 1,500 strong, raced along the open plain near the riverbank to the east and west. Mail-clad auxilia infantrymen awaited them. These imperial soldiers carried stabbing spears and oblong shields. Squadrons of Roman cavalry galloped the open ground behind them, looking for weaknesses in their enemy’s ranks.

    Shields clashed with spears seeking flesh. Few of the Marcomanni wore any sort of armour. Only their captains donned bronze helms. The Marcomanni tended to be larger than their Roman foes, though a blade to the guts felled even the bravest and strongest warrior as much as any other man. The auxilia soldiers were also better trained and able to fight as a cohesive unit. Their smaller, narrower shields may not have created the same type of all as the rectangular scutums of legionaries, yet they compensated for this with greater speed and mobility. Hamata mail was also resistant to spear points, though gouges to the torso still proved painful. In a few instances, a burly warrior managed to lunge with all his immense weight behind the thrust, the armoured links breaking, and the spear point penetrating flesh and bone. These spears often became stuck, the stricken soldier’s companions quickly bringing down his assailant with stabs from their own weapons. The Marcomanni attempted to use the weight of numbers against the Roman auxilia whose formations had perhaps a thousand fighting men. Mounted elements occasionally surged into the fray, driving the Marcomanni back, compelling them to close ranks with long spears protruding towards the marauding horsemen.

    The bulk of both armies were staged to clash to the north and northeast of the fort. Enraged at the humiliating torture of their tribesmen, thousands of warriors jostled to battle the armoured soldiers arrayed in front of the redoubt.

    Scattered companies of imperial archers stood behind the legionary ranks. These men were mostly of Syrian origin. Their helmets were taller and came to a rounded point on top. The skirts of their tunics were much longer, and they were a variety of either iron mail or bronze scale armour. The Marcomanni had their own archers, though they amounted to little more than harassing skirmishers. The range of their short bows paled in comparison to those wielded by the Syrian archers. Those advancing in front of the Marcomanni hordes were singled out by the Romans. Many fell with multiple arrows piercing their bodies before they were close enough to loose their own salvoes. A band of fleet-footed skirmishers managed to avoid the sporadic deluges and unleash a pair of volleys against the imperial lines. Legionaries quickly dropped behind their shields, those in subsequent ranks hoisting theirs overhead. It was disheartening to watch as their arrows either skipped harmlessly off or embedded in the large shields.

    The incensed mobs of warriors suddenly charged, only to be met with volleys of heavy javelins as they closed to within thirty paces of the enemy. The first two ranks of legionaries scarcely had time to draw their short stabbing blades before they were assailed.

    
    Pompey Longinus sat astride his mount behind the ranks from Legio I, Adiutrix. A contingent of staff officers, orderlies, and his personal bodyguard stayed close. Legate Dolabella was overseeing the battle to their left, where his legionaries from the Fourteenth were also repelling attacks from waves of barbarian warriors.

    Most of their adversaries wore earth-coloured tunics and trousers. Their captains and war chiefs were distinguished by their bronze helms and mail shirts. Shields were smaller than those carried by legionaries. They were mostly rectangular or long hexagonal, painted in patterns to denote each clan. Pompey noted this was not so different than the Romans decorating their own shields to denote legion or auxilia regiment. The barbarians’ preferred armament was long spears, roughly a head taller than their wielders. Hand axes were also fairly common and more effective when fighting in close quarters. Only their captains and chieftains carried swords.

    Their bravery was admirable. The momentum of their charge never waned, even as their friends were impaled by heavy pila. The younger, quicker, and more fanatical warriors led the initial assault, crashing into the shield wall with astounding ferocity. The lines buckled in places, with a few legionaries toppled by the weight of their assailants and the uneven terrain. Several paid with their lives as spears and axes fell upon their exposed necks, faces, lower torso, and limbs. These were rare, however, as most of the shield lines held, with strikes reaching past the scutum wall tending to bounce harmlessly off hamata or segmentata armour. Few barbarians who managed to land a killing strike were able relish their success, as gladii were plunged into their unarmoured flesh with ferocious speed.

    The First Adiutrix’s lines quickly reformed as legionaries pressed back against their attackers. Soldiers in subsequent ranks leapt forward to replace their fallen comrades, with the dead and injured dragged to the rear of the formation. The dead were particularly difficult to clear away, as the bodies hung limp, dragged down by their heavy armour catching on every rock, tree root, and divot. The close order of legionary ranks added to this difficulty. The Marcomanni were forced to leave their dead and grievously wounded where they fell. They were also taking the worst of these initial exchanges. While a warrior could conceivably throw his weight into a legionary’s shield, throwing him off balance and knocking his shield aside, he exposed himself to the blades of the soldier’s companions. The slew of bloodied bodies of the most fanatical Marcomanni warriors attested to this.

    Some of those lying stricken at the feet of the legion’s shield wall were mercilessly smashed with the bottom edges of the soldiers’ heavy shields. This incensed their friends, though as the Romans were now braced behind their shields, gladii protruding menacingly, they were powerless to stop the brutal savaging of their wounded brethren.

    A few minutes after the first assaults, the high pitch of centurion whistles ordered the first passage-of-lines. Soldiers in the lead ranks quickly turned sideways, practically leaping between the files of those in the second rank who charged into the fray. The cohorts of First Adiutrix were arrayed by centuries six ranks deep. The exception being the larger First Cohort, whose ranks were five deep yet much longer. It was now the Romans’ turn to press the fight as they closed with the Marcomanni, negating the reach advantage offered by their long spears. Shields collided, and men continued to stab and slash at each other. The imperial soldiers were better trained and equipped; legionary segmented plate armour offering even greater protection against spear thrusts and blade strikes than hamata mail.

    The battle soon slowed into a grinding slog. Actual fights happened sporadically, either with small bands of warriors assailing the Roman battle line or when centurions ordered another passage-of-lines. Pompey Longinus knew from years of experience that battles were often decided in the first few minutes. But when neither army broke after the initial clash, it often devolved into a long struggle with one side either out manoeuvring the other or grinding them to exhaustion. The second option was neither preferred nor feasible for the Romans, particularly when the enemy held numerical superiority.

    “Wait here,” Pompey ordered a pair of staff tribunes. “Ride to me at once should the situation change.”

    He then turned his horse and galloped towards the left end of the line.

    
    The battle had ground into a stalemate, which was what Baldewin intended. He’d kept nearly a quarter of his entire force, around 2,500 men, hidden in the trees to the northeast of the fort. His men were battling the Romans on practically even footing with neither side able to rout the other. He noted the imperials had two large formations of infantry, approximately a thousand men each, held in reserve. These were directly north of the fort and acting in support of the main battle line stretched thinner than those arrayed in front of the prisoner stockade and redoubt. Baldewin noted the shields differed between these elements, and rightly deduced they came from different legions. Both were red, though the shields of the smaller force to his front had a green wreath encompassing the centre boss with white stars in each corner. The other legion’s shields were adorned with a single spiralling horn painted through the boss towards the top and bottom edges. They also carried their eagle behind the battle line, while the smaller detachment’s chief standard bearer carried a large square red flag with a gold Capricorn.

    As he impatiently surveyed the clash between their warriors and the Romans, Alfwin kept a watch on his sovereign out of the corner of his eye. Baldewin’s own gaze was fixed on the prisoners behind the smaller defence works.

    “Saving our people is paramount,” the king said. “We will commit all our remaining warriors into breaching the Roman lines and overwhelming the stockade.”

    Alfwin thought to question Baldewin on his rationale. Would hundreds of warriors die in order to save a few dozen prisoners? He quietly chastised himself and held his tongue. It was the sacred obligation of every warrior to protect the innocent, even at the cost of their own lives. The poor unfortunates held in what amounted to animal pens and hung from crosses were their kinsmen and women. If even a few could be saved, it would undermine the Romans and bolster the spirits of their own people.

    “Once our people are freed, the clans will further unite behind us,” Baldewin said, as if reading his captain’s thoughts.

    The king then cast his gaze to the south, where a similar deadlock ensued between his warriors and the Roman auxilia. He had fewer men committed to these attacks, plus they were exposed in the open, with imperial cavalry squadrons continuing to harass their flanks. Should they succeed in repelling his men, they could support the northern line and undo his intentions.

    Baldewin turned to a mounted aid. “Send word to our reinforcements. They are to attack at once and free our people.”

    
    Pompey assessed the tactical situation near the left end of the line. The barbarians were on gradually sloping ground, giving them an advantage in height as well as numbers. A thousand-strong milliaria regiment of Batavian swordsmen eagerly waited in reserve behind the left-most cohorts. Any attempts at flanking the enemy would be greatly impeded. The ground further left was extremely rocky and covered in thick woods with dense undergrowth. The governor speculated this may be why the barbarians had made no attempts to drive the Romans back towards the fort, lest their flank and rear become exposed. He was considering ordering a probing assault anyway, with swordsmen clearing the brush and searching for a way around the enemy’s flank, when a series of war horns and renewed battled cries resounded off to the right.

    The governor’s eyes widened as thousands of warriors poured from the treeline in a wide column bearing straight for the centre of the First Adiutrix’s formation. Longinus galloped his horse at a sprint towards the line. Two standard auxilia infantry cohorts were arrayed in reserve near the centre and right of Fourteenth Gemina’s line.

    “On me!” Pompey shouted, drawing his spatha and pointing toward the right of the line.

    The mounted tribunes in command of these regiments had seen the enemy’s surge and quickly ordered their men to support the Adiutrix legionaries.

    This attacking force consisted of the youngest and most fanatical barbarian warriors. All looked in their late teens to early twenties, half of whom were completely devoid of facial hair. Longinus presumed these overgrown boys had never experienced battle and knew nothing of its painful horror. Raised on fantastical tales told in the great mead halls, they believed falling in battle an esteemed glory, that their spirits would be welcomed into a type of warrior’s paradise. These thoughts crept into Pompey’s thoughts as he sought to prevent the line from breaking. In the back of his mind, he knew theirs differed little from the Romans’ beliefs, that eternal honour and happiness awaited fallen heroes in Elysium.

    As the first lines of passionately brazen warriors threw themselves against the legionary shield wall like a great hammer, many young men instantly learned the agonising lessons from which they would never profit. The fortunate ones were those who took a gladius thrust to the throat or underneath the ribcage and up into the heart. Death would be excruciating, yet relatively quick. They would die within moments. The Roman gladius carried enough weight to chop off limbs; warriors with arms or legs severed, bled out in a matter of minutes. The least fortunate were the multitude impaled by sword thrusts through the guts. Few could stifle their howls of agony as they collapsed to the ground, suffering a death that unless expedited by a merciful friend or foe, would last hours, sometimes even days.

    Despite this unbearable lesson in the painful realities of war, the momentum of the barbarian column carried the survivors through the buckled imperial line. Bodies of the dying were carried along, as the tightly packed ranks of those behind kept them from tumbling to the earth. Some used the last of their strength to cling to imperial shields or armoured pauldrons, ignoring the rupturing of flesh and bone as their bodies were further sundered by legionary blades.

    Pompey’s attempt at plugging the gap proved futile. His reserve cohorts could only form ranks perpendicular to the main line. The Adiutrix’s First Cohort, mostly arrayed to the right of the break, was unable to reverse its formation in order to meet the threat to their flank. Instead, the rear two ranks broke formation and hastily attempted to reform at a right angle. It was fortunate they were not the focus of the enemy force, or they would have lost crucial moments with the Marcomanni attacking them from behind.

    The governor had anticipated the enemy’s intentions, though he’d underestimated their organisational skills or ferocity. He never expected a barbarian war chief to have the foresight of maintaining a reserve with which to exploit a potential weakness. While he did not consider his battle lines weak by any means, he’d take too lightly his adversary’s commitment to saving his people. The cost was already dear. The ground near the break in the line was completely covered in fallen warriors, with a few legionaries who’d been completely subsumed by the vengeful human wave.

    At the redoubt, scorpion crews had been taking measured shots at the enemy formations, focusing on barbarian captains. Now, they quickly loaded and unleashed their bolts as quickly as they could spin the torsion cranks. They managed only a pair of sporadic volleys with supporting archers faring little better. Tripping hazards and spike traps arrayed in front of the defences momentarily slowed the assault. The commanding centurion ordered the scorpions abandoned and all troops to withdraw into the main defences. Auxilia spearmen brought down the first few warriors who’d managed to survive both the initial attack and array of obstacles. Within moments they, too, were scarpering up the ladders into the fort. Six had fallen and their bodies were now being hacked to pieces by hand axes of the enraged mob.

    The gate to the stockade was quickly broken, with the women and children being helped by their saviours over the ramparts and across the encircling trench. Only half those crucified were still alive. Their companions threw their weight against the crosses, knocking them to the ground in order to cut the broken men’s bonds. Archers manning the fort’s defences unleashed arrows at close range, bringing down another score of warriors before they could retire with their saved captives. Others were shot as they helped the enfeebled crucifixion survivors across the trench. Loyal to the end, even more warriors sacrificed their lives, refusing to leave their wounded companions behind. The Romans could not help but admire their devotion, even as they continued to rain down arrows and scorpion bolts.

    
    Unable to maintain the breach for long, the remnants of the assaulting host quickly hastened up the gentle slope. The survivors were surging with excitement. They’d yet to comprehend the fearful deaths suffered by their friends. Many stopped to help carry away as many wounded as possible. For the dead there was little except to quietly implore Tyr to welcome them into his great hall in the immortal beyond.

    Atop the northeast hillock, Baldewin let out a sigh of relief. “We cracked the Romans’ lines, saved our people, and humiliated our enemy.”

    Though Alfwin lamented the cost in lives, he shared his king’s assessment. Six men had been saved from crucifixion, though two were so broken from the ordeal they would succumb in the next few days. At least they would die in the company of friends. Thirty women and fifteen children were spared the ignominious fate of slavery. Despite their dreadful losses, Baldewin’s refusal to abandon his people was sure to resonate with the clan chieftains.

    War horns blew a series of long blasts, ordering the Marcomanni to retire. The warbands to the south maintained order, retreating slowly while keeping spears brandished against possible attacks by Roman cavalry. The majority of their host along the north line quickly surged into the woods. War songs and profane insults towards the Romans continued to echo long after they passed from sight.

    Alfwin remained on the hillock for a few moments after Baldewin and the rest of their entourage retired. He stared mournfully upon the fallen who littered the ground nearest the imperial battle lines. Their losses were modest up until the surge which broke through the Roman formation. The path to the stockade was strewn with three times as many bodies as the entire rest of the battlefield.

    “Rest easy, my brothers,” he said quietly. “You’ve earned your place in Tyr’s Hall.”

    
    Pompey Longinus slowly rode along the column of bodies and stared upon the redoubt. Ramparts were soaked in blood and littered with bodies. Only a few of these fallen warriors were dead. The rest bore gruesome injuries yet still drew breath. Some had broken bones protruding sickeningly through the skin. Others cried out with their guts impaled and lay in a pool of their own blood and bodily waste. Still more were covered in blood from an array of slashes and stabs which had immobilised yet not proven fatal.

    Despite his outrage and private personal admonishment, he could not help but smile in appreciation. The Marcomanni had paid a terrible price for their audacity, yet they’d breached the Roman lines and saved some of their people from enslavement. This would bolster their morale and leave the Romans humiliated. Pompey consoled himself with the knowledge that he’d achieved the emperor’s intentions. He was able to reasonably speculate the Marcomanni’s ability to wage war against Rome. Owing to the outcome of this battle, the governor surmised the enemy warlord would likely rally more allies to his cause. Though he and his officers speculated they’d faced around 12,000 enemy warriors this day, with around a thousand left dead or stricken on the field, he would inform Trajan that the Marcomanni in this region could conceivably muster a force of around 20,000.

    In all, his own forces had suffered sixty dead and around three hundred wounded. A quarter of these were suffered by the First Adiutrix cohorts when their line was breached.

    “Your pardon, sir,” the auxilia centurion in the redoubt said, breaking the governor’s thoughts. “What shall we do with all these wounded barbarians? Shall we just cut their throats?”

    “Crucify them,” Pompey replied.

    By the time evening fell, centurions and regimental commanders bringing their reports to the principia, any urge for retribution against the barbarian prisoners had dissipated. During the night, he ordered his men to finish them, the expedited passing considered a token of respect for their foes’ bravery.

    Though his officers all publicly declared they held the field and therefore won the battle, none were feeling celebratory. Pompey himself was tired and a touch ashamed. He’d achieved the emperor’s intent, yet had also been careless in disbursing his reserves, underestimating his enemy’s deployment of troops, and allowing the battle lines to get too close to the woods along the high ground. And now he would cede the field. Mounted reconnaissance would continue to scour the region for any signs of the enemy, though the governor suspected they would simply let matters be. They could now claim they’d driven the Romans from their lands without the need for risking more of their brave warriors’ lives.

    It would take four days for Pompey to withdraw all his forces back across the Danube. The entire first day was spent ferrying the wounded. This was complicated by the need to rig pulleys to hoist the stretchers bearing those unable to walk or climb the rope ladders off the fronts of the ships. It was also on this day they burned their dead. The Marcomanni were left where they fell. The corpses were covered in flies and drawing the attention of wild beasts by the end of the first day. As before, cavalry regiments would cross at the Vindobona ford.

    As sun set on the fourth day, Pompey stood atop the prow of the last river vessel to depart. He gazed upon the remnants of their large encampment. Palisade stakes had been withdrawn with the earthen ramparts refilling the trenches. As the setting sun glinted off the water, nearly blinding him, he thought he could see a few warriors gathering along the ridge.

    “We’ll meet again,” he said under his breath.

    

  
    Chapter XIX: The Emperor’s Winter Quarters

    

    Augusta Vindelicorum, Roman Province of Raetia

    September, 98 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    It was impossible to keep the emperor’s inspections of the frontier garrisons secret for long. Every outpost was directed to keep watch for the imperial delegation. There was no masking their approach. The ground within miles of each garrison had been largely deforested, both to supply building materials and firewood for their soldiers, and to impede any marauding barbarians from using the woods as concealment.

    Though Trajan only approached each post with a small delegation, security concerns required all of the Imperial Horse Guards and praetorian cohorts to accompany him within a mile of each.

    Even individual watchtowers were often visited by the emperor, much to the profound surprise of their soldiers. Coins bearing Trajan’s image had yet to be circulated amongst the provinces. With most of the outposts manned by auxiliaries who had never served with him, few knew what the emperor looked like. Their commanding tribunes or centurions would accompany Trajan to each tower, ensuring all proper protocols were observed. Much to everyone’s surprise, especially those manning the towers, Trajan would dismiss the officers and climb to the top of each, scanning the horizons while talking with individual soldiers. Though these interactions were brief, for imperial soldiers personally visited by their emperor, it was an experience they would never forget.

    Trajan was meticulous in his inspection of the frontier. His latest reports from Pompey in Pannonia were troubling, and he was not hasty to return to Rome. Pompey had been characteristically direct in his harsh assessment of how he’d handled the Marcomanni expedition. While some of the governor’s tactical decisions were questionable, they had not been without merit. His assessment of the enemy’s strength proved valuable to Trajan as he estimated how many soldiers he would need to launch a successful punitive expedition to crush the barbarians and cease these attacks along the Danube.

    In his response, Trajan thanked Pompey for his efforts and praised his successes. He only made the briefest acknowledgements of the governor’s candid self-criticism before noting his years of admirable service. Pompey Longinus was still a capable tactician. More importantly for what the emperor needed; he was exemplary in matters of greater strategy. He also understood planning and how to keep large armies supplied and feed. Trajan, therefore, invited Pompey to attend to him at his winter quarters once he was relieved as governor by Julius Servianus. He also offered Pompey an appointment to his staff as legatus pro praetore, a senior military adviser to the emperor.

    It wasn’t until the end of September that Trajan reached the end of the Germanicus Line. He was satisfied with the state of the imperial outposts, and confident he could redeploy troops to neighbouring provinces, should the need arise. The line ended midway through Raetia where it bisected the River Danube. From here, the imperial entourage made its way southwest to the provincial capital of Augusta Vindelicorum.

    The governing procurator, an Equus named Serenus, was informed of the emperor’s pending visit two weeks prior. Casks of wine were brought from his personal cellars, markets scoured for the freshest produce and meats to serve at a banquet in Trajan’s honour. He was accompanied by Julius Servianus, who’d relinquished the governorship of neighbouring Upper Germania in order to accept that of Pannonia at the start of the year. Like Trajan before him during his governorship, Servianus held nominal influence over Raetia. He was accompanied by his wife, Aelia Paulina, much to the delight of Trajan. Paulina’s brother, Hadrian, remained close to the emperor, performing a variety of administrative tasks. Servianus was less than pleased at seeing his brother-in-law. However, he kept his tone civil, if distant.

    
    During Serenus’ feast for the emperor, Paulina excused herself early, stating she was unwell. The swelling in her belly made this unsurprising. Trajan, who’d taken to accepting every cup of wine offered by his host, did not notice. Hadrian, whose dining couch was just behind his cousin’s, quietly crept from the great dining hall.

    “A word, dear sister,” he said, as he quickly caught up to Paulina.

    She turned and smiled at her brother. “I am sorry we have not had a chance to see each other. I know you are occupied with your duties to the court.”

    Hadrian shrugged dismissively. “They are what they are. I confess, it is not time which has kept me from you, but my uncomfortable relationship with your husband.”

    Paulina let out a sigh, her smile fading. “I was not going to speak to you about this. But as you have mentioned Servianus, I must say that your actions were grievously disappointing.”

    Hadrian winced at his sister’s rebuke. He’d already faced reprimand from Trajan. Was Paulina siding against him as well?

    “You are very intelligent, though often lacking wisdom,” Paulina added. “As soon as our cousin was adopted by Nerva, you immediately considered yourself the next Caesar. This has led to arrogant and, at times, reckless behaviour.”

    Hadrian cast his gaze downward. Being chastised by his beloved sister wounded him far deeper than Trajan. He shook his head, eyes still staring at the floor. “I am conflicted. At times, I do feel like the principate is my birth right, being Trajan’s closest relation. But some days, I would rather simply retire to a Greek island and fill my days with philosophy and scholarly pursuits.”

    “I am as closely related to Trajan as you,” his sister stated. “And by our marriage, so is Servianus.”

    “Servianus is ten years older than the emperor,” Hadrian quickly said. “I hardly think Trajan views him as a potential heir.”

    Paulina then cradled her protruding stomach in her hands. “And what if I carry a son in my womb? Would he not also have a right to the succession? Or if I carry a daughter, let us suppose you do become emperor one day. Should not the descendants from my line carry precedence, obsessed as you are with family bonds?” When her brother did not immediately respond she said, “Whether you approved of my marriage or not, Servianus is my husband and the father who will continue our family’s line. I know there will be no children coming from your pending union with Vibia Sabina. Let us not pretend otherwise.”

    Hadrian gave a slow nod and finally met his sister’s gaze. He loved Paulina more than anyone. She was able reach him in ways no one else could. “I will speak with Servianus when the time is right,” he said at last. “Not simply for my own purposes or the uncomfortable political realities of sharing an equal place within the emperor’s household. But for you.”

    He then kissed her hand and turned away. He returned to the banquet where Trajan and Servianus were feeling the effects of excess drink. The emperor was cautious with most of his vices, particularly when in the public’s eye. His love of wine was where moderation often failed him. Hadrian caught the eye of Empress Plotina, who was barely sipping from her own wine chalice. She gave him a subtle smile and nod. Hadrian returned the gesture and decided not to return to the feast after all. He was suddenly tired, and sleep called to him. Reconciling with Julius Servianus would be awkward. Hadrian dreaded the very notion, but now understood that many encounters within his political career would be uncomfortable, whether he eventually retired to a Greek island or perhaps one day became Emperor of Rome.

    
    Early snow and inclement weather in the eastern Alps compelled Trajan to make his winter quarters at Virunum, the capital of Noricum. Founded by Emperor Claudius roughly fifty years prior, it served as a port for the River Dravus, creating a trade route to Poetovio in Pannonia before merging with the Murius and eventually the Danube itself along the border with Iazyges. The town of Emona in northeast Italia lay to its south. This was where Trajan and the relief force from Hispania and Germania had passed through during the Pannonia Revolt.

    Given their proximity to northern Italia, couriers could now pass between Trajan and Rome in a week rather than two months. Among the litany of official correspondence were the periodic entreaties from the senate, asking the emperor if he would return to Rome before continuing his inspection of the frontier in spring. Trajan responded to these with a polite refusal, instead thanking the senate for their due diligence. He further expressed his total confidence in the consuls, particularly those who’d acted in his stead during his own consulship in absentia.

    In truth, the senate did little in terms of actual policy creation, even with the emperor away along the frontiers. The enacting of any important edicts was expectedly delayed, as all were sent to Trajan for his endorsement or dissent. Only the most mundane matters of governance were left in the hands of the senate, with much of the actual work done by their armies of freedman clerks. The senate understood the façade of their relationship with the principate. They were simply relieved to be treated with the cordiality lacking under Domitian, and by a Caesar who was infinitely stronger of will than Nerva.

    It was in late December, the week prior to the New Year, that Emperor Trajan called a council with Governor Trebonius of Noricum and the senior officers of the imperial entourage. A delegation from Pannonia had also arrived, led by its outgoing governor, Pompey Longinus. With perceived troubles along the Danube frontiers in both Pannonia and Moesia, Trajan gladly welcomed Pompey into his personal retinue as a senior adviser upon relinquishing the governorship.

    Trajan was mostly satisfied with the status of the Germanicus Line and felt confident in ordering vexillations redeployed from Upper Germania, Raetia, and Noricum to support his intended campaign against the Marcomanni. Four cohorts from Legio VIII, Augusta, garrisoned along the eastern Rhine in Argentorate would travel to Pannonia come spring. Contingents from Raetia and Noricum’s auxiliaries would also support the expedition. With approximately three months to prepare, Trajan first wished to hear from Pannonia’s most recent governor.

    Snow whipped about as a winter storm blew in from the mountains to the north and south of the city. A thin layer of ice crept out twenty or so paces onto the river, where the water was lashed about by the channelling winds. Many of the officers gathered within the governor’s mansion remained huddled beneath their thick travelling cloaks, despite the heat from a large brazier in the centre of the meeting hall. Despite being of Spanish lineage, Trajan appeared unaffected by the cold. He was devoid of cloak, though he did consent to wearing woollen trousers and close-toed shoes during the winter months. After the cordial introductions, the emperor ceded the floor to Pompey Longinus.

    “Pannonia is a difficult province to manage,” the former governor stated. “It’s not particularly large, but its capital of Sirmium is poorly located in the southeast corner of the province. Governance would be better managed if the province were divided, with the eastern focused on the border with Iazyges, and the west protecting our northern Danube border.”

    “A matter worth considering,” Trajan said. “Sirmium is much closer to the Moesia Superior capital of Viminacium than it is to its own provincial cities. But any such changes to the provinces will have to wait until my return to Rome. Kindly write a detailed analysis of your recommendations which I will bring before the senate.”

    “As you will, sire,” Pompey replied. He then nodded to Servianus. “And I shall speak at length with my successor, that he might have a firm grasp of the province, to include its local troubles and economic benefits.”

    “I appreciate all advice you can render,” Servianus replied politely.

    “Understand that all of us will be venturing into Pannonia come spring,” Trajan then stated. “The northern barbarians, notably the Marcomanni, are causing trouble again. Our good friend, General Pompey, was able to give us a reasonable estimate of their fighting strength as well as any terrain difficulties. As soon as the snows melt and the roads are clear, the vexillations from Germania not already a part of this expedition will march for Carnuntum. The Marcomanni’s lands are vast with many mountains and forests. They are also scattered into numerous clans, not all of whom are united.”

    The emperor then paused and looked to Pompey. “Most of our troubles come from their eastern territories with the Marus River acting as a border between them at the Quadi further east. The Quadi have made no hostile overtures towards us.”

    “And though our northern border has many Marcomanni settlements just across the river, these have remained docile,” Trebonius stated.

    “Which leads me to conclude this is one faction of clans rather than the whole of the Marcomanni population,” Trajan assessed.

    “Likely some local chieftain hoping to gain influence,” Pompey added.

    “And we shall crush his influence,” Trajan said. “I do not intend to conquer the Marcomanni, only teach them a savage lesson in the price for violating the peace of Rome.” He then glanced around the room for a moment. “Our esteemed colleagues in the senate have been inquiring about my intended return. It would be improper for me to march into Rome while a crisis unfolds along our frontier. But once we attain satisfaction against the barbarians, I shall return to Rome.”

    
    Tiberius despised the winter. Winters in his native Britannia were relatively mild. He’d only seen snow a couple of times, when his father was briefly posted to the northern districts of the isle. Alpine winters, however, were insufferable by comparison, even in the lower reaches. Worst of all was the wind which seemed to never cease blowing down the river valley. The frigid waters further froze the air. No matter how many blankets he wrapped himself in each night, he could never stave off the biting cold.

    Care of the regiment’s horses was especially difficult, and he knew some would not survive to spring. This was particularly traumatic for their riders who grew extremely attached to their mounts. A horse was more than a means of transport and a beast to be ridden into battle. For Rome’s cavalry soldiers, they were their most constant companions. Every day, regardless if on campaign or in garrison, a trooper’s horse was the first thing he took care of. Then his armour, weapons, and kit. And finally, himself.

    There was a lack of sufficient stables near Virunum, with scarcely enough to shelter horses belonging to the imperial household and senior officers. As soon as they’d arrived in mid-October, and knowing Trajan intended to remain through winter, Prefect Vorenus ordered the construction of sufficient shelter for the entire division’s horses. Lumber was plentiful, though thatch proved difficult to acquire in sufficient quantities. The roofs of many of the makeshift structures would have to consist of little more than poles lashed together. Every section of cavalrymen built their own structures with separate shelters for their officers’ mounts. The frozen top layers of ground were difficult to dig through in order to plant support posts, but every man laboured with pickaxe, shovel, and carpentry tools in order to protect their cherished horses.

    Though his own horse was given stabling with the other senior officers’, Tiberius committed himself to aiding his men as much as possible in the construction of their shelters. There was little he could offer but an extra set of hands to swing a pickaxe into the frozen ground or assist in harvesting of lumber. And with the demands of his daily administrative duties, the time toiling with his men was limited.

    It was several days into the extensive work project when Tiberius decided to lend his assistance. Centurion Fosselius was supervising the detail charged with digging post holes for the supports. Each set of stables was placed a few paces behind their section’s tent. Fosselius came to attention as the deputy prefect approached.

    “Commander,” he said. “Here to inspect the work?”

    “No,” Tiberius replied, shaking his head. “I’ve come to offer my assistance. I have a few hours until the headquarters meeting with Caesar and Prefect Vorenus. And you need every set of hands if these stables are going to be finished before the full might of winter comes down on us.”

    Fosselius at first looked like he might correct Tiberius on the duties of a senior officer regarding manual labour. Instead, he gave an appreciative grin. “Fair enough,” he replied. He glanced around for a moment and saw a pickaxe leaning against a pile of logs. “Here you are then, sir. Each post hole is already marked with stakes. They need to be at least three feet deep.”

    Tiberius nodded and took the tool. He prided himself on his conditioning, though swinging a pickaxe into semi-frozen earth was jarring and quickly took its toll. Within minutes he was breathing heavy, red in the face, and sweating. The biting cold was soon forgotten. He removed his woollen cap and cloak, though he retained his gloves. He focused on his task, chipping away at the ground, while every few minutes nodding to one of the nearby soldiers who scooped away the broken chunks of ground. It took the better part of two hours to complete the post hole, by which time the deputy prefect was exhausted.

    “Just so you know, sir, we give the men a reprieve every hour,” Fosselius said as Tiberius walked over to him, the pickaxe hanging limp in his hand.

    “I’ll remember that next time.”

    While his role in the larger detail was small, it had a telling effect on the troopers of both Imperial Horse Guards and the attached cavalry regiments. Vorenus later instructed him not to make a habit of undertaking manual labour. However, he acknowledged the improved morale of their men. In all, it took two weeks to construct the hundreds of stables necessary for the division’s horses. The makeshift structures required constant repairs, and some of their mounts would still not last until spring. Trajan praised his men for their work, noting that the lives and health of many horses had been saved.

    Three days after the solstice, Tiberius met with Tribune Galeo, the regimental quartermaster. While Vorenus personally oversaw administrative tasks such as pay, promotions, rewards, and discipline, he left the paramount task of logistics to his deputy.

    “Your insistence on acquiring reserve caches of horse fodder is proving fortuitous,” Galeo said. He and Tiberius were reviewing the compiled weekly reports from the squadron commanders. “I’ve readied a request to Poetovio for additional stores,” he continued. “The depot has a large cavalry contingent with multiple silos for horse feed. These may need to travel by land, should the river freeze.”

    “Attain as much as we can readily store here,” Tiberius directed. “Provided it’s enough to last a month, I’ll sign the directive that additional stores will be sent every kalends until March.”

    Prefect Vorenus also made a brief mention of Tiberius’ foresight, telling him, “I’m glad my trust in your logistical abilities was well-placed.”

    This was a boon to Tiberius’ confidence, though he still felt overwhelmed most days.

    He was also responsible for reviewing the remedial training for the flying column, though was only able to join his men perhaps once per week. The rest of the time, he had to rely solely on the daily briefings from Centurion Fosselius. Keeping their men proficient was difficult given the freezing weather and winter storms. He also knew it was crucial to keep both men and horses alike exercised and conditioned. Legionaries and auxilia infantry kept to as robust of a drill schedule as the weather allowed. At Centurion Syphax’s suggestion, and with Vorenus’ approval, Tiberius also coordinated training and road marches with the auxilia cavalry commanders. These officers tended to be in their early to mid-thirties, though two were twenty-eight and twenty-nine respectively. Each had more than a decade’s experience in both civil and military administration, with multiple assignments with either auxilia infantry or cavalry regiments. It was they who Tiberius looked to for advice when leading large formations into battle. By his own admission, Vorenus had no experience at all with commanding cavalry, and Tiberius’ was limited to the few actions he’d fought during the Pannonian Revolt.

    “It’s a matter of balance,” one of the prefects told him. “You have to make certain all decurions know the mission and your overall intent. If they’re competent officers, they will in turn brief their curators and section leaders. Cavalry regiments take up a much larger space than infantry cohorts. Squadrons getting separated by terrain or changes to the battlefield is fairly common, no matter how much we try to keep our formations together. Some elements of leadership are more difficult to train and need to come from instinct.”

    “Such as?” Tiberius asked.

    “Such as knowing when to direct your men on the battlefield and when to lead by example,” the prefect explained. “More often, you will need to guide your formations. But sometimes, usually in a crisis, your men will need their leaders to inspire them. It’s much easier to convince soldiers to charge into the jaws of death when their commanding officer is at the forefront. Still, we must balance bravery with prudence. Decades before he became Caesar, Emperor Tiberius had a reputation for disseminating orders to his subordinates then personally leading the charge of his cavalry. Many times, he crossed the line between valour and suicidal.”

    “Not to sound boastful,” Tiberius said, “But I feel that aspect is perhaps one I understand the best.”

    The prefect did not reply but hardened his expression slightly. He knew who Tiberius Artorius Castus was. Rumours and gossip spread much quicker than the fastest imperial courier. Most of the mounted corps, at least among the officers, knew about the former tribune who’d saved Legio XXI’s eagle at Raba Bridge. Tiberius was grateful that no one ever mentioned it to him.

    

  
    Chapter XX: Return to Carnuntum

    

    Carnuntum, Roman Province of Pannonia

    March, 99 A.D.

    
    Ancient Roman bridge

    Spring could not come soon enough for Tiberius Artorius and the entire imperial division encamped at Virunum. Even Emperor Trajan’s usually placid demeanour gave way to restlessness as February finally gave way to March. A reconnaissance was ordered of the route between Virunum and Poetovio. Satisfied that the roads were manageable, he ordered their departure even while snow still covered the ground.

    Squadrons from a local auxilia cavalry regiment provided the vanguard and scouts. The flying column of Imperial Horse Guards still rode about a half-mile ahead of the main column which stretched for more than ten miles. During the first two days, lingering snows and the rugged terrain impeded the deployment of flanking forces for the column. Open fields for establishing camp were also limited. Instead, the road itself became the encampment, though the erecting of tents proved impossible. When Trajan was informed there was a large enough clearing for his tent as soon as the snow was cleared, the emperor declined.

    “If my men must endure the cold under the stars, so shall I,” he declared.

    The clear skies proved a mixed blessing. While this meant no snow or freezing rain, there were no clouds to insulate the day’s heat. Men struggled to sleep with their bedrolls laid out on the road’s paving stones. Not wishing to spend another night thusly, few complained when they trumpets awakened them long before sunrise. The entire column pressed on with a greater sense of urgency, with the late winter sun setting just as the lead elements reached the crossroads at a town called Celeia. To the west lay Emona in northern Italia and Poetovio about another day’s journey east. The ground was very wet, but at least the snows had melted. The contingent rested and refitted for two days while at Poetovio.

    Over the next few days, Tiberius struggled to control his anxiety and feelings of dread. On the morning they were due to cross the Raba Bridge, he asked Vorenus for permission to join the vanguard.

    “I would normally deny such a request, as your place is with the flying column,” the prefect said. He then gave a subtle nod of understanding. “Take Centurion Fosselius with you. Tribune Lucifer will also be joining you. I will assume charge of the flying column until we reach the bridge.”

    “Thank you, sir.”

    Tiberius returned to the flying column and informed Fosselius. The centurion grimaced and looked down for a moment. “I suppose it was inevitable we’d return,” he muttered.

    They waited a few minutes until Lucifer made his way from the Praetorian Guard’s place towards the rear of the formation. With a simple nod to Tiberius and Fosselius, he led them past the flying column until they reached the vanguard.

    “We will be riding ahead of your men,” Lucifer informed the squadron commander.

    “Understood,” the decurion replied. “I have scouts deployed ahead and to the flanks. They’ll stay out of your way, sir.”

    They soon passed a farmhouse. Tiberius recalled it was the same one the survivors of Legio XXI had utilised prior to reaching Trajan’s relief force. It had since been reoccupied. Slaves ploughed the fields, ready to sow crops in the coming weeks.

    “Ten miles to the bridge,” he said.

    Neither Lucifer nor Fosselius replied, though both men quickened their horses’ pace to a canter. Tiberius’ memory was clouded. He vaguely remembered their escape from the battlefield; he, Lucifer, and Fosselius being the only officers above the rank of decanus to survive. Though what were real memories, and what were part of his incessant nightmares of the following years, he could not say. They had led a remnant of around two hundred soldiers, of whom thirty were part of the legion’s mounted contingent. He recalled camping behind the reverse slope of a hill a few miles from Raba Bridge though he had no idea which one. He’d been sleep deprived and in a state of shock at the time, and from what he could now see, all the hills and ridgelines looked alike. Seven years had passed. Though still young, he was a far cry from the naïve seventeen-year-old who’d been thrust into command before he’d even learned to shave.

    The deputy prefect’s heartbeat quickened as he saw the glint of sunlight off the river in the distance. As they drew to within a mile, he at last saw the bridge itself. He expected to be stricken with dread, yet there was nothing. The three rode to a small rise just to the right of the bridge. A pair of auxilia troopers were watering their horses in the river, while one of their mates kept watch. Two more sat astride their mounts a quarter mile from the far side of the river.

    “I don’t know what I’m supposed to feel,” Tiberius said.

    “I don’t feel anything,” Fosselius muttered. “It’s just a damn bridge. Look around. No one would ever know this was the place of so much death and suffering.”

    They gazed upon the open fields, now overgrown with tall grasses. A few deer grazed in the distance near the treeline where their attached auxilia infantry had escaped the slaughter. A black eagle circled overhead, seeking prey. Along the road, a few carts passed. Some were drawn by mules, others by peasant farmhands.

    “The barbarians buried their own dead, and we built pyres for our mates once we returned with Trajan,” Fosselius recalled.

    “We had to burn damn nearly an entire forest’s worth of timber,” Tiberius said.

    “Any unfound corpses were devoured by flies and beasts,” Lucifer noted. “I imagine one can find remnants of bone or rusted and broken weapons. But for all intents, Terra Mater has reclaimed this land. In time, she is able to heal even the deepest scars.”

    With so little to remind him of the horrors they’d endured on that very spot, Tiberius sighed with relief. Was this the cathartic return he needed to quell his endless nightmares? He attempted to feel hopeful, yet there was still that lingering sense of dread at the thought of returning to Carnuntum. The bridge along the Raba River may have looked the same as any other, but there would be no mistaking their return to Carnuntum.

    Three more days passed, and Tiberius found himself struck with a multitude of conflicting feelings as the city and fortress hove into view. So much time had passed since his arrival as a fresh-faced staff tribune, assigned to Legio XXI on the first posting of his cursus honorum. The fortress now belonged to Legio XIV, Gemina Martia Victrix, the legion once posted with the Twenty-First at Mogontiacum. It was they, along with Seventh Gemina out of Hispania, who Trajan led in an effort to relieve the late Flavius Silva and Legio XXI.

    A renewed flood of memories washed over Tiberius; ones that bit deeper than the serene sight of Raba Bridge. In the failing light, his mind toyed with him. In the distance, he swore he could still see the burning campfires from thousands of Marcomanni warriors who’d surrounded the fortress and sacked the surrounding community. He shivered so hard he jolted.

    “Are you alright, sir?” a trooper asked.

    Tiberius nodded, hoping the man couldn’t see the beads of sweat running into his eyes and down his face.

    “Just...recalling some memories is all,” he admitted with surprising candour.

    The trooper simply nodded and respectfully kept his silence.

    Tiberius struggled not to violently shake his head, as he fought to overcome the feelings of horror which clutched at his heart like an icy skeletal hand. He tried telling himself it was the growing shadows as the sun set that were playing tricks on his mind. It felt surreal as they passed the walled municipal city and auxilia fort west of the main fortress. The recently constructed governor’s palace lay in between the military posts, closer to the river. He watched as citizens came and went from the walled city and the surrounding farm settlements. Mothers called to their children playing in the fields. He envied those either not born or simply too young to remember the terrors of the barbarian siege which haunted their parents. Trajan had replaced many of the local magistrates with Roman transplants, though most of the plebeian citizenry remained unchanged. How many mothers lay awake at night, fearing for their children and the thought of renewed fighting between their own kinsmen across the Danube and the occupying Romans?

    Ninety years had passed since the region became the Roman province of Pannonia, with many of the current generations claiming both Latin and Germanic heritage. Few cared whether an indigenous chieftain lorded over them or a foreign emperor. They simply wished to till their fields, trade with their neighbours, fish the Danube’s waters, and raise their families in peace.

    Tiberius vividly recalled all the days he’d accompanied, and later led mounted patrols, following the very same road they now traversed. Most of these were to the west, oftentimes crossing at what was now the town and fort of Vindobona. In the distance, just east of the fortress he spied the local amphitheatre, which the enemy had captured and used as a type of headquarters. That was also where Tiberius, Lucifer, two cohorts of legionaries, and the legion’s mounted wing had cut their way through enemy lines when the legion abandoned Carnuntum.

    Three squadrons from the flying column of Imperial Horse Guards led the large procession into the city. Tiberius and Fosselius rode at their head with the regimental standard bearer. Tiberius took in a slow breath and glanced over to Fosselius. His face was pale.

    The centurion remarked, “When we left this place under the cover of night, with thousands of barbarians trying to gut us, I thought I’d never see the sun again, let alone return to this place one day.”

    Tiberius quietly wondered whether Fosselius was still assailed by similar nightmares as he. Even if he was, he was unlikely to admit it. Roman soldiers simply didn’t show weakness. And what was being haunted by visions of the past, if not weakness? Tiberius shook his head. No man could simply ignore the horrors they’d faced and still be human. But then, he was also a Roman. And a Roman soldier was supposed to be harder than the common man.

    
    For Gavius Lucifer, the return to Carnuntum was even more surreal. This had been the final barracks of the legion he’d served with for more than two decades. The day after they arrived, he decided to pay a visit to the place he’d once called ‘home’.

    The praetorian cohorts were directed by Prefect Claudius to establish camp east of the amphitheatre. Following breakfast, with centurions supervising the training and work details, Lucifer made his way to the fortress. Sentries, noting his officer’s tunic, came to attention and saluted. The tribune strode through the gate and climbed the steps of the east rampart. He leaned against the stone defences and surveyed the sprawling community of mostly farmhouses and workshops. The actual civil town was to the west behind a defensive wall. He watched as people went about their daily lives. Wagons of produce and grain were brought to the local markets, with livestock herded into temporary pens before they were slaughtered and sold. Smiths and carpenters worked their forges and shops. Market vendors haggled with prospective customers.

    It seemed unreal in Lucifer’s mind that seven years earlier, many of the old buildings were dismantled to create barricades and defence works for the army of Pannonian rebels and barbarian warriors besieging the fortress. In his mind he could still see the thousands of tents, their campfires casting an eerie glow upon the enraged hordes calling for his death.

    He looked to the military amphitheatre. As a centurion, Lucifer spent countless hours drilling his soldiers upon its sandy floor. It also served as a gladiatorial arena during local spectacles and games. During the siege, enemy skirmishers duelled with Roman archers and scorpion crews along the fortress wall. Along the road just south of the amphitheatre was where Lucifer and the First Cohort of Legio XXI had sprung their night-time escape from the siege. He shivered as his body once more felt the chill of that frigid winter night. Clouds had blotted out the setting sun, which he was convinced he would never see again. He quickly turned away, fearful that the memories might consume him.

    The barracks of the legion’s First Cohort lay near the eastern gate. Lucifer cracked a smile when he gazed upon the billet that had once been his. Though quarters for a centurion primus ordo were rather spacious by military standards, as a tribune of the Praetorian Guard, he was entitled to an entire house. He recalled the master bedroom of his quarters in Rome was around the same size as the living space for a section of eight legionaries. He then climbed down the steps. As he paced along the street running parallel to the First Cohort barracks, a booming voice that he had not heard in years called out to him.

    “By Jupiter’s bollocks, who let the damned praetorians into my fortress?”

    Lucifer grinned broadly as he turned around to see his oldest friend, Suetorius Maximus. The two strode forward, heads held high, clasping hands before embracing.

    “You sodding bastard!” Lucifer said. “I see you became primus pilus after all.”

    “And what of you?” his friend countered. “A damned praetorian tribune! Just don’t think I’ll be calling you ‘sir’.”

    The two shared a laugh.

    “I would sooner you punched me in the balls,” Lucifer said. He then noted the greying in Maximus’ hair. “Tell me, do you intend to keep battling barbarians until age renders you too slow to parry their blades?”

    “We’re the same age, Lucifer,” his friend countered. “At least I’m not growing soft living a posh life in Rome. Though I’d be lying if I said I don’t envy you. Next spring will mark thirty years since I first donned my armour. I can serve another ten before the army forces me to either petition to become camp prefect or retire. But I doubt I will remain that long. To tell you the truth, I should have retired already. I’ve been primus pilus for four years. Every primus ordo and cohort commander grows impatient, eager to take my place. And...I’m tired. The body isn’t what it was, and I’ve lost a step or two. The longer I stay, the greater chance of taking a spear though the face. It is time to start grooming potential successors, who I think the council of centurions are most likely to elect.”

    The rank of primus pilus was unique amongst the centurionate. It was not an appointment or promotion made by a legate or superior officer. It was the only position that was elected by his peers. Only centurions primus ordo and cohort commanders could stand for the position, though every centurion within the legion cast a vote.

    “The sign of a true leader is grooming his replacement,” Lucifer said. “But tell me, how is the family?”

    Maximus looked crestfallen. “Sadly, Serena is no longer with us,” he said. “She fell ill with a fever and crossed over to Asphodel just days before I became primus pilus.”

    “I am sorry,” Lucifer said. “She was a lovely woman, both in heart and spirit.”

    “It’s been four years, and I still miss her,” Maximus confessed. “I spent the first two weeks after my promotion in mourning.” He then noted the ring on his friend’s hand. “But what of you? I see you finally married.”

    Lucifer held up his hand and glanced at the simple band around his ring finger. “And I am glad I left the army before I did. Herminia is a good woman and has already borne me a fine son. I hope you don’t mind, but I named him after you.”

    His friend’s face turned red, and Lucifer thought he saw a trace of a tear in Maximus’ eye. That had never happened before!

    “I’m happy for you,” Maximus replied. “Enjoy them while they’re young. I swear it was only a month ago that my eldest, Sextus, came into this world.”

    “He has to be twenty by now,” Lucifer conjectured.

    “He’ll be twenty-one in two months,” Maximus replied. “And he’s the smart one. Got himself an apprenticeship with a prominent tradesman in Tarsatica. With the right experience, he may secure a position with the imperial customs. As for my youngest...” He then shook his head in disappointment.

    “Marcus hasn’t gotten himself into trouble, has he?”

    “Only the worst kind,” Maximus grumbled. “He turns seventeen in just two weeks and has insisted on joining the legions. Damn it all, I thought I taught him better than that.”

    “He’s seen the life you’ve made,” Lucifer consoled. “He’s proud of you.”

    “That may be. But I’d rather he finds a better way of making his way in the world, and not join the ranks simply because it’s what his father was stupid enough to do. I told him he’s not joining the Fourteenth! I’ll send him off to the Eighth Augusta in Germania or the Sixteenth Flavia in Asia Minor. I told him that under no circumstance should he let it be known that his father is a primus pilus, especially during recruit training. That will be the surest way for him to get his ass beaten by his instructors.”

    “Thankfully, I have many years before my son is old enough to decide his path in life,” Lucifer remarked. “I may very well have departed this world by then.”

    “The years will pass before you know it,” Maximus mused. “It’s been a decade since that shameful debacle along the Rhine. And another seven since we last spilt blood across this land.”

    The two walked towards the eastern gate, Maximus wishing to review the cohort that was currently drilling at the amphitheatre. He asked his friend, “How long do you plan on serving with the praetorians?”

    “I told myself I’d give them ten years,” Lucifer answered. “I’ve served nearly half that already. Thankfully, the Empire has remained mostly at peace, and we haven’t been called upon to fight. Though I suspect that may be changing soon.”

    His friend nodded knowingly. “And you’re not just referring to the barbarians across the water who’ve been causing trouble.”

    

  
    Chapter XXI: Across the Danube

    

    ***

    

    Emperor Trajan was determined to finally put an end to the troubles north of Pannonia before returning to Rome. He therefore ordered a council of war at Carnuntum. Governor Servianus and Legate Dolabella of Legio XIV, were in attendance. They were joined by the legates from First and Second Adiutrix who were repositioned from Moesia to northern Pannonia for the duration of the crisis. Trajan knew these two legions could not leave Moesia for long without undue risk to the provinces bordering the eastern Danube and Black Sea. This only hastened his need to crush the Marcomanni before sending the legions back to the border with Dacia. Commanding tribunes and prefects from at least ten auxilia regiments were also summoned. Amongst the senior staff officers was the recently relieved governor, Pompey Longinus. Now serving as legatus pro praetore, Trajan appointed him his chief-of-staff.

    “Though we won a resounding victory east of here seven years ago, most of the barbarians escaped across the Danube before we could finish them,” Trajan stated. He then looked to his senior staff officer. “General Pompey, kindly explain the depths of trouble caused by the barbarians and what we know about their strength.”

    “The Marcomanni and Quadi who reside within Pannonia remain docile for the moment,” Longinus said. “And we have many more troops protecting the frontier than the unfortunate Flavius Silva.”

    Tiberius closed his eyes at the mention of his former legate. There was no avoiding the slew of reminders that were sure to assail him in the coming weeks. Emperor Trajan had come to Pannonia not just to inspect the border defences, but to punish the barbarians across the river. With a grim sense of humour, Tiberius reckoned it was also a fitting means of battle testing the Imperial Horse Guards.

    “We took some prisoners during recent skirmishes with our scouts,” Pompey continued. “And while it is difficult to verify information gained under torture, there were enough similar confessions that we can speculate where the local chieftain’s stronghold is located. Our enemy’s name is Baldewin, nephew of Corbulboduus, who previously led the Marcomanni against us. He fancies himself King of the Marcomanni, though he is really but one of many clan leaders in the region.” With a touch of hesitation he added, “I fear they may have been emboldened after our latest clashes with them.”

    “We have more than double the soldiers you led on your expedition,” Trajan said. “And if our enemy feels bold, let him come to us. Their confidence is misplaced. If ‘victory’ in their eyes is leaving ten dead on the field to our one, then let us give them a triumph to remember.”

    
    It was after the emperor’s council of war that Aelius Hadrian seized the opportunity, as well as the courage, to speak privately with his brother-in-law. He waited outside the meeting room while Servianus spoke privately with the emperor, following the dismissal of the other officers. Hadrian stood with his hands clasped behind his back, fidgeting uncomfortably. Finally, Servianus left the room and walked right past Hadrian, either not noticing or thinking he was waiting for the emperor.

    “A word, if I may, brother,” Hadrian said quickly.

    Servianus glanced over his shoulder and nodded, though he kept walking. Hadrian hastened to his side and waited a moment before speaking.

    “I...I owe you an apology for my previous conduct.” He paused again, waiting to see if Servianus would reply. He did not. “It was unbecoming of a Roman nobleman, especially one of the imperial house.”

    “And did the emperor chastise and order you to come to me?” Servianus asked, his gaze still forward.

    “He chastised me,” Hadrian confessed. “But no, he did not direct me to come to you. Such would have rendered any apology meaningless.”

    “Indeed.”

    The governor’s tone was firm, his countenance like stone. Upon reaching his personal study and quarters, he turned to face his brother-in-law. He folded his arms across his chest, his face bearing an expression of impatience. Hadrian took a quick breath and decided it was best to be candid.

    “I’ll not pretend that I approve of your marriage to Paulina. Was I the head of our household, I never would have permitted it.” He expected a rebuke from Servianus, though the governor only raised an eyebrow. Hadrian quickly held up his hands in resignation. “But I am not the head of our family. That honour belongs to the emperor. It was he who sanctioned your marriage, and I must respect his decision.”

    “And by my marriage, I am now of equal standing within the imperial household as you,” Servianus said. “As are my heirs.” He then let out a sigh. “We don’t have to pretend to like each other. But I would rather we not be enemies, both for the emperor’s sake and especially my dear Paulina. I know you love your sister, and she you. Perhaps in time, you and I can come to a shared understanding of our roles within the emperor’s court, as well as the family.”

    He then gave a short nod and stepped into his quarters, ending the conversation. Hadrian took in a deep breath and slowly exhaled. He wasn’t sure what to expect from his conversation with his brother-in-law. In truth, nothing had actually been resolved between them. Servianus had not accepted his apology, nor did Hadrian approve of his marriage to Paulina. The young man said quietly to himself, “At least we can be honest with each other.”

    Though he did not feel much satisfaction from the encounter, it was still a weight off his mind. He could return to his duties, as well as his scholarly pursuits, without having to worry about Julius Servianus. For the time being. Servianus’ age made it unlikely he would outlive Trajan, though if he did, awkward questions regarding the succession could cause an even greater rift between he and Hadrian.

    
    With the spring thaw having yet to swell the Danube to its fullest, there were still multiple fording sites near Carnuntum. Near the fortress, a narrow river called the Marus flowed into the Danube from the north. This acted as a natural boundary between the Marcomanni and Quadi tribes. And with all hostile actions coming from the Marcomanni, Trajan decided this would be the eastern limit for their advance.

    Two days after the imperial entourage’s arrival, engineers began work on a temporary pontoon bridge across the river. This was established east of the city, spanning between several islands mid-river. Owing to its temporary nature, these consisted of multiple log rafts lashed together rather than a more permanent structure with support pylons driven into the river bottom. The pontoons still needed to be sturdy enough to bear the weight of baggage carts and supply wagons. Legionaries and auxilia infantry provided the bulk of the labour, while mounted troops patrolled both sides of the river. It was tedious work, and the water was biting cold. With engineering skill and innate Roman persistence, by the final week of March the bridges neared completion.

    Trajan directed half of the mounted corps to cross at the fording sites, along with two regiments of lighter auxilia infantry. A robust reconnaissance was conducted over two days, while the bridge was completed. The old Marcomanni encampment was overgrown with grass and had not been reoccupied. While cavalry squadrons scoured the region, the auxilia infantry remained in reserve near the fords.

    Satisfied the only enemy presence was a few unseen scouts lurking in the trees, the emperor ordered the first waves of the main army across. Legio XIV led the way with the initial cohorts traversing the swaying pontoons just as the predawn allowed enough light for soldiers to cross without the need for torches. The bulk of the cavalry crossed at the fords, minus the Imperial Horse Guards who remained with the emperor. Auxilia infantry followed the Fourteenth Legion, then the vexillations from the Rhine and Danube legions, and finally the Praetorian Guard cohorts.

    The emperor himself crossed at the fording site just a few miles to the east. A thousand auxilia infantrymen protected the northern bank, formed into a three-sided square with the river at their back. Their commanding tribune sat astride his horse near the riverbank. Trajan led the Imperial Horse Guards with Vorenus, Tiberius, and the regimental standard bearer to either side and a pace behind. To any prying eyes, Trajan looked to certainly be an officer of great importance, even if they did not know his true identity.

    The flowing river came up to the riders’ mid-thigh, its frigid temperatures jolting the sleepy-eyed awake.

    “A freezing as coldest frigidarium!” Tiberius said through chattering teeth, referring to the frigid pools of a Roman bathhouse.

    By the time they reached the northern bank, his legs were numb. Troopers dismounted and rubbed down their horses, who protested having to cross the freezing current. Even the emperor saw to his mount, rather than directing a servant or staff officer to do so.

    “At least we didn’t freeze our bollocks off, like the auxilia!” Vorenus said, looking to the hundreds of light infantrymen who’d crossed before them.

    
    The ability of Baldewin’s scouts to keep a watch on the Romans south of the river diminished soon after the first mounted regiments crossed the Danube. Several spies lurking in the Carnuntum region fled north after the large force of imperial soldiers arrived from the west. Those who still remained were mostly trapped, as the Romans guarded the fords. It was extremely risky attempting to swim the breadth of the river either with horse or dismounted. In a short span, the entire north bank of the Danube within ten miles of Carnuntum was now crawling with imperial soldiers. Alfwin could only leave a few stragglers to keep watch from the woods, though this was becoming even more perilous.

    Upon learning their enemy had crossed into their lands, Baldewin summoned an emergency council of local clan chieftains and elders.

    “The Romans have invaded with a large army,” Alfwin reported. “Their strength is more than double what we faced before.”

    Baldewin closed his eyes and bowed his head slightly.

    “I only hope King Decebalus’ coin was worth it,” an older councillor responded bitterly.

    “We have not the men to fight them, and a full muster of the clans cannot happen for at least another month!” another stated.

    “The Romans are giving us little choice but to muster,” Alfwin said testily. “Unless the clans would rather we wait to be slaughtered one by one.” This was met with angry scowls from several chieftains. The captain then said, “If we fight as hard as we did last year, we can further strengthen our hold over these lands. We drove the Romans off once before. We can certainly do so again.”

    A few moments of silence passed. Though his words had caused great offence, none were ready to rebuke Baldewin’s most trusted military adviser just yet.

    “And what says our king?” an elder asked.

    “As Alfwin says, the Romans are giving us little recourse but to fight. Send our fastest messengers to every clan chief within three days’ march. Let them know the enemy marches on Marcomanni lands, and we must expel them.”

    “There’s more,” Alfwin said. “My spies report a general of great importance is leading the Romans. I cannot but wonder if this might be the emperor himself.”

    One chieftain burst into laughter. “A wild notion! Why would he risk his own neck when he has hundreds-of-thousands unwittingly ready to march into the slaughter?”

    “I know it sounds preposterous, but my spies in Carnuntum have confirmed that Rome has a new leader,” Alfwin explained. “Domitian was murdered over two years ago. And the man who replaced him was said to be old and infirm. His chosen heir was a man named Trajan who governed the Germanic provinces to the west. He might even be the same general who drove us from Pannonia seven years ago.”

    This caused a great rumbling from the assembly. After a chaotic minute, Baldewin’s guards’ captain boomed, “Silence, for the king!”

    Baldewin nodded to the hulking man and then addressed the throng. “If this is the same general who our bravest battled upon the fields east of Carnuntum, and if he is indeed the new Emperor of Rome, then our people have all the impetus they need. Should we capture or kill this Trajan, then we tear out the very heart of Rome and win the greatest victory of any people against the Empire!”

    
    Trajan and his senior advisers all had experience fighting the Germanic tribes from beyond the Rhine and Danube. Though ethnically and culturally diverse, they shared many similar traits. Including how they mustered for war. Campaign seasons during inter-tribal wars were relatively brief, beginning around mid-summer and ending by the autumn harvest. Because the Romans had crossed into Marcomanni lands so early in the spring, most of the barbarians would still be tilling their fields and planting crops. They would need time to assemble, and time was a commodity the emperor was determined to deny them.

    “We need to find the enemy’s citadels and destroy them,” he declared.

    Trajan ordered a massed reconnaissance of around 2,000 mounted troops to scout north towards where they suspected the local chieftain’s stronghold lay. The emperor’s intent was not necessarily to lay siege but draw the barbarians into battle before they were able to rally their regional allies.

    Trajan assigned command of the reconnaissance force to Lucius Vorenus, who took with him the flying column from Imperial Horse Guards and three additional cavalry regiments.

    “Though I am leading the expedition, you are still in direct command of the flying column,” Vorenus explained to Tiberius.

    “I am at Caesar’s service and yours,” his deputy replied.

    “And we shall need it,” Vorenus stressed. “I’ve tasked the regimental prefect of the Mauretanian Light Horse with forming a vanguard of troopers who know the terrain and have experience fighting the Marcomanni. You and Centurion Fosselius will accompany them.”

    Tiberius added thoughtfully, “At least there won’t be any of those damned Sarmatian heavy cavalry this time.”

    He later met with the prefect of the Mauretanian Light Horse. An Equus of Gallic ancestry, his fair complexion contrasted with the much darker skin tone of his troopers. Tiberius informed him of Vorenus’ intent.

    “Your men have knowledge of the area, and they will lead our reconnaissance.”

    “We’re only familiar with the forests at the base of the mountains,” the prefect clarified. “But after what those filthy barbarians did to our men they captured; the lads are eager for retribution.”

    “As long as they don’t become too separated from the rest of the column,” Tiberius cautioned.

    The prefect snorted and shook his head. “They won’t dash off into the woods, chasing shadows into an ambush. They’re vengeful, not stupid.”

    Few of the remaining cavalry had previously ventured far across the Danube. Even those regiments which had served years in Pannonia were confined to mostly keeping order within the province interior. An exception was the First Montanorum, who’d fought beside Legio XXI during the Pannonian Revolt. However, they were brutally decimated during the war. Their survivors were relocated to Aquincum, around 140 miles further east. As for the remnants from the mounted wing of Legio XXI, they were mostly folded into Legio VII, Gemina, who’d returned to Hispania. Six of their number had attained billets with the Imperial Horse Guards and were acting as orderlies to Vorenus.

    The following morning, the three regimental commanders met with Vorenus and Tiberius as decurions paraded their squadrons and prepared to depart.

    “There are a lot of forests with rolling hills further north,” the Mauretanian prefect said. “There are also paths leading further into the mountains.”

    “Likely trader routes used by indigenous farmers,” Vorenus speculated.

    “The River Marus branches about twenty miles to the north,” Centurion Fosselius recalled. “The Quadi occupy the eastern bank, and their land is even more mountainous.”

    “While the Marcomanni and the Quadi put aside their squabbles during the Pannonia Revolt, there is no love lost between them,” Vorenus said.

    “Give the Marcomanni a sound thrashing, we may cause unrest and inter-tribal hostilities in the region,” Tiberius concluded. “Or in the very least, it’ll keep their clans from uniting underneath this ‘King’ Baldewin.”

    “They were our worst nemesis besides those Sarmatian horsemen,” Fosselius remembered, his eyes narrowing in anger at the memories. “My blade will eagerly feast on their guts again.”

    Tiberius’ face momentarily turning pale. Though the Pannonian disaster had greatly affected them all, he was troubled by the changes to his centurion. He remembered Vibius Fosselius as a good-natured, boisterous fellow, unaffected by any harrowing or stressful situation. Ten years older than Tiberius, the tribune had looked to him as a tutor, both in mounted tactics and proper conduct for an officer during battle. Both Fosselius and Gavius Lucifer had stressed to him that it was unacceptable for a leader to lose his composure, no matter how dire the situation. A panicked commander would shatter the morale of his soldiers more than the enemy ever could.

    Fosselius had never lost his demeanour while on duty; however, a darkness surrounded him that even his closest friends found unnerving. His volatility contributed to the failure of his marriage and drifting apart from his children. There was even a rumour of several vicious fights ensuing between he and his eldest son, the most savage coming the day before the young man left home.

    Tiberius wanted to help him, but what could he do? He was assailed by his own nightmares and endless reminders of that terrible day. Would making their old enemies bleed again help them find peace? In his heart he knew vengeance would bring him nothing. It certainly would not help him reconcile with his estranged family.

    “We’ll ride north to the river fork until we find a suitable defensive encampment,” Vorenus directed. “From there, we’ll send scouting parties out to find our quarry. Our orders from Caesar are simple, find the barbarians and draw them into a brawl with the legions.”

    The army assembled north of the Danube was impressive and varied in its composition. Trajan drew vexillations from every legion and auxilia regiment within a hundred miles of Carnuntum, in addition to the division who’d accompanied him from Germania, plus Legio XIV. In all, he had around 18,000 infantry of whom just over half were legionaries. In addition was the mounted corps of 2,500 troops. The upper tier of Imperial Horse Guards would remain ever by the emperor’s side, under the command of Centurion Syphax while Vorenus rode with the flying column. This was a significantly larger force than Longinus had been able to previously muster. And the emperor intended to fight a far more decisive encounter.

    A reality of warfare was the need to establish logistics depots and lines of communication. Trajan hoped to engage in a quick and decisive engagement. However, he was strategically savvy enough to plan for an extended campaign season, should the enemy refuse to take the bait. This meant leaving a portion of his forces at the fort just a mile inland from the Danube. He designated two of the more understrength auxilia infantry cohorts totalling around seven hundred men. They were supported by twenty archers and thirty cavalrymen to act as picquets and messengers. Rough terrain of the forested mountains would necessitate travelling lighter the further into Marcomanni lands they trekked. The emperor was prepared to establish multiple depots to house additional rations, as well as their siege equipment, which was still being ferried across the Danube. Every logistics station deprived him of more soldiers with which to attack the enemy, yet he could not risk losing their stores and risking starvation. He hoped he would not need to divide his forces too many times before facing the full weight of the barbarian hordes.

    

  
    Chapter XXII: Luring the Enemy

    

    Along the River Marus, twenty miles north of the Danube

    
    Roman army on the march, by Frederick Eastman (1917)

    As Vorenus had anticipated, the Marcomanni were well aware of their approach. The terrain near the fording site was flat and open, making it impossible to conceal the mounted column’s departure. In addition to the vanguard under Tiberius and Fosselius, flanking squadrons from various squadrons were deployed approximately a mile in either direction of the main column. Several times, Mauretanian Light Horsemen drove off enemy scouts. They failed to capture or kill any, as their adversaries scarpered into the protection of the forests.

    The prefect ordered his men to avoid a decisive engagement but to burn any settlements they came across. While cresting over a rise, the lead elements spied a farmstead with partially tilled fields in a modest valley below. The Mauretanian commanding officer ordered his scouts forward, sending word back to Vorenus. He and Tiberius followed the officer to the rise where they could see troopers kicking in the doors to the farmhouse, slave quarters, and barn. A third of their number remained mounted in a wide circle of picquets. Others had dismounted and were scouring the nearby groves. A woman’s screams alerted the officers upon the ridge.

    “It seems your men found the owners,” Vorenus said dryly.

    They galloped down the slope with a squadron from Horse Guards riding in two files behind. Vorenus ordered Fosselius to bring up the rest of their men to assist the Mauritanians, while the trailing two regiments pressed ahead to the next ridgeline.

    As they approached the grove, troopers were prodding a group of men, women, and children into the open. One woman was being dragged by her hair. The others held their children close, all trembling in terror.

    “We found this lot hiding in the woods, sir,” a decurion reported. “Given the size of the house and number of slave barracks, I’d say at least half escaped before we could surround the place.”

    The combative woman, who looked to be in her early forties, was shouting curses at them in her native tongue. A Mauretanian trooper smacked her with the back of his hand. Rather than cowing her, she spat in his face. The man doubled her over with a fist to the stomach.

    “Disgusting bitch,” he growled, rubbing his forearm across his face.

    “A bitch who has a lot of fight in her,” his prefect remarked. He then noted the woman’s humble attire and dirty hands. “I don’t think she’s the owner’s wife. Probably one of the household servants. Most of this lot appear to be slaves.”

    Tiberius glanced around. He saw a pair of tills, one with its blade still buried in the earth.

    “They had barely enough time to drop their ploughs and make a run for it,” he observed.

    “What shall we do with them, sir?” the decurion in charge of the guard detail asked.

    “We can’t waste men escorting a few barbarians back to the main army,” Vorenus said. “Kill any men of fighting age, or boys big enough to wield a spear.”

    “Are we to release the rest?” the decurion asked.

    Tiberius then spoke up. “The barbarians already know we’re here. Let this lot run to their war chiefs. Perhaps their tears will bring the enemy to us.”

    As their men were the most eager for vengeance, Vorenus allowed the Mauretanian troopers to do the killing. Six men and four teenage boys were forced onto their knees and impaled through the heart with lances. Their mothers and sisters screamed in horrified sorrow. The Romans left them to weep over the dead as the settlement was put to the torch. The sheep pens had been hastily opened before the owners fled with only a few remaining. These were also killed, as were a pair of cattle in the barn.

    “Let us hope we can come back and butcher us some fresh meat,” a trooper said as they took to their saddles again.

    Some of the women and children had fled into the woods heading northwest while others remained, kneeling over their dead brothers and sons.

    The mounted contingent continued on, coming across a few smaller farmsteads as they ventured north. By the time they reached the fork of the Marus River, pillars of smoke in the distance marked the Roman force’s advance for nearly twenty miles. Near the fork, the vanguard staged in the low ground off a hill spur protruding from the west with picquets posted along the ridge.

    “Springtime gives us longer days,” Fosselius noted. “We should reconnoitre possible river crossings and avenues of approach the enemy may utilise before the column arrives.”

    “See to it,” Tiberius said. “Deploy two squadrons by sections. Have the rest hold in ready reserve.”

    As Fosselius rode over to his decurions to disseminate the orders, Tiberius recalled some of the lessons the centurion and his other martial teachers instilled in him seven years prior. Unlike his time as a young staff tribune, he was becoming more accustomed to leading men, his change in confidence noticeable. He dismounted and walked over to Prefect Vorenus, who was scrawling a short despatch on a wax tablet, which he then handed to a waiting messenger. Tiberius explained his orders to the regiment.

    “A wise decision,” Vorenus remarked.

    Tiberius looked almost embarrassed. “It was Fosselius’ suggestion.”

    “Well, you are wise to listen.”

    The deputy prefect shrugged.

    “Julius Caesar, Marcus Agrippa, Germanicus Caesar, Emperors Tiberius, Vespasian, and even Trajan often deferred to their centurions.”

    Vorenus then surveyed the disposition of their men. While sentries remained mounted, most squadrons took turns watering their horses and allowing them to graze. A few rooted through their saddlebags to have a quick meal of hard bread and posca.

    “We can leave the ridgeline picquets in place, deploying half-sections to within five miles of our encampment,” the prefect decided. He then nodded to where his messenger was riding at a canter down the slope leading south. “Now we wait for instructions from Caesar. Unless they’ve run into trouble, they should reach us by tomorrow afternoon.”

    Tiberius then gazed up at the sky, where only a few whisps of clouds were visible. “Provided Jupiter does not decide to move the heavens against us, we can sleep under the stars tonight.”

    
    Even before the mounted column began its march of destruction west of the River Marus, mustering chieftains were already debating with their king where to attack the Romans. Thousands had reached his stronghold with urgent messages sent to all clans able to join the fight.

    “The Romans have left a small garrison to man a fort just north of the river,” Baldewin explained to the war council. “Their army is moving northward with an advance guard of around 2,000 cavalry a day’s march ahead.”

    “Their fort is likely holding all their food and supplies,” a chieftain conjectured. “If we can sack it, they’ll be forced to withdraw or starve.”

    “It will take too long to dispatch sufficient warriors to destroy the fort,” Alfwin countered. “We don’t know the garrison’s strength, but it has a deep trench dug around with spikes, traps, and tall earthworks topped with sharp stakes. We would need at least five times their number to claim the fort, and our losses would be extremely high. It is an unacceptable risk, especially as we and the Romans are evenly matched in numbers.”

    “And that is only if those who’ve pledged warriors can reach the battle in time,” Baldewin stated. “At the moment, it is best to assume the enemy holds a slight advantage. Or at least they would, had they not divided their forces. We shall concentrate on them one by one.”

    “But where shall we start?” a councillor asked.

    “Not their cavalry,” a war captain advised. “The ground they occupy is hilly and devoid of trees. They’ll be able to see us coming and use the terrain to add weight to their attacks. Or else just avoid us altogether.”

    “We shall attack their main army with our combined strength,” Baldewin decided. “We can use the woods to mask our approach and hit them from both the east and west. With valour and the blessings of Tyr, they’ll break before their cavalry can ride back to save them.”

    
    Cavalry squadrons not with Vorenus’ advance force deployed to the flanks of the main column. This proved extremely difficult. The further inland they trekked; the more open grassland gave way to thick forests. Many of these were Tartarian Maple and oak, their thick foliage able to conceal the approach of an entire army. Undergrowth, fallen branches, and broken ground impeded the movement of cavalry. To charge would be extremely dangerous for their horses.

    Near a rock outcropping deep in the woods to the northwest with near impassable undergrowth impeding their vision further, a section of Batavian troopers rested their mounts. Their corporal sent two pairs of men to the tops of nearby knolls to check for any signs of movement and to find a path through the seemingly endless scrub. He had just taken a hard biscuit from his saddlebags when one of the lookouts came stumbling down the slope. He was attempting to be quiet, but still tripping over tree roots and snagging his armour on various bushes.

    “The enemy approaches from the west,” he said in a hushed tone.

    “You can see them?” the corporal asked.

    The trooper quickly shook his head. “Not quite. What we can see is movement in the undergrowth, as if a great wind were blowing through the brush. What’s more, we can hear them.”

    The corporal nodded and ordered the man back to his post. He directed both pairs to take to their horses and keep just far enough ahead of the approaching horde that they could still observe them.

    “Send a rider back to the column once you’re able to actually see them,” he directed.

    Another trooper was sent with great haste to find the emperor. It took nearly twenty agonising minutes to trek back through the dense woods, walking his horse, until they reached the open ground near the base of the hill. He then leapt into the saddle and galloped as fast as his mount could sprint towards the gathered imperial standards in the distance.

    Legates and regimental commanders rode with the emperor’s entourage along with their staff officers and orderlies. The Batavian soldier’s prefect recognised the man and rode out to him.

    “The enemy approaches, sir,” the trooper said quickly.

    The prefect nodded and they soon joined the emperor. Trajan had heard the man and ordered the column to halt. Trumpet blasts sounded down the line as the massive force abruptly ceased in its march. Orders were shouted by centurions for soldiers to drop their packs, don helmets, and prepare for battle. Mules and draught animals brayed in protest as they were hastened towards the centre of an expanding square.

    Discipline and a sense of urgency kept the trooper from losing his bearing or being awestruck by reporting directly to the emperor.

    “An enemy force comes from the west and northwest, Caesar,” the trooper said. “We cannot see them, owing to the dense growth, but we can hear them.”

    Trajan gave a thoughtful nod. “The barbarians are watching us.” He then looked towards the plumes of black smoke to the north. “And from Prefect Vorenus’ report, they are being enticed into attacking.”

    Governor Servianus then said, “They’ve either mustered sufficient warriors or are desperate to avoid having any more of their territory sacked.”

    Trajan then looked back over his shoulder and nodded. “Or it could be a distraction meant to draw us away from an even larger force off to our right.” He then directed a staff tribune to ride ahead and inform Prefect Vorenus. “If there are no signs of the enemy to the north, he is to leave a picquet force and return with the rest of the flying column.”

    Soldiers set down their packs, donned their helmets, and began removing the leather covers from their shields. Disbursement of cohorts into assault and reserve elements would depend on the enemy’s direction of approach and fighting strength.

    The Batavian trooper was just the first messenger to come with urgent news. Within minutes, riders were spotted approaching from both the east and west. Though it was impossible to know the enemy’s total strength, there were sufficient open glades for scouts to ascertain their armament and disposition. Most carried either oblong or rectangular board shields, painted in colours and patterns based on their respective clans.

    “They are definitely Marcomanni,” one scout of Danuban origin reported, who’d come from the northeast.

    “Interesting that none are Quadi,” Prefect Claudius remarked. “That’s mostly their territory.”

    “They may have withdrawn even further from the Danube following the last war,” Tribune Lucifer spoke up.

    “The enemy has had about a week to muster their forces,” Trajan conjectured. “The clans further north will take time to assemble. Though they may have no stomach for a fight once we sort out their kinsmen who still linger near Roman lands. We’ve successfully goaded the barbarians into attacking before they are at full strength. We’d best not waste the opportunity.”

    
    Tiberius had just dismounted after returning from a brief excursion to a nearby hillock, where a pair of picquets were posted. Vorenus had joined Fosselius on the northernmost ridge to ascertain possible directions of the nearest barbarian strongholds.

    It was early afternoon, and so far, there’d been no signs of Marcomanni warriors. If they did have scouts watching them, they remained concealed within the dense woods. Tiberius thought the day might end without incident when a lookout spotted the emperor’s staff officer riding with haste from the south. He walked over to the lookout just as the rider reached them.

    “Commander Artorius!” the tribune said urgently. Before even waiting for a response he quickly said, “The enemy approaches from the east and west. Caesar has ordered you to post picquets to the north and bring the rest of your troops to support the fight.”

    Prefect Vorenus, who’d spotted the man’s approach, rode down from the hill.

    “Inform Caesar we are riding with all haste,” the prefect said.

    The staff officer saluted and galloped away. Tiberius climbed into the saddle as a cornicen sounded the officers’ call.

    “Take charge of the flying column,” Vorenus ordered him. “I will ride ahead to take over the upper tier and the emperor’s bodyguard.”

    “We’ll take out their skirmishers and any stray fighters,” Tiberius asserted. He then noticed Centurion Fosselius, who’d ridden over as soon as he, too, saw the messenger approaching. “And if I attempt anything reckless, our good centurion will sort me out.”

    “Perhaps that’s why the gods spared me at Raba Bridge,” Fosselius mused with dark humour.

    Surprisingly, Tiberius found himself laughing at this macabre reference. The usual feelings of revulsion at the memory, coupled with years of endless nightmares, was momentarily forgotten. Both his father and Lucifer had said the anticipation of battle was far more terrifying than the actual fighting, where instincts and the ceaseless repetitions of drill kept one’s fear in check. Perverse as the notion was, it was the only time when his fears and nightmares could no longer hurt him.

    Vorenus directed the Mauretanian Light Horse to remain as picquets and rear guard, with the remaining regiments to follow the flying column of Imperial Horse Guards. Each would act independently, gauging the state of battle and where to best deploy their squadrons in support of the infantry. With Vorenus riding back at a near sprint with a handful of escorts, Tiberius suddenly realised he was in command of a regiment-sized force that was now riding into battle.

    
    “Here they come!”

    Whistles echoed from centurions, and their soldiers hastened into battle lines facing both east and west.

    Trajan quietly thanked Mars and Victoria that the barbarians chose to attack them in the open. Had they waited until the column was confined to the narrow forest tracks, there would have been little room for his men to manoeuvre. Then again, the ground was rocky and full of undergrowth further into the mountains and could have worked against their enemy as much as them.

    Though the Marcomanni had yet to emerge from the woods to the east and northeast, the emperor knew they were coming. Infantry deployed in equal measure to both flanks, each consisting of around 7,500 infantry: legionaries, auxiliaries, and praetorians. The remaining 2,000, mostly lighter and more mobile auxiliaries, were kept in reserve with a quarter protecting the baggage carts. These had all been hastily arrayed into a hollow square with draught animals unhitched and corralled in the centre, along with the hundreds of mules carrying each section’s tent and camping equipment. That such a vast column of men and beasts was able to redeploy so quickly was a testament to Roman discipline. Even the slaves who drove the baggage carts and pack mules were well-trained in rapid redeployment from column to square. Whether they loved or hated their masters, it was understood their own lives were equally forfeit should the Romans lose.

    Squadrons of mounted troops rode far ahead of the deploying battle lines, while others patrolled past the rear of the formation. A decurion rode back to where the emperor and his senior staff officers were assembled.

    “The barbarians are emerging from the tree lines, sire,” he reported. “But they are hesitant to advance any further. They seem content to bang on their shields and taunt us with their frightful speak.”

    “The Marcomanni may be barbarians, but they are not stupid,” Tribune Lucifer remarked. “They can use the woods for protection and will not expose their flanks and rear needlessly.”

    “You said you wanted a fight, Caesar,” Legate Dolabella spoke up. “A pity we didn’t bring onagers. We’d burn the bastards out.”

    “Unlikely, sir,” Lucifer replied. “The rains have been plentiful, and the wood is extremely green.”

    The legate shrugged. “We do have scorpions. Caesar, with your permission, I recommend we deploy all missile weapons.”

    The emperor nodded. “We’ll also dispatch our reserves in support of the left element,” Trajan added. “The right will hold in place. Once we disperse those bastards on our left, we will deal with the rest.”

    As the Praetorian Guard was demoted from their position as the emperor’s bodyguards, their cohorts were relegated to fighting beside the legionaries and auxilia infantry. The upper tier of Imperial Horse Guards arrayed by squadrons in columns nearest Trajan. Four praetorian cohorts were deployed to each flanking force with Lucifer’s Fourth Cohort in the very centre of the left formation. Another was held in reserve, while their remaining cohort had stayed in Rome. Lucifer remained astride his horse. His centurions took their places on the extreme right of their respective centuries. Axius, his senior ranking and most experienced commanding officer, took command of the lead rank.

    Trajan ordered all scorpions deployed to the left. There were around sixty in all. Two soldiers manned each ballista, one carrying the weapon and the other the stand. Both shared the task of hefting the baskets full of heavy bolts. Supporting the scorpions were around two hundred archers. Mostly Syrian, they wore taller helmets of iron with bronze strips running up the base to where they came together at a rounded point. Their armour was either hamata mail or squamata scale, though devoid of shoulder pauldrons to decrease the weight. The skirts of their tunics hung much lower than their infantry counterparts, ending near the ankle. They were dispersed at a wide interval of around ten feet between soldiers. At around two hundred paces from the host of Marcomanni warriors whose war chants caused the ground to tremble, archers and scorpion crews were ordered to halt.

    Trajan dispatched Pompey and Hadrian to lead the missile troops. A cornicen stayed close, ready to order the retreat.

    “Scorpions, load!” Pompey bellowed.

    Ballistae were emplaced upon their stands with the crews quickly turning the torsion cranks.

    “Archers, notch!” Hadrian shouted.

    Arrows were drawn from quivers and notched into the bowstrings. Given the extreme tension of their longbows, imperial archers tended to be much broader in the arms and chest than infantrymen. Even so, two hundred meters required a heavy draw on their bows. Their section leaders ordered both scorpions and archers use maximum elevation and torsion. Pompey raised his arm, with Hadrian quickly mimicking the signal to make ready.

    “Archers, draw!” Hadrian called out.

    Once the line of archers raised their weapons and pulled back the bowstrings, both officers dropped their arms in a sweeping motion. A single trumpet blast followed with a salvo of scorpion bolts and arrows sailing towards the enemy. Across the field, the Marcomanni dropped behind their shields in a looser formation similar to the Roman testudo. Though wooden shields could protect against arrows, except when loosed at close range, they did little to stop the horrific force of a scorpion bolt. A few agonising shrieks echoed above the din of battle cries and the beating of weapons upon shields. Sixty scorpions and two hundred archers were insufficient to cause significant casualties, especially from such a range. Trajan was undisturbed. His intent was to incite the enemy, who had no recourse against the barrage, into attacking. He quietly watched as Pompey and Hadrian shouted their next orders. He reasoned that if twenty volleys, which was the number of arrows carried by archers, proved insufficient, it would still bloody the enemy enough to shake their morale before the infantry attacked.

    

  
    Chapter XXIII: A Frantic Clash of Arms

    

    ***

    

    Captains and chieftains exhorted their men as they bellowed their war chants and bitter curses towards their foe. In the western woods, one clan chief feared he would soon lose control of his warriors. Their attempts to draw the Romans into the woods had thus far failed. In the greater scheme of battle, their ballista bolts and arrow volleys were little more than a nuisance. But to the warriors bearing the brunt, it was growing insufferable. Losses were few, but every man who fell crying out in agony, his limbs splintered, guts impaled, face or throat punctured in a spray of blood, was a brother and friend. Marcomanni archers were few; their short hunting bows only able to reach, at best, a hundred paces.

    “How much longer are we to take this?” a captain snapped in a rare rebuke of his chieftain.

    The chieftain did not look at the man. His glowering gaze remained fixed on the ranks of waiting imperial soldiers. A veteran of previous battles against the Empire, he was hesitant to attack them in the open. He also knew that to withdraw into the woods would crush the morale of his men and possibly lead to mutiny.

    Internalising a silent prayer, he raised his sword and bellowed, “For Tyr and Marcomanni!”

    The nearest warriors able to hear his command flew into a sprint like rabid hounds unleashed. Their companions immediately surged forth. They ran with maddened fury, hoping to catch the now fleeing Roman ballista crews and archers. Some dropped the scorpions, stands, and baskets of bolts as they rushed to the safety of their battle lines. Several were not quick enough, and these were brought down by the quickest Marcomanni runners. Spears were mostly ineffective against their enemy’s mail or segmented plate armour; their legs, however, were completely exposed. A flung spear caught one fleeing soldier in the back of the thigh. Another flew between its quarry’s legs but managed to trip him. Those unfortunate souls who failed to reach their mates were stabbed and hacked relentlessly by spear, axe, and sword. Their twitching corpses were dismembered and decapitated with following waves of warriors driving their spears into the bodies.

    The imperial legionaries were not mere spectators. As soon as the Marcomanni charged, their officers ordered the advance. They marched at a quick step, crouched low, braced behind their shields. Javelins were held ready to throw with ten feet of space between ranks to allow room to unleash their volleys. With little room between infantry files, their fleeing missile troops fell onto their stomachs, their companions quickly stepping over them.

    The Marcomanni carried the momentum of their surge forward. At thirty paces from the imperial shield wall, the Romans flung their heavy javelins. Another volley flew over the heads of the lead rank, as their mates in the second line rushed forward to support. Weighing around three to four pounds, the Roman pilum was heavier than the shorter throwing spears wielded by Marcomanni skirmishers. Able to pierce even plate armour when flung at close range, they smashed through shields, ripping them from their bearer’s hands. The squared points created a wider exit wound as they ripped through those impaled.

    Blood, bone, and viscera tore from the ghastly wounds. Carried by the weight and speed of their rush, many of the stricken flew unnaturally through the air. There were even those who remained upright, pierced through the chest, with the butt spike of the killing javelin stuck in the ground in front of them. The twitching bodies still standing, their bodies impaled, created a grotesque display of agony and gore. Their hands were covered in blood as the grasped in vain at the heavy javelins run through their dying bodies.

    
    The initial moments after the enemy charged were the most unnerving. Julius Servianus rode slowly behind the ranks of Legio XIV. The barbarians were trying to use weight and momentum to crack the lines like they previously had against Pompey. Many of the Fourteenth’s legionaries were at that battle, and they understood their enemy’s tactics. While still a formidable force, the Marcomanni lacked the weight of numerical superiority they’d had during the previous encounter.

    It took every shred of discipline, drills, and personal valour for the line to hold. There were still temporary gaps in the line where legionaries lost their footing, or an enemy spear managed to catch them in the exposed face, neck, or extremities. These were quickly replaced by soldiers in the following ranks. Any wounded unable to retire under their own power were dragged a short way until they no longer impeded the advance of the rear ranks. There was no time for mourning or heeding the cries of the stricken. Every blade was needed on the line.

    The reserve cohorts each tasked twenty or so of their strongest men to ground their weapons and be ready to assist retrieving the wounded. The legion’s medics rendered immediate assistance, mostly to stem bleeding, while surgeons stood by their hastily erected operating tables near the baggage square.

    Servianus surveyed the battling ranks of the legion. The fighting was ferocious, but the line appeared stable. He glanced over his shoulder and saw Hadrian. The young man was acting as one of Trajan’s staff officers rather than a commander of troops. However, he and Pompey had led the missile troops during the initial skirmish. Servianus could not see Pompey, whom he assumed had ridden back to the emperor.

    “Hadrian!” he called out, startling his brother-in-law. “Reform the archers. Have them support the flanks.”

    Hadrian wordlessly gave a quick salute and rode along the rear of the large formation, calling out to the archer section leaders. For the moment, their previous family squabble was forgotten. For now, both were imperial soldiers with a duty to perform.

    To his front, the intensity had slowed as the Marcomanni’s momentum was blunted. Much had already happened in the few minutes since the enemy charged. Centurions were ordering their first passages-of-lines. The second ranks drove into the enemy while the battered frontline withdrew. Each cohort was arrayed by centuries six ranks deep. While this gave legionaries ample time to rest between clashes, they needed every possible moment to regain their strength. Soldiers quickly drank water and caught their breath. They and their decani checked each other for breaks in armour buckles or unnoticed injuries. A few bore bleeding gashes to their extremities which, in the heart-pounding heat of battle, they hadn’t even noticed.

    “That’s going to hurt like a bastard later,” one legionary said as one of his mates tied a rag around a deep gash in his blood covered forearm.

    The enemy was slowly being pushed back, albeit only a few feet with every surge. Maintaining formations would become difficult with bodies and hundreds of javelins buried in the earth creating a maze of obstacles. Clashes became more sporadic, as individual groups of enemy warriors surged forward, shields colliding with legionaries’, seeking unprotected flesh with their long spears. With the gladius’ shorter reach, imperial soldiers needed to keep close to their enemy. The Marcomanni’s longer spears proved more a hinderance when battling shield-to-shield. They were also far more vulnerable, as neither torso nor limbs were protected by any sort of armour. Several times, impetuous warriors had their weapon arms severed by soldiers next to their intended quarry. The Marcomanni no longer assailed the legion in great numbers. Their intent now appeared to be maintaining a stalemate, hoping their forces to the east were prevailing.

    Satisfied that the lines were holding, Servianus rode back to Trajan. Most of the upper tier of Imperial Horse Guards stood by their horses in multiple squares. Two squadrons remained mounted and near the emperor and his staff officers.

    “Our western flank is holding, Caesar,” Servianus reported. “They made a bold attempt at breaching our lines during the first assault but have since reformed and are maintaining their own formations.”

    “It is the same to the east,” Trajan replied, nodding past the large logistics square.

    A third of a mile separated the two large battle lines, each of which was around a half-mile in length. Much of the interior space was taken by the baggage carts, supply wagons, and litany of draught animals. Aside from the Horse Guards, the mounted troops were outside the formation, keeping mostly to the south in order to prevent their forces being cut off or surrounded.

    Aelius Hadrian, who’d just emplaced half the archers to the north end of the western flank, quickly rode up, his face flushed.

    “The enemy is massing great numbers from the east towards the north,” he said quickly.

    “Clearly, they have no concept of maintaining a reserve but intend to finish this by committing every fighter they have,” Trajan remarked. He then gestured to Prefect Claudius. “Take four praetorian cohorts and reinforce the north.”

    Claudius saluted and galloped away. Pompey then returned from the other end of the line.

    “Any movement from the south?” Trajan asked.

    The chief-of-staff shook his head.

    “No, sire.”

    “They’re keeping our battle lines tied down while every spare warrior they have attempts to flank the north,” Servianus speculated.

    “And most of our cavalry division is approaching from the north,” the emperor said. “Let us hope they have the good sense to know where they can best assist our infantry.”

    Lucius Vorenus bit the inside of his cheek. He did not know the auxilia cavalry prefects well, though they seemed to be officers of sound judgement. What he was less certain of was his own deputy prefect. Tiberius Artorius Castus had experience in mounted warfare. He was also still young and untested when leading the equivalent to a full regiment. With the reunification of forces now denied them, Vorenus hoped Tiberius would act decisively, avoiding brash recklessness.

    
    His heart pounding, Tiberius directed his troopers to maintain a modest canter. According to the messenger, the main column was a little over ten miles to the south. If they rode at a gallop, they risked their horses being completely spent before reaching the battle.

    “The strength of man and beast to fight is more crucial than speed,” the deputy prefect briefed his decurions as soon as the flying column was assembled.

    The Mauretanian Light Horse maintained its picquets along the ridge. Most of the regiment remained in reserve at the cavalry camp, horses saddled and ready to react should another enemy host materialise from the north.

    “Let us hope the barbarians aren’t expecting us,” Centurion Fosselius said.

    Because of the open terrain between them and Trajan, the fifteen squadrons rode in columns eight troopers wide with intervals allowing them to deploy into wedge or line formations as needed. The two senior officers rode near the very front of the centre squadron. A cornicen, standard bearer, and the six orderlies assigned to Tiberius kept close. Sections were dispatched to the wings nearest the wood lines to the east and west, watchful of any marauding bands of warriors. They kept to the low ground as much as the terrain allowed. Tiberius was glad the ground was still damp from the spring rains and covered in tall grass. Were the climate drier, columns of dust from three regiments would have announced their approach from miles away.

    The deputy prefect constantly rehearsed in his mind potential scenarios they could face. This was partly to keep his mind focused and ready to react, but also to keep his fears and terrible memories suppressed. His men knew their drills. All were experienced professional soldiers. He paid little thought to the other two regiments accompanying them. Their commanders would act of their own accord once the battle came into view. More than an hour passed before the sounds of fighting were heard. Tiberius sent an orderly to scout ahead.

    “Are you alright, sir?” Fosselius asked. His gaze was fixed on Tiberius’ hands, which were clutching the reins of his horse so hard the knuckles were turning white.

    “Sorry,” the deputy prefect said. “Just a bit nervous is all.” He took a deep breath and loosened his grip.

    “So am I,” Fosselius confessed. When Tiberius glanced at him, he shrugged. “It’s been seven years since we last rode into battle.”

    “Seven years,” Tiberius whispered. His mind was awash in conflicting emotions and bitter memories. He quickly shook his head. There might not be any more future memories to come, should he lose his focus.

    After another ten minutes of riding, they reached a small rise which gave them just enough of a vantage point to see the battlefield. A dark mass in the centre was presumed to be logistics square. All was hazy in the afternoon heat, though Tiberius thought he could see fighting taking place both to the east and west. The western flank was pushed out much further, almost to the tree line. Tiberius then noticed his orderly riding back towards him.

    “Commander,” he said with a quick salute. “The enemy has converged from both flanks. The infantry are holding, though the enemy appears to be massing warriors along the north side.”

    “Which means we cannot rejoin with Vorenus and the rest of our lads,” Fosselius observed.

    “The eastern ground is far more open,” one of the auxilia prefects said. “We’ll attempt to either flank or hit them from behind.”

    Tiberius nodded. The two regiments, numbering around a thousand troopers, thundered off to the left in a large column. There was still roughly a mile between them and the battle. But with the ground open and flat, there was no masking their approach.

    “What about to the west?” the deputy prefect then asked his orderly.

    “Impossible to say. They’re close to the wood line and it’s difficult to guess their strength. They must number at least several thousand, as it appears the entire Fourteenth Gemina is engaging them. I could not get close enough to see what is happening to the south.”

    “General Trajan wanted a brawl, and now he has it,” Centurion Fosselius stated. He then glanced off to the left, where the two auxilia regiments were wheeling about to attack. “Our friends are contending with the eastern attack. Our way is either along the north or west sides.”

    “Send some of our scouts off to the right,” Tiberius directed another orderly. “If the Marcomanni managed to bring an entire army through the woods, the undergrowth may not inhibit us from striking them from behind.”

    “Sir.”

    The young trooper galloped off to find the right-most squadron. The rest of the flying column continued its advance, albeit at a more measured pace. About half a mile from the edge of the fighting the ground sloped downward just enough to mask their presence. Tiberius ordered his men to dismount and keep behind the low rise. He, Fosselius, and their decurions removed their helmets and crept to the top of the gentle rise.

    “If they haven’t seen us yet, they will once we crest over this rise,” Tiberius said. “We’ll ride straight into a wall of spears.”

    He could see around a hundred auxilia horsemen battling with enemy skirmishers and smaller warbands. Fosselius was watching them as well.

    “Neither side is giving ground,” the centurion observed. He then pointed off to the right. “The barbarians don’t appear to be as concerned about our mounted troops as they are on the left, where they’ve formed a hollow square to keep our lancers at bay.”

    Tiberius’ vision was not as keen as the centurion’s, so he simply nodded. After a few seemingly endless minutes a trio of riders emerged from the woods far to their right. They initially missed seeing their regiment and had to turn about to find them. They kept to the low ground, crouching in their saddles.

    “There’s a way around, sir,” one of the men reported. “It’s not a wide corridor, maybe fifty feet, before the scrub brush becomes too thick.”

    Feeling uncertain, Tiberius looked to Fosselius who gave a subtle nod.

    “Just know the risk we’re accepting,” Fosselius whispered, barely loud enough for the deputy prefect to hear.

    “May Mars strike me down if we fail,” Tiberius quietly replied.

    Fifty feet was enough for around six or seven troopers to safely ride abreast. Tiberius ordered his men into the saddle. Donning his helmet, his hands trembled as he struggled to tie the cords of the cheek guards beneath his chin. He closed his eyes and took a deep breath, suddenly ashamed by his fear. Gritting his teeth, he vigorously tied the cords and climbed into the saddle. He then signalled for his men to advance on the woods. They now moved at a gallop, as the ground sloped upward around a quarter mile before the trees. He knew they needed to move quickly, lest they give the enemy time to react. This would be an all-or-nothing single charge. There was no room for his men to manoeuvre once they committed to battle. Should they refuse to break, the barbarians could readily cut off their escape to the north and south. He struggled to suppress his fear, thinking he may have committed a fatal blunder that could see himself and half of the Imperial Horse Guards annihilated.

    Remembering a quote from Julius Caesar, he found his resolve. Alea iacta est / The die is cast.

    
    The shrill of a whistle announced the latest passage-of-lines for the praetorian cohort to Vorenus’ front. Fighting along the western flank had ground to a stalemate. Imperial soldiers continued to stab and chop with their gladii from behind the shield wall, while Marcomanni warriors’ attacks seemed almost half-hearted. Few casualties were being inflicted by either side. It was clear the barbarians hoped to draw the Romans into the woods along their western flank which would break up their formations. Trajan was determined to avoid this.

    The emperor rode the length of both battle lines. To the east, the enemy had elected to attack the column directly and were engaged just a few dozen paces from the wagon square. Close order formations of warriors behind the main line kept a wall of spears between themselves and the bands of imperial cavalry anxious to exploit any weakness. The emperor speculated his men would eventually grind down the eastern wing of the Marcomanni. He just hoped he would not need to commit all his reserves before then.

    What Trajan needed to avoid was a tactical stalemate. This carried the risk of drawing Rome into a protracted war. The lands north of Pannonia held no strategic or economic value to the Empire. He wished to resolve what he’d left unfinished after the Pannonian Revolt. What’s more, to make certain the northern frontiers remained secure while he prepared for far more pressing matters a few hundred miles to the east. A tactical draw would only entice more barbarian clans to join with King Baldewin, with Rome compelled to commit additional forces to what could become a costly and utterly pointless war. Trajan needed a decisive victory!

    His immediate focus transfixed on the ongoing battle, Vorenus watched as Tribune Lucifer directed the retrieval of some of his praetorian wounded. He then met his friend’s gaze and nodded.

    “It’s a different view, directing battle from horseback than the line,” Vorenus observed.

    “It’s taken some adjusting, but I’m starting to manage,” Lucifer replied. He then looked to the sword hanging off his left hip. “It will be only under the direst circumstances that I’ll draw my blade again. And gods help us if it comes to that.”

    With neither side able to fully exploit any weaknesses in the other, there was little for Lucifer to actually do except send the occasional assurance to Trajan that the line was holding.

    As he returned to the centre of the large square, Vorenus was surprised by how outwardly calm the emperor appeared. Trajan stood out from his officers with his polished ornate breastplate, tall purple feather plume coming off his helmet, and the purple cloak draped over his left shoulder. Given their proximity to the fighting, Vorenus hoped the Marcomanni did not know that purple garb was only worn by the Emperor of Rome.

    “Nothing yet from Commander Artorius?” Trajan asked.

    Vorenus shook his head. “The way north is completely closed off.”

    “Yet we spotted two of the vanguard regiments attempting to break the enemy’s eastern flank,” the emperor noted. With a scowl he added, “Unsuccessfully.”

    “The enemy has committed every warrior they have to the fight,” Pompey spoke up. “And we still have around half our reserves who’ve yet to engage.”

    “Then let us hope the enemy doesn’t manage to escape into the woods before nightfall,” Vorenus muttered.

    He then saw the emperor’s face breaking into a broad grin.

    “By Mercury, there’s our lad!” Trajan said triumphantly.

    

  
    Chapter XXIV: Charge of the Imperial Horse Guards

    

    
    Monument to a Roman cavalryman, circa 1st century A.D.

    Tiberius could see little, though he loudly heard the fighting off to his left. Men were shouting war cries, screaming in pain, and bellowing all manner of curses, while weapons clashed against shield and armour. At least a quarter mile separated them from what he thought was the rear of the enemy’s western force, though the din of battle was so loud it sounded like the barbarians were right on top of them.

    It was difficult to guess how far into the woods they’d travelled. Time seemed to move at a crawl. Despite his reservations, Tiberius steeled himself and raised his spatha. The accompanying cornicen sounded a single note on his horn, alerting the lead squadron. Their decurion raised his own weapon. And with a shout of, “Action left!” they turned in the direction of the battle. Tiberius and his orderlies did likewise with all subsequent squadrons following their lead.

    It took mere moments before the barbarian host appeared before them. Scores of wounded warriors had gathered behind the lines. Many had rags tied around painful injuries. Others lay clutching at their bleeding guts or broken limbs. One pale-faced man was leaning against a tree, his head bowed. He raised his head up with the swarm of imperial horsemen were scarcely a dozen paces from him. He gave out a cry in his Germanic tongue, muffled by the cacophony of the ongoing battle. His attempts to warn his companions were quickly ended with a Roman lance through the neck.

    Troopers rode into clusters of warriors, stabbing furiously with their lances. Section corporals and squadron officers hacked at the bare heads, exposed arms, and necks with their spathas. Panic soon turned to rage as scores of Marcomanni turned about to face this threat. There was no room for the cavalry to manoeuvre. They had to press their charge forward, in hopes that the barbarians would be unable to mass their strength against them. As more enemy warriors turned to face them, the entire engagement disintegrated into a frenzied brawl. Spears plunged into the unarmoured legs and lower stomachs of several troopers. Others were wrenched from their mounts, spears, axes, and swords mutilating their bodies as they piteously cried out for death to take them.

    As he galloped into the fray, Tiberius saw a noticeably young warrior directly to his front. The lad’s face was smooth, his curly hair reaching just past his shoulders. He was hesitantly watching the battle in front of him, clutching a spear in both hands. He was likely not a warrior, but the son of a captain or war chief, accompanying his father on campaign. There was no time to think, only to react and let his body instinctively execute the drills he’d learned through endless repetition over the years. Boy or no, he could still kill Romans with his spear. Tiberius brought his spatha in a low swing, just as the lad turned towards him. The sharp blade cleaved deep into the neck, severing artery, windpipe, and spine. The dying boy’s body spun about and flopped to the ground, convulsing as blood spurted from the hideous maw where his neck was nearly cut through.

    In the next instant, Tiberius thrust his weapon towards an assailing warrior, the point catching the man between the eyes. He’d lost his momentum wrenching his weapon free from the dying youth, and he only managed to clip the warrior in front of him. It was still enough to knock the man back, his eyes scrunched shut as he bellowed in pain.

    The deputy prefect then chanced a glace around him. He had scarcely a moment before lurching his horse to the right, away from the thrust of an enemy spear. Yet in that moment he thought he saw the Fourteenth Legion surging forth in a renewed assault. Though his few hundred cavalrymen were but a small fraction of the imperial army on the field, Tiberius sensed they had given at least two cohorts of legionaries the opportunity needed to crack the enemy’s lines. The breaking of the Marcomanni came like the breaching of a dam. Once the first cracks formed, it was only a matter of time before the entire structure collapsed.

    
    Vorenus had followed the direction the emperor pointed and could see a wall of imperial horsemen charging the Marcomanni from behind. The lead ranks crashed deep into their foes before the barbarians knew they were there. Many were skewered by lances, hacked down by spatha blades, and trampled beneath their chargers.

    On the battle line, centurions nearest the fray blew their whistles. Tired but now exhilarated legionaries renewed their assault. As they pressed the enemy back into the woods, several gaps emerged between cohorts. Their charge buried itself deep into the barbarian mass, with reserve cohorts from Legio XIV rushing forward, smashing into the Marcomanni with walls of shields.

    As the enemy centre started to buckle, Trajan sensed an opportunity. Narrowing his gaze, he drew his spatha. A trumpet blast sounded, and Prefect Vorenus drew his own blade. Emperor Trajan and the upper tier of Imperial Horse Guards galloped northwest between the right end of Legio XIV and the left wing of the Praetorian Guard. They quickly wheeled about, the prefect and his lead elements searching for any weakness in the enemy ranks. Numerous warriors near the flank had turned about to face the threat assailing them from the woods.

    With a wave of Trajan’s spatha, the upper tier attacked. As troopers smashed into the northern flank of the Marcomanni line, Vorenus was mortified to see that instead of simply inspiring his men, Trajan was actually leading the attack. The emperor’s spatha clipped the helm of a barbarian chieftain, concussing the warrior and sending him to his knees. He was soon skewered by a trooper’s lance. Trajan then plunged his weapon into the neck of another adversary.

    “Protect the emperor!” Vorenus shouted to the sections able to hear him over the discord of battle.

    Trajan raised his spatha and wheeled his horse about as scores of mounted guardsmen galloped past him. Praetorian centurions ordered their men to charge, brutalising the Marcomanni with shield and gladius. Within the square, General Pompey ordered the remaining reserve cohorts to stand ready. Barbarian warriors were driven into the treelines, where they were further assailed by sections of cavalrymen from Imperial Horse Guards.

    The emperor rode a hundred paces from the battle before turning about to survey the situation. He was soon joined by Vorenus and four of his guards’ squadrons. A staff tribune from Legio XIV galloped over from the western battle line.

    “The enemy is retreating into the woods, sire,” the man said. “General Servianus wishes to know if you intend to pursue.”

    “No,” Trajan replied. “Have General Servianus dispatch picquets forward of the line but hold in place in case the enemy counterattacks.” He then turned to an orderly. “Send all reserves into battle on the eastern flank. Cut off their escape, if practicable. Prefect Vorenus, reform Horse Guards and bring Commander Artorius to me.”

    “Yes, Caesar.”

    
    While the assault of enemy riders from the western woods may have added some flourish to the turning point, Alfwin knew victory was denied once the Romans managed to withstand the initial assaults. Stubbornly their chieftains ordered their warriors to battle on. Alfwin knew this was foolish. After the first clash, they should have withdrawn into the woods. The Romans would have acted with caution. Their advance would have slowed considerably, giving the outlying clans time to bring up their warriors. But now, exhaustion and the surprise attack on them from the woods had sapped what remained of the Marcomanni’s will to fight.

    The mounted captain had kept a small force of mounted messengers nearby, ready to send word to their king. With imperial soldiers rushing towards them from various directions, most turned their mounts about and fled. Warriors all along the eastern flank were now scarpering as imperial reserves assailed their battered forces. Alfwin then noticed a large force of auxilia cavalry riding to cut off their escape to the east. Drawing his sword, he gritted his teeth and rode into the battle. He would sooner die with an imperial sword in his guts than live to see his people subjected to Roman humiliation.

    Alfwin galloped amongst the scattered warbands with shouts of, “Stand and fight!” as he waved his sword overhead. His fighters were brave and resourceful, yet they were also exhausted. And they simply did not have the organisational skill or discipline of the legions.

    The Marcomanni were seasonal warriors who provided their own arms and equipment. Rome had given up on its citizen militias two hundred years before. Theirs were professional soldiers, legionary and auxilia alike. Arms were provided by the imperial state, their training year-round. Battle drills became so ingrained that they were pure instinct by the time soldiers completed their first year with the imperial army.

    The Roman formations had also spread apart, cohorts and individual centuries pursuing at the quick step. Sections of archers advanced close behind, loosing volleys of arrows in support of the infantry. Cavalry squadrons were now able to exploit the scattering of Marcomanni warbands. Many captains had fallen with groups of warriors starting to panic, as the Romans assailed them from various directions.

    Alfwin’s dismay grew. Were it possible to organise a fighting retreat, he would do so. But while the Romans who they’d been battling were equally spent, their reserves were fresh. The Marcomanni had these men outnumbered, yet their fighting strength was expended. Many were even throwing down their arms and surrendering. Imperial reserves continued the advance, and their exhausted frontline forces began gathering up prisoners.

    A century of legionaries arrayed into four ranks was quickly stepping towards the captain and a small group of warriors he was attempting to rally. Those in front had their javelins resting on their shoulders, awaiting the order to unleash. Alfwin looked to their standard bearer, who marched close to the commanding centurion. It wasn’t the legion’s eagle, but rather the century’s standard bearing a bronze hand encircled by a wreath. It was still a worthy prize. Alfwin spurred his horse into a sprint and rushed the man, hoping to snatch the signum before the Romans knew his intent was not to fight. The group of warriors were hearkened by his courage and also charged. A volley of around twenty pila cut down several of their number before a brief clash ensued. The Marcomanni were simply too few to engage these fresh troops for more than a few moments.

    Alfwin veered his mount, intent on riding directly between the centurion and the legionary to his left, ready to knock over the signifier and claim the standard, when a heavy weight, coupled by a piercing pain, sent him tumbling off his horse. The javelin had caught him unawares, with only his mail shirt preventing his right breast from being run through. The squared point had managed to break several links, creating a shallow puncture wound and crack ribs. Alfwin’s breath was forced from his lungs as he landed hard on his back. He was now dazed, his vision blurred. The bottom edge of a shield was slammed into his stomach, causing a spasm within his guts, despite the relative protection of his mail. Before the attacking soldier could finish him with a gladius thrust to the neck, his centurion shouted an order which Alfwin could not understand. Two soldiers quickly sheathed their gladii and dropped their shields. They roughly wrenched the stricken captain onto his stomach, binding his wrists behind his back with a leather cord.

    His gasping attempts at regaining his breath were all that prevented him from unleashing a cry of sorrow as he buried his face into the trampled grass. His hopes at an honourable death or retrieving an imperial standard were dashed. The only worse disgrace would be if he’d run.

    
    With the emperor sorting out matters along the western flank, General Pompey tasked Aelius Hadrian with overseeing the retrieval of enemy prisoners. Their enemy’s eastern flank had collapsed, and warriors now fled towards the hills and trees about a mile distant. Auxilia cavalry from the advance guard continued to pursue, though their mounts were now mostly spent. Reserve infantry cohorts were too encumbered by armour and weapons to give effective chase. They continued until they reached the base of the hills before reforming into battle lines with picquets established nearest the woods.

    The gravest of the barbarian wounded were left to die. The rest would be sold into slavery. Gladiatorial schools never turned away well-muscled Germanic stock. These would fetch a much higher price than the more expendable refuse sent to die in the mines.

    One of Hadrian’s greater skills was organisational efficiency. He directed prisoners sorted by injury and overall fitness with any suspected captains or war chiefs segregated from the rest. A Pannonian auxilia infantry regiment, whose soldiers were mostly of Germanic origins, was ordered to disperse its men to act as interpreters.

    Hadrian rode to where a centurion oversaw the collecting of barbarian leaders. There were twenty in all. They were forced onto their knees, hands bound behind their backs. Some had their heads bowed, others stared at the imperials with utter hatred.

    Hadrian dismounted just as another captain was being gruffly escorted by a pair of legionaries. He appeared dazed, and he struggled to keep his footing. Traces of blood were visible at the puncture break in his mail shirt. Despite being filthy from having fallen into and then dragged across the muddy ground, he was dressed better than his companions. His cloak was of dark crimson with a bronze clasp of a wolf’s head. The long scabbard hanging off his hip was of similar colour as his tunic.

    “His weapon, sir,” a legionary said, handing Hadrian the longsword.

    “A fine blade,” Hadrian marvelled. He swung the sword in a few short arcs, appreciating its balance and craftsmanship. He then pointed the weapon to the fallen man. “Give him water. And once he’s able to stand, have him brought to the emperor.”

    

  
    Chapter XXV: To Condemn or Commend

    

    ***

    

    There was never a clearly defined moment when the battled ended. The fighting simply tapered off as the last of the Marcomanni fled into the safety of the woods. Any who were determined to fight to the very end had already been slain. Prisoners numbered fewer along the western flank. These were also sent to Hadrian.

    Lucius Vorenus found his deputy prefect near a grove of trees just to the right of the battle line. Decurions and their curators were reporting their losses and the ready status of each squadron.

    “Tiberius, the emperor sends for you,” Vorenus said. “All of Horse Guards is to reform on him.”

    “Yes, sir.” Tiberius then nodded to Fosselius. “Take charge, centurion.”

    “Sir, what of our wounded?” Fosselius asked.

    “The infantry will dispatch details to see to them,” Vorenus replied.

    Fosselius saluted and ordered the decurions to reassemble their squadrons.

    As they rode back to find the emperor, the prefect noticed his deputy was pale and shaking. “Are you alright?” he asked. He then firmly added, “Don’t be losing your composure in front of Caesar.”

    “Just relieved to still be alive.” Tiberius then confessed, “To tell the truth, sir, I thought I’d blundered, leading our men through the woods behind the enemy.”

    “You undertook a grave risk,” his superior mused. “Had the barbarians known you were coming; your head would now adorn an enemy spear.

    “And if not a mutilated corpse, I’d be charged with gross incompetence,” Tiberius muttered.

    With a sideways glance Lucius said, “You are not the only one who took a massive gamble this day.”

    This confused Tiberius, for he knew not to whom his superior referred. Trajan’s response to the young deputy’s actions would be a bit more complicated. The emperor was riding at a gradual pace past the logistics square. Wagon drivers and other servants were sent forward to help retrieve the wounded. Medical orderlies sorted the injured. Those whose wounds were deemed fatal were segregated from the rest. Priority was then given based on severity of wounds. Most of these were to the extremities, in testament to the durability of Roman armour. Suits of segmentata plate, hamata mail, and a variety of helmets and weapons lay in piles just beyond the makeshift field hospital. Given the hastiness of battle, orderlies and servants had to retrieve bandages and medical supplies from the wagons within the giant square.

    Tiberius kept his eyes fixed straight ahead, unwilling to gaze upon the scene of suffering. There was no muffling the cries of the wounded that assailed his senses. He gritted his teeth and urged his horse into a quicker step. Squadrons of mounted guardsmen were forming into columns near the emperor and to the wings.

    “The upper tier of Imperial Horse Guards awaits your command, sire,” Vorenus said with a salute. He then nodded to his deputy.

    “The flying column is reformed, Caesar,” Tiberius said. “I have yet to receive the tally of our losses, but we are still battle ready.”

    “A daring display, commander,” Trajan said. His gaze was firm, though his expression unreadable. “I know not whether to condemn or commend your audacity.”

    Tiberius waited a moment before replying. “I accepted the risk and take full responsibility.” With a touch more bravado than intended he remarked, “Some of us took chances this day that others might feel were ill-advised.”

    Trajan raised an eyebrow, his eyes darting quickly to Vorenus and back to the deputy prefect. “I expect my officers to act in accordance with my orders. I also demand both wisdom and aggression in the absence of said orders.” In a reference to the best and worst rolls of Roman dice games he added, “You rolled Venus today, commander. Be sure they’re more weighted in the future, lest you roll the dogs.”

    “Yes, Caesar.”

    “Dismissed.”

    Tiberius hastily saluted and turned his horse about. He quickly rode to where Centurion Fosselius was leading the flying column to re-join the rest of the regiment.

    Trajan looked to Vorenus questioningly when he did not also leave to take charge of his men.

    “A word in private, if you please, sire,” the prefect said.

    Trajan raised an eyebrow but gave a short nod. The two dismounted. With a simple wave, Trajan dismissed the remaining officers and staff. He then stood with his arms folded, waiting for the prefect to speak.

    “Your actions today were very brave,” Vorenus said, choosing his words with caution. After a short pause he decided candour was his best strategy. “But I respectfully request you never do that again. Though he does not know of your deeds today, Commander Artorius is right, sire. He was not the only one who took an undue risk.”

    Trajan did not immediately answer. He then allowed a partial grin and a consenting nod. “An old habit, one born out of necessity,” he explained.

    “A habit that is rare except amongst the bravest of legates,” the prefect concurred. “But sire, you’re the emperor and not expendable. Any one of us can be replaced by a simple command from you or an appointment by the senate. Your demise so early into your reign would risk the Empire falling into chaos. Perhaps even civil war.”

    “I respect your directness, Vorenus,” Trajan replied. “But I must disagree. Rome is far more stable now than during the dark days of the Four Emperors. And no man is irreplaceable, not even Caesar. But I will consent that I may have acted brashly today. In the future, I vow to never needlessly endanger your life or those of your men. However, there are times when an emperor must inspire his soldiers by example.”

    “And during such moments, we will endeavour to keep up,” Vorenus said with a nervous grin. He then came to attention and saluted. He was surprised to see the trace of a grin upon the emperor’s face.

    “It seemed both Commander Artorius and I learned a lesson today about testing the Fates.”

    As Trajan’s gallant, albeit brash, actions would soon become the talk of the entire army, Vorenus addressed it with Tiberius before he heard about it from the upper tier officers of Imperial Horse Guards.

    Tiberius then gasped in realisation. “And I just insulted the emperor, directly to his face.”

    “You spoke candidly,” Vorenus countered. “And I let him know you were not yet aware of his leading the upper tier’s attack.”

    Tiberius scrunched his brow and nodded. “A good thing the Marcomanni don’t know what Trajan looks like.”

    “They certainly understood he was someone of great importance though likely assumed he was a legate. Had they known they were facing the Emperor of Rome, every last warrior would have converged on us.”

    “Did I do wrong today?” Tiberius then asked in near exacerbation. “Neither you nor Caesar will say.”

    “The outcome of bold action determines whether history judges it as gallant or foolish.”

    “We couldn’t just linger and do nothing,” Tiberius emphasised. “The way south was shut. Though I would personally have wished to aid our friend, Lucifer, we had little chance of supporting the praetorians. There was simply too much open ground for the barbarians to react and form a wall of spears.”

    “I suspect the true lesson learned is that you should not be afraid to seize the initiative,” Vorenus mused. “However, always be mindful of the risks and remember our chief purpose as the emperor’s bodyguard. You accepted the risk and took full responsibility, as a leader does.”

    “And do you think Trajan will continue to set the personal example on the battlefield, despite the risks?”

    Vorenus chuckled at this. “Undoubtedly. However, I suspect he will be mindful enough to keep behind the apex of the attack instead of at its spearpoint.”

    There were three elements of a battle. For many, the least traumatic was the fighting itself. Tiberius, like his father before him, dreaded the anticipation. Though the fear never truly left him, it became suppressed once blades were drawn. The aftermath, however, surpassed all other traumas combined.

    Despite the ferocity of the bloody struggle, the deputy prefect knew the results could have been much worse. The flying column of Imperial Horse Guards had lost nine troopers killed and twenty-three wounded. Twelve of these bore painful, though mostly superficial gashes that were cleaned and stitched, with each man placed on light duty for a week. Ten had suffered severe injuries of broken bones, deep puncture wounds, crushed ribs, or other fearful sufferings. One man had slowly bled to death, as surgeons were unable to staunch the flow of blood from a ruptured artery.

    “So that makes ten dead, twenty-two wounded,” Centurion Fosselius remarked glumly.

    He and Tiberius stood over a small camp table in the deputy prefect’s tent. A small oil lamp lit the wax tablets scrawled with names of the fallen.

    “That’s around five percent,” Tiberius noted.

    The centurion replied, “I would describe our losses as regrettable but acceptable. The legions and auxilia infantry cohorts combined lost around a hundred dead and three times as many wounded. I have not heard yet how the rest of the mounted corps faired.”

    “I wonder how badly the barbarians suffered,” Tiberius said.

    “No idea. Around a thousand were captured during the pursuit. And no one really feels like counting corpses. They took it far worse than we did, and that is enough for me.”

    
    Alfwin’s chest hurt mightily from the cracked ribs which made breathing difficult. He was surprised that the Romans had cleaned and bandaged his injury. They rebound his hands in front rather than behind his back. They also kept him separate from the rest of his fellow war captains. He’d been delirious from the fall from his horse. The back of his head still throbbed, and he felt nauseous. He remembered little of the rest of the day; not when the Romans stripped him of his armour and bloodstained tunic, nor when they’d treated his wound and given him fresh garments to wear.

    He did not know what hour it was, only that the sun had long since set when an auxilia centurion ordered him to his feet. Two soldiers lifted him under the arms firmly, though less gruffly than when he’d first been captured.

    The Roman encampment resembled a city in its layout, and indeed its population was greater than most Marcomanni townships. Torches atop man-high poles cast their glow, creating dancing shadows amongst the seemingly endless rows of tents. Shields stood upright against pairs of javelins outside of each tent. Armour and weapons were kept inside, out of any potential inclement weather. Soldiers carrying torches patrolled the camp in pairs. Alfwin could just see the earthen ramparts off to his right.

    After several minutes they reached a huge tent that stood out from all the others. It was dyed red with gold accents and a gold eagle encircled by a wreath over the front. The entrance flaps were rolled up, with the glow of numerous oil lamps coming from within. Alfwin surmised this was the commanding general’s tent, though he could not fathom why he’d been summoned. The soldiers standing guard outside and along the inner walls were dismounted cavalrymen. Alfwin recognised the red shields with four scorpions around the centre boss. Each wore hamata mail and an iron helm.

    Inside the tent sat a man on a carved oaken chair. He wore a white tunic with broad purple stripe down the centre, and a purple cloak hung off his shoulders. Two of Alfwin’s escorts each placed a hand on his shoulders as the centurion saluted the man who nodded in return.

    “You stand before the emperor, Caesar Nerva Traianus Augustus,” the centurion proclaimed to Alfwin in his native tongue.

    “The emperor?” Alfwin said in disbelief.

    He was feeling utterly aghast. The Roman army that had invaded Marcomanni was led by the emperor himself? He then saw several marble columns behind the chair, each bearing the bust of what he assumed were Roman deities. Three were men, one was a woman wearing a Corinthian style helmet. It was the fourth which caught Alfwin’s attention, for the likeness matched that of the man who sat before him.

    If only we’d known, he quietly thought to himself. Every warrior from the Rhine to the Marus would have heeded Baldewin’s call!

    “You are a chieftain of the Marcomanni?” Trajan asked through the centurion who interpreted for him.

    “My name is Alfwin. I am captain of King Baldewin’s reconnaissance cavalry.” He knew there was no reason to not be open with the Romans.

    “So, you’re a member of the king’s court,” Trajan mused.

    “Yes,” Alfwin replied with hesitation.

    “Then we may be of some use to each other.” The emperor leaned back in his chair and let his arms relax onto the armrests. “Consider it fortunate that Rome has no intention of conquering Marcomanni. We are here to exact justice for previous hostilities and to attain recompense to ensure there are no further disruptions to the Peace of Rome. You will guide my representatives to your king and lay out our demands.”

    “And what are these demands?” Alfwin asked.

    “A suitable payment in both iron and cattle,” Trajan replied. “And every noble household will turn over one son or daughter to my entourage.”

    “As hostages.”

    “Think of them as guests of Caesar,” the emperor replied smoothly. He then added with a trace of malice, “We will learn the names of every noble family in this land. Should any refuse to accede, then any agreements will become void. We shall then burn your lands, and your noble children will be taken as slaves rather than my guests.”

    Alfwin closed his eyes and wished he’d been slain by the Roman javelin which struck him from his horse.

    
    It was two days after the battle, with the imperial army at last establishing camp at the site first reconnoitred by Prefect Vorenus and the mounted advance guard.

    Included in the various reports from every infantry century and cavalry squadron were lists of conspicuous acts by individual soldiers. Owing to its vast size, it was impossible to parade the entire army at once. Instead, Trajan personally held formations for Legio XIV, the Praetorian Guard, the attached legionary vexillations, the auxilia infantry corps, and the entire mounted contingent including both auxiliaries and the Imperial Horse Guards. Because every imperial soldier was expected to act with both discipline and personal bravery, while at the same time shunning personal glory which put their mates at risk, earning a decoration for valour was an uncommon and highly lauded achievement. Within Horse Guards, two troopers were presented with the gold armilla, an armband awarded for valour, distinctive in that it was only awarded to Roman citizens below the rank of centurion. Four troopers and a corporal had earned the silver torque for valour.

    A decurion was presented the coveted civic crown, for saving the life of a wounded trooper dismounted during the fray. The decurion had killed the man’s assailant and wounded another before pulling him onto the back of his own horse, riding to safety before helping the injured trooper down and then returning to the fight.

    “Any man, especially an officer, who places the lives of his companions above his own is the embodiment of what it means to be Roman!” Emperor Trajan declared.

    The decurion had removed his helmet, bowing slightly as Trajan placed the simple crown of oak leaves upon his head. As the officer returned to his place at the right of his squadron, the regiment waited for the emperor to say a final few words and then dismiss them. A few then noticed that General Pompey, who’d been taking the awards from an orderly and handing them to the emperor, still held a small bundle wrapped in cloth.

    “Those who command Rome’s soldiers often must make difficult decisions in the absence of orders,” Trajan stated. “The battle’s outcome decides how these actions are judged. Are they brave or reckless? The divine Julius Caesar was declared careless after the disaster at Gergovia, only to earn his place in history for winning nearly impossible feats, often wrought by his own personal valour at Alesia. While none of us would ever place ourselves in the same company as the great man who was given a place amongst the gods themselves, we continue to follow his example and the lessons he learned for us.”

    Trajan then nodded to Pompey, who unwrapped what looked to be a small, silver replica of a vexillation flag. The emperor then addressed the regiment once more.

    “Commander Tiberius Artorius Castus!”

    This surprised the young deputy prefect, who felt like his heart had stopped. He quickly composed himself and strode over to the emperor, coming to attention and saluting.

    “Your actions leading the flying column were daring, and in the end helped turn the tide of battle. What could have been a grinding defeat for the Marcomanni became a rout.” He then presented the silver standard to the deputy prefect. It bore the image of the Horse Guards’ scorpion in the centre. “You are hereby awarded the silver vexillum as a testament to your leadership and personal bravery.”

    Fighting against his emotions, Tiberius stoically saluted the emperor and returned to the head of the formation. Vorenus was grinning and gave the slightest trace of an approving nod. As Trajan gave a salute to the regiment, who in turn raised their weapons with chants of, “Hail, Caesar!”, Tiberius recalled the emperor’s cautionary words regarding rolls of the dice.

    

  
    Chapter XXVI: Philosophies of War

    

    ***

    

    For the past seven years, Tiberius Artorius Castus contemplated just how he would feel should he return to the Danube frontier and face the barbarians who helped annihilate his former legion. Would his nightmares finally end, or would further killing only worsen the trauma to his soul? He was still trying to make sense of his feelings after this latest battle against the Marcomanni. Seeing the slaughtered barbarians brought him neither joy nor revulsion. He thought he should feel some pangs of regret for killing the young lad whom he couldn’t really call a ‘man’. But he felt nothing, and this terrified him. Had their enemies become completely dehumanised?

    The army remained in camp, while scouts scoured the region for any barbarian settlements. Captured war chiefs and captains were being interrogated, with Trajan intending to send a delegation to where they’d heard the king’s stronghold was located. There was little for the Imperial Horse Guards to do except exercise their horses, conduct basic drills, and perform maintenance on their kit. All scouting missions and supply convoy escorts were left to the auxilia. That the Horse Guards had taken an active role in the previous battle was a complete anomaly.

    Tiberius was also informed that, while Prefect Vorenus would be leading the emperor’s delegation to the Marcomanni king, he would remain with the rest of the regiment in camp. Three days after the battle, with ample time on his hands for the first time in many months, Tiberius sought out his old friend and former mentor.

    With their services as imperial bodyguards not required for the time being, the praetorians essentially acted as another legion. Their armour and standards were different, but they still performed the same mundane tasks as their legionary counterparts. Trajan had spoken well of their recent performance in battle, though this did not change the lack of trust the emperor felt towards the Guard when it came to protecting his person. Though this wounded the pride of many a guardsman, Prefect Claudius was quick to remind them their home barracks was still in Rome rather than the frontier. And their pay remained substantially higher than that of legionaries.

    “Such comforts and coin should salve your wounded pride,” he chastised. He then reassured his men, “Serve honourably and in time, we shall earn our place by Caesar’s side.”

    Tiberius found Gavius Lucifer seated on a camp stool just outside his tent. One of the sides was rolled up. His manservant, Priscus, had just finished preparing his midday meal of wheat porridge cooked in pig fat.

    “Never thought you’d be campaigning on the frontier again, did you?” Tiberius asked.

    Lucifer ate a spoonful of his meal before replying. “Sometimes I think I should have stayed retired.” He then took a deep breath through his nose and glanced around. “And yet on days like this, I don’t miss the claustrophobic life within the capital. I can see why Trajan kept to the provinces during his tenure with the senate.”

    The sun shone warmly upon them. Just beyond the camp all looked quiet and serene. Naked soldiers washed themselves in the river, while others refilled their water bladders. Their banter was loud, boisterous, and laced with colourful profanity. Tiberius nodded towards the scene below.

    “Do you ever miss those days?”

    Lucifer stood and looked down at the soldiers in and along the river as he continued to eat.

    “That was another life entirely,” he said. “It’s been twenty-nine years since I was first Legionary Lucifer. Life was simpler then. One didn’t have to think too much. You did what you were told, your meals were provided, you had a place to sleep each night, and you trusted in your leaders to have all the answers. Because I could read and write, promotion opportunities presented themselves fairly early. But adding decorations to my helmet and armour as symbols of rank made me no smarter. I learned many lessons from years of experience. But I never felt Minerva blessed me with additional wisdom, even after I earned the centurion’s crest. I was simply no longer naïve enough to believe I was invincible. The added responsibilities were, at times, overwhelming. It brought something else I did not expect.”

    When he did not continue immediately, Tiberius asked, “What was that?”

    Lucifer scraped his bowl and took one last bite. He then gave his bowl to Priscus, who handed him a cup of posca. The tribune quaffed the entire cup, which he then handed to his servant. He then dismissed Priscus, who bowed and left to go wash the cup and bowl. Lucifer then folded his arms and eyed the soldiers for another moment before answering.

    “Fear.”

    This stunned Tiberius. “Fear?” he asked.

    Lucifer nodded. “As a legionary, I was only responsible to my mates on either side of me on the battle line. I told myself if I was killed or gravely wounded, it was the price for carelessness. This did not make the prospect any less terrifying, but it was easier to live with. I was in my early twenties when I became a decanus and had legionaries under my charge. Since that day, my greatest fear has been any one of them dying or being maimed due to my negligence. And never have I been more afraid than when commanding a cohort. I’m responsible for hundreds of men, yet I know few by name. But I fear for their safety far more than my own. Even after the horrific tragedy we suffered with the Twenty-First, I still feel terror that my men will die, and it will be my fault.”

    Tiberius pondered this for a moment. “I took a great risk during our last clash with the Marcomanni. I gambled with the lives of my men. The emperor awarded me the silver vexillum, yet I cannot shake that ten of my men paid with their lives, and twenty-two were wounded. Three of these are now crippled.”

    “I don’t know whether I would have acted in the same manner,” Lucifer admitted. “I was a decanus at your age and only responsible for a section of legionaries. I had joined just after the Batavian Rebellion, and the Twenty-First Legion would not fight another decisive battle until after I became a centurion. As a decanus, I still had some lingering delusions of grandeur and military glory. I imagine you had any such fantasies torn away at a much younger age.”

    Tiberius nodded but said nothing. Any remaining innocence from his youth was eviscerated before he’d even required his first shave. Given how deeply Lucifer felt responsible for the lives of his soldiers, how had he kept his sanity after so many died at Raba Bridge? It was a question he dared not ask. He surmised it was this sense of obligation that led Legate Silva to die with his legion, instead of escaping on his horse.

    
    Only a few settlements and villages were found occupied over the following week. Upon each discovery, Trajan dispatched suitable numbers of infantry cohorts, supported by cavalry. Several of these had been caught unawares which surprised the Romans. It was soon learned that these people were not Marcomanni, but Naristi and Hermunduri. Trajan mused that their overlords had scarpered after the initial clash without troubling to warn their vassals of the imperial army’s approach. The actual Marcomanni settlements were likely those which were found abandoned. The local denizens quickly threw themselves upon the emperor’s mercy. Trajan made the same hostage demands of them which he now prepared to send to King Baldewin.

    Scouts led by enemy prisoners soon located the large stronghold twelve miles north of the encampment. It was located just west of the River Marus. The hills were less rugged and the ground more open and fertile. The wide-open expanse was covered in farm fields. Stalks of grain were tall and green. Atop a large, relatively flat hill sat the large town, complete with earthen battlements. A great longhouse dominated the stronghold.

    Several woodsmen and hunters were quickly captured. It was quickly confirmed that this was the hold of King Baldewin.

    “Inform your king that he is to prepare to receive emissaries of Caesar,” an auxilia corporal ordered the terrified prisoners.

    He then ordered one of the men to head back to the stronghold while keeping his friends captive. He promised they would be released once they received word from the king. “But if you do not return by nightfall, then we will crucify the lot of them,” the corporal added with menace.

    A pair of scouts were sent back to the main camp, and the remainder of their squadron joined them upon the ridge. The corporal informed his decurion of the earlier encounter and what he threatened to do with their remaining prisoners.

    “We may have to settle for cutting their throats after we string them up,” his commanding officer said. “Too easy for their friends to cut them down, once we’ve departed.”

    A trio of Germanic horsemen were soon spotted riding towards them from the settlement below. One was an elderly man, dressed in a green cloak, red tunic, and green riding breaches.

    “I come on behalf of King Baldewin,” he said. “My sovereign will gladly welcome Rome’s emissaries into his hold. He desires peace and wishes no further conflict with Caesar.”

    “Then he’d best be prepared to meet Caesar’s demands,” the decurion replied.

    
    His overtures of peace left a bitter taste in Baldewin’s mouth. Yet he was now choiceless. News of his army’s defeat had quickly spread to every clan and neighbouring tribe within a week’s journey of his stronghold. Some of the clan chieftains were either killed or missing, and presumed prisoners of Rome. Many of their kinsmen were no longer willing to fight. The years of bluster following Corbulboduus’ withdrawal at the end of the Pannonian Revolt was quickly forgotten.

    Though he could not induce them to send their warriors, Baldewin did succeed in compelling the surviving chieftains to come to his hall in order to hear the emperor’s demands. With the local clans disunified, there was little hope in continued struggle against the Empire. The Marcomanni were a vast tribe, whose lands covered hundreds of miles across the lands east of the Rhine and north of the Danube. But they needed a strong leader if they were to ever make a stand against Rome. And Baldewin, noble though his intentions were, was not that leader.

    Three days after his councillors met with the imperial scouts, a contingent of around thirty Roman cavalrymen approached the stronghold. What’s more, the horse captain, Alfwin, rode with the Romans. Baldewin met this news with equal measures of relief and dismay. His friend and trusted adviser had been missing since the battle and was presumed dead. Several survivors attested to witnessing him being struck down by a Roman javelin. That he lived filled the king with gladness. But his friend was now a prisoner and a pawn to be paraded by the Romans.

    Lookouts atop the stronghold’s defences announced the imperial soldiers’ approach. Hundreds of curious citizens gathered along the path lined with Baldewin’s warriors. The king feared the people would succumb to their anger and attack the Romans, condemning them all to annihilation. Instead, all were silent as they watched in curious anticipation. The troopers were all of Germanic origin. Baldewin guessed most were Batavian. The officer leading them wore a blackened breastplate decorated with brass accents. His helmet was of similar colour with a blue feather crest protruding. A standard bearer rode to the right, carrying a square flag with gold scorpion.

    A dejected Alfwin rode next to the Roman officer and standard bearer. He now wore a simple white tunic. And though allowed to keep his travelling cloak, it was now held by a simple clasp, the ornate crest denoting his status as a Marcomanni nobleman having been stolen. A trooper rode to his left, acting as interpreter.

    The Romans halted just outside the ramparts with the interpreter demanding, “Come forth, chieftains of the Marcomanni, and hear the demands of Caesar!”

    Baldewin, his councillors, and fifteen clan chieftains strode from the stronghold with as much dignity as they could muster. The Romans not only wished to avoid a potential trap, but have their parlay be a public a spectacle. Alfwin kept his head bowed, ashamed to gaze upon his king.

    “I am glad to see you still live, my friend,” Baldewin said quietly.

    Alfwin gave a bitter half-smile and short nod, though still kept his eyes cast downward.

    The Roman officer then spoke with the interpreter translating, “My name is Lucius Vorenus, commanding prefect of the Imperial Horse Guards and representative of Emperor Caesar Traianus. To whom am I addressing?”

    His gaze was stern, his aura of a man who was in complete control. Any attack by the king’s warriors would be a death sentence for the Marcomanni, and this Roman clearly knew it.

    “I am Baldewin of the Marcomanni,” was the reply. Baldewin hesitated at first before deciding to refrain from referring to himself as ‘king’. Such titles felt meaningless. He was but one chieftain among many with only a paltry fraction of the greater Marcomanni aligning themselves against Rome. “What are Caesar’s terms for peace?”

    “That no Marcomanni may come under arms within ten miles of the River Danube,” Vorenus said. “And proper reparations will be made in both iron and grain to compensate for previous hostilities. In return, Roman patrols north of the Danube will leave your farms and people unharmed, advancing no further than two miles from the border.” He paused while the trooper translated. Baldewin’s face remained impassive. “To ensure compliance, and to prevent any further violations of peace, every clan chief will turn over one child to the care of Caesar. Of these, only a quarter may be girls. Caesar promises they will be cared for as imperial guests and not as slaves. You have one week to acquire the necessary iron, grain, and hostages. Bring them to our camp along the Danube, and we shall return to Roman territory with peace restored between our peoples. Fail to do so, or should you engage in further hostilities, then every stronghold, every village, and every farm will be razed, you and your chieftains crucified, and your people sold into slavery.”

    “You cannot make such demands!” one councillor snapped. He stepped forward, brandishing his sword.

    Baldewin quickly placed a hand on the man’s shoulder, who shoved him away.

    Pointing the blade at Vorenus, he snarled, “Try and take my son and I shall gut you, Roman pig fucker!”

    Two warriors quickly stepped between him and the Romans, while several troopers lowered their lances. Vorenus only snorted and gave a short smirk as the trooper translated. He then pointed to the man’s sword.

    “That is a fine blade,” he said. “I think I’ll have that.” Speaking directly to Baldewin, he added, “And for causing such a disruption, you will flog this man...now.”

    Baldewin was horrified, and the belligerent councillor screamed a series of epithets as a pair of warriors held him by the arms and shoulders while another took his weapon. This man started to walk towards Vorenus when the officer held up his hand.

    “No,” he said. “Baldewin will present it to me. And the scabbard.”

    Baldewin was breathing quickly through his nose as he bit the inside of his cheek. This added degradation was so repellent, he was tempted to drive the blade into this impetuous officer’s guts. He also knew any such gesture would be foolish. He would suffer humiliation so that his people may live. Behind him, he could hear his councillor’s screams as he was held down and scourged with the shaft of a spear by one of his own men. As he scabbarded the sword and presented it to Vorenus, Baldewin quietly cursed himself for ever accepting Decebalus’ gold.

    

  
    Chapter XXVII: A Hollow Peace

    

    ***

    

    Despite the bright and cloudless day, a pall of gloom hung over the entourage of various tribal representatives. They and their escort of five hundred warriors was ordered to lay down their arms before coming into the large square of imperial soldiers. A caravan of wagons, bearing four tons of iron and twenty more in grain were arrayed outside the square.

    Trajan used a natural rock outcrop as a tribunal, where he stood alone in full armour, purple cloak hanging off his left shoulder. His head was bare, electing to wear neither helm nor laurel crown. A row of dismounted Imperial Horse Guards stood at the base. Legates, regimental commanders, and praetorian prefects stood to either side. Trajan’s interpreter stood in front of the troopers; his hands folded in front of him.

    Scores of youths, none older than twenty and some as young as six walked solemnly in front of the chieftains. When they were within ten paces of the tribunal, the interpreter held up his hand. He then gestured for all to kneel. This was met with indignant glares with one older chieftain staring up at the emperor. It was the same man who’d lashed out at Vorenus, only to be brutally flogged and his cherished family sword taken from him. Trajan met his gaze unflinchingly. After a few moments, the man knelt, his companions doing likewise. Baldewin knelt at the head of the delegation and spoke.

    The interpreter translated, “Chieftains of the Marcomanni, Naristi, and Suebi come before Caesar with his demanded offerings of peace, our very sons and daughters. One from each noble house we commit to the emperor’s care.” These last words came hard, and Baldewin fought to control his speech.

    Trajan nodded and replied slowly, “I accept your offer and give you my word that your children will live as guests of Caesar. Each will be sent to a noble house in Rome where they will be well-treated, provided their kinsmen remain north of the River Danube and out of the affairs of Rome.”

    The tone was far more cordial than the implied threat. His tone remained genial, contrasting with his next explicit threat. “Any violations of peace will see your children sold into the slavery. The mines, brothels, or arena will await them all, regardless of gender or age. Go now, and trouble Rome no more!”

    Two ranks of legionaries quickly forced themselves between the children and their grieved fathers. The youngest cried out loudest with many pleadings to not be abandoned. Legionaries facing the chieftains formed a shield wall, gazes fixed and hands on the pommels of their gladii. Allowing no time for further protest, the centurion gave a shout of, “At the quick step...march!” The wall of shields forced the elders to quickly depart as their children were hastened away.

    Throughout the remainder of the day, the Marcomanni hostages were escorted across the Danube to where a stockade was established between the Carnuntum fortress and auxilia fort. The convoy of twenty wagons used to bring the iron and grain would be utilised to transport the youths first to Poetovio, then to the port of Tarsatica in Dalmatia. An imperial courier had departed that morning with orders for sufficient transport vessels to be made ready, along with despatches for the senate.

    The imperial officers and courtiers celebrated at Trajan’s principia that evening. The army was ordered to cross the Danube and destroy the pontoon bridges the following morning. As deputy prefect for Imperial Horse Guards, Tiberius was allowed to attend. He mostly kept to himself, trying to listen as much as possible to talk between the emperor and his chief advisers.

    “An impressive victory, sire,” Pompey stated. “Though I cannot help but feel an incomplete one.”

    “I agree,” Trajan replied. “Though Marcomanni is not worth the price of conquest and occupation. A full-scale war with them would require at least ten legions, an equal number of auxiliaries, and last as long as Julius Caesar’s Gallic Conquest. The faction we faced today is but one of many. We should thank Fortuna there is such division amongst the tribes beyond our borders. Even those of shared kinship are often at odds with each other. Subduing the clans closest to the Danube will ensure peace along the frontier, at least for the time being.”

    “Yes, the love of a parent for their child is the truest method of ensuring peace,” Servianus concurred.

    “Which means we can expect the peace of the Danube to last perhaps a generation,” Hadrian added.

    “It is the way of things,” the emperor mused. “One generation will fight against the very people who were previously allies of their fathers. And prior enemies often later become friends. Once Baldewin and his current chieftains pass on, will their heirs hold their blades to protect their brothers and sisters? And even if they wished to renew their open enmity towards us, they are still a disparate people. We must remain vigilant along the Danube as we are along the Rhine. Perhaps one day my heirs will face a strong Marcomanni leader who has yet to be born.”

    He shot both Hadrian and Servianus a quick look at this last statement, though only Hadrian appeared to notice.

    “Only the Quadi still remain untamed,” Servianus then remarked. “But they are fewer in number, and I believe will be content harrying their enemies to the west.”

    “Let us hope so,” the emperor said. He fidgeted on his dining couch, eager to fully indulge himself in drink. However, he needed to finish discussing a few administrative matters first.

    Pompey then observed, “Sire, you have ruled for over a year-and-a-half. Yet you have not been to Rome since long before you became Caesar.”

    The emperor let out a sigh of resignation. “I’ve received monthly despatches from the senate imploring me to return home. I named Sosius Senecio consul ordinaries for the year. He understands the reasons for my extended absence better than any. However, even he rather candidly stated, ‘An emperor must be both a civil and military leader’. I cannot dispute that. We shall finish our tour of the Pannonian frontier, and then I shall make myself available to the people of Rome.”

    
    It was now mid-July, and Trajan directed his entourage to head for Sirmium, where he would meet with the governors of the Moesia provinces before at last returning to Rome. He took with him only mounted troops: the Imperial Horse Guards, Mauretanian Light Horse, and two auxilia cavalry regiments. The remaining forces, including legionary vexillations from Germania, were ordered back to their garrisons. There was more of a sense of ease amongst the entourage with the troubles across the Danube sorted.

    For Tiberius Artorius, his last visit to the Pannonian capital came during the early days of the revolt, when he accompanied Legate Silva of Legio XXI to a council of war with then-Governor Neratius Priscus. The city lay along the banks of the River Sava, thirty miles south of the Danube. Delegations from the region assembled at the capital to meet with the emperor. These included the governors of both Moesia provinces, Thrace, Dalmatia, Macedonia, and Bithynia et Pontus just across the straits separating the Black Sea from the Sea of Marmara.

    Though Trajan was known for moderation and loathed gluttony, he understood the need to show his appreciation whenever a regional governor or local magistrate hosted a dinner in his honour. He gladly accepted any form of drink, though he wished to avoid rich foods, preferring simpler fare. “Seared fish, roasted chicken, bread, cabbage, or lentils will more than suffice,” he said. “I’ll not be a gout stricken corpulent bastard like the usurper, Vitellius!”

    With Vorenus dining with the emperor, governors, and imperial court, Tiberius took charge of the watch detail. Four dismounted squadrons from Imperial Horse Guards manned the governor’s palace. Four more were placed on mounted patrols within the city. The entire watch would rotate every two hours; every trooper at some point taking a shift, either on palace guard or mounted patrol during the night. Centurion Fosselius remained at the encampment for the emperor’s military escort regiments located just outside the city. Centurion Syphax was given quarters at the governor’s palace, where all decurions and section leaders would report at shift change or in the event of an incident. Tiberius’ presence wasn’t required, though he felt it proper to make the periodic appearance during the course of the night.

    The sun had just fallen, and Tiberius had finished meeting briefly with Syphax and the decurions who’d taken charge of the palace guard. He stood atop the stone ramparts overlooking the river. Two bridges projected across, first bisecting a pair of long islands midstream. These were large enough to house several farm fields and estates. Also nestled within the city proper was a large circus chariot course which took up much of the northwest district. Governor Servianus had commissioned two days of races to commemorate the emperor’s visit. Teams were still practicing by the light of torches with men shouting orders to their drivers and charioteers. Tiberius thought he heard sounds of a squabble breaking out between two teams and it made him chuckle softly.

    “Of all the things to come to blows over, especially along the frontier,” he mused.

    Sentries from the city watch were supplemented by praetorian guardsmen along the ramparts. With the emperor visiting, the city could not help but feel like a fortress. Tiberius decided to take a walk towards the northeast district whose wall was closest to the river. In the faint torchlight he saw a man in a blue and gold-trimmed tunic leaning against the ramparts. He smiled upon recognising Gavius Lucifer.

    “A pleasant evening,” Tiberius said, causing his friend to look over his shoulder.

    Lucifer turned to face him and then leaned back against the defences. “A misty wind blows in from the Danube,” he said. “And I see clouds blotting out the last of the setting sun.”

    “Summer rains are a welcome reprieve from the heat,” Tiberius remarked. “Not that we’ll have long to enjoy it.”

    “You’ve heard the news as well,” Lucifer said.

    “Only rumours. Vorenus did not receive any orders for us to reconnoitre east into Moesia. Despatch riders are being sent to Legio IV, Flavia Felix, at Singidunum, and Legio VII, Claudia, at Viminacium. He thinks these are merely diplomatic overtures, as their respective governors are here. He suspects Trajan’s tour of the frontier will end here.”

    “I heard the same from Claudius. And I don’t expect the emperor wants to take an extended holiday in Pannonia.”

    “Nor do I,” Tiberius said instinctively.

    His words caused him to shudder. Lucifer noted his reaction. “We share many bad memories of this land,” he said knowingly.

    “I thought perhaps bloodying our blades against the Marcomanni would quell my incessant turmoil. Fosselius hoped the same.” Tiberius shook his head. “We were naïve to think so.”

    “No amount of killing can bring back our friends,” Lucifer said. “When we are forced to take a life, it must be out of duty, preserving those of fellow Romans.”

    Tiberius eyed him with suspicion. “After all the years you spent battling barbarians, you never killed for personal reasons?”

    “Of course, I did,” Lucifer countered. “And I paid a harsh price for it. The worst was when I first plunged my blade into the guts of an enemy. I was still just a boy, foolish and obsessively idealistic. I’d joined the ranks the year after Vespasian’s ascension and, like so many of my equally young comrades, I wanted to make our soldier-emperor proud.”

    The praetorian tribune folded his arms and stared out across the city, his mind in another time and place. “I was nineteen and had served with the legion through nearly two campaign seasons. It was in late September. We were at the end of a punitive expedition across the Rhine when I got my chance. This was my sixth battle, though four of the preceding were really just minor skirmishes. I’d flung my javelins but never saw if they found their mark. Only once was I rotated into the front rank, gladius drawn. I thought I’d have barbarians flinging themselves against my shield to be impaled by my gladius. But even the bravest are rarely suicidal. I couldn’t get any to engage with me. I was tempted to break formation and fling myself at the heathens, hoping to claim my first kill. Fear of my centurion’s vine stick kept me in line. I began to lose sleep, fearing I’d serve out my tenure in the legions without ever bloodying my gladius.”

    He paused and took a slow breath. “But then my chance came when we cornered several hundred of the bastards in an open glade with the raging river at their backs. Well, I say ‘bastards’, though I’ll be damned if I knew why our peoples had insisted on killing each other for hundreds of years. Many of their warriors were as young as me, and I suspect felt the same. My century was in the lead rank, and our desperate foes charged us in hopes of escape. Though I could not hear the whistle blast, I saw soldiers to my right flinging their javelins, so I did the same. The din of battle can render a man deaf to all other sounds, so we just follow the lead of those to our right, all the way back to the centurion. I missed my target, a bare-chested youth. My pilum flew wide, yet he batted it with his shield, as if to taunt me. I seethed at this insult and was determined that he would die by my blade.”

    Lucifer bowed his head, his chin on his chest as he closed his eyes. “I don’t remember what happened next, instincts took over. The next thing I knew, my gladius was buried nearly to the hilt in that poor fellow’s guts. He fell against my shield. I can still see the pain and sorrow in his tear-drenched eyes. I was completely oblivious to all else around me. It lasted but a moment yet is forever burned into my memory. I didn’t even hear the command for passage-of-lines. A man in the second rank grabbed me by the shoulder, called me a stupid fuck for not paying attention, and told me to get my ass to the back of the formation. When I reached the end, I just stared at my bloody gladius for Juno knows how long. That’s all I remember.”

    Tiberius waited a few moments, but his friend said no more. It was strange, but hearing this candid admission from a hardened soldier he’d long admired gave him feelings of relief. “I’m glad I’m not the only one,” he managed to say.

    “I used to disdain those posted to the more peaceful provinces like North Africa,” Lucifer said, his eyes still shut, arms folded. “The Third Augusta Legion hasn’t fought a real battle in generations. But from the moment I took my first life, I envied them.”

    Both men then turned and leaned against the ramparts, watching the moon and starlight reflecting off the gently flowing river. This helped Tiberius’ mind drift from he and Lucifer’s shared painful memories of war. His thoughts instead turned to his future. The return to Rome would be markedly different than his departure. No longer would he supervise the patrolling of city slums, contend with taking condemned prisoners to the slave traders or supervise executions. The position of Deputy Prefect for the Imperial Horse Guards was of greater importance than he expected to achieve, especially at his age. It was also a post he reckoned he could maintain for a time. The regiment was very new, and Emperor Trajan would undoubtedly wish to maintain stability amongst its senior officers. Prefect Vorenus would likely remain in command until retirement, given his age, years of service, and that there simply was nowhere more auspicious for him to aspire.

    Tiberius speculated he likely had another thirty years remaining in his Equus cursus honorum. He could not remain with Horse Guards for the duration. He had perhaps another five to seven years at most, though four was more common. Command of an auxilia regiment would likely require a return to one of the hostile frontiers. Procuratorship over one of the imperial provinces was always a possibility, made more likely by his association with Emperor Trajan. This, however, would not happen for until he had at least ten or more years of both civil and military experience.

    What actually appealed to him most was prefect over a military district in one of the provinces. His father had held such a position briefly in northern Britannia, though Tiberius was just a boy of around seven at the time and remembered little.

    Britannia, he thought to himself. Home. I will see you again.

    

  
    Chapter XXVIII: Caesar’s Return

    

    Rome

    September, 99 A.D.

    
    Trajan Enters Rome, by Etienne Delaune (1540)

    Nineteen months had passed since the ascension of Trajan to the principate. His reign had already eclipsed that of Nerva by three months, yet only now was the emperor making his return to the Eternal City. He was a soldier at heart, but more importantly a servant of Rome. And Senecio was right, he needed to be as effective in administrative affairs as military. Trajan understood civil governance was far more important for an emperor than being an effective general. Some of Rome’s best emperors, such as Augustus and Claudius, were no soldiers but instead relied on competent military leaders. And some of Rome’s greatest generals, like Antonius Primus, would have been disastrous Caesars. Trajan was still just a boy of sixteen during the Year of the Four Emperors but had heard from many of his father’s associates how the senate had actually offered Primus the principate after Vitellius’ overthrow. He shook his head at the memory, knowing what a disaster that would have been had he accepted!

    There was also the matter of being seen by the people of Rome, in whose name he served. Trajan thought back to his predecessors from the time he first came of age. Nerva had been of noble mind but dull and easily manipulated. Domitian was highly controversial amongst the patricians and only marginally liked by the plebs. Before becoming Caesar, Titus was a national hero and the conqueror of Jerusalem. Yet his brief reign was fraught with calamity by the Vesuvius eruption and the Great Fire in Rome. His rule was best remembered for the opening games of the Flavian Amphitheatre which happened just months before his untimely death. Though his genuine modesty would never allow for arrogant pride, Trajan was perhaps the first emperor since Vespasian who truly inspired the people of Rome. He had been given an immense opportunity and was determined not to squander it.

    There were a few changes at the imperial court. Julius Servianus remained in Pannonia, where he would serve a three-year term. Appointing Octavius Capito as head of the imperial household aided the transition between Nerva and Trajan, both while Trajan toured the frontier and upon his return to Rome. Pompey Longinus would continue as legatus pro praetore and chief-of-staff for military affairs. The emperor’s cousin, Aelius Hadrian, would not have an immediate role at court, instead taking his late father’s former seat within the imperial senate. Trajan reassured him that, if he performed well, he could stand for one of the two positions of quaestor imperatoris, which acted as an official liaison between the emperor and senate. Both of these had been filled by aspiring young senators after Nerva’s rise, and their terms were not set to end for another year. Licinius Sura had perhaps the most enviable position as Amicus Caesaris / friend of the emperor, whose position was unofficial yet arguably the most influential. The very nature of this position allowed him to speak more candidly with Trajan, voicing thoughts others would never dare. Sura was cognisant enough not to abuse the privilege, lest he make enemies within and outside of the imperial court.

    Though he could have hastened to Rome aboard ship from one of the ports, such as Salona in Dalmatia, Emperor Trajan decided to travel by land, following the River Sava, just north of the Dalmatian mountains until they reached Emona in the northeast corner of Italia. The imperial retinue spent a night in each of the cities they passed through: Aquileia, Patavium, Ravenna, Spoletum, and finally on to Rome herself. Roughly 750 miles lay before them, and the emperor expected the journey would last five to six weeks.

    During the many hours in the saddle each day, Trajan spoke candidly about a litany of issues with some of his closest confidants, particularly Sura and Pompey. Prefects Vorenus and Claudius were sometimes asked their opinions, though as both men were equites, they respectfully rode behind the emperor and his advisers of senatorial rank. Whatever the controversies surrounding the late Emperor Domitian, Trajan was very forthcoming regarding how he and his father had benefited from their close ties to the Flavian Dynasty. Though he’d never had the good fortune of serving with Titus, Trajan still held immense respect for him.

    “Had the gods not struck down Titus in his prime, I expect he’d still be ruling today,” he surmised.

    “The end of December would have marked his sixtieth birthday,” Sura observed. “It’s impossible to know what a reign of two decades, rather than two years, would have resembled. Would he have been as beloved as his father or hated as his brother? Those two could not have been any less alike.”

    “That is because Domitian never really knew his father,” Trajan countered. “Or his brother, for that matter. Though I expect Titus would have ruled more in the fashion of Vespasian. He became co-emperor in all but name for the last half of Vespasian’s principate and was groomed from the start as his heir. Had he reached the same age as his father; he’d still have another ten years on the throne with a reign whose tenure would only be eclipsed by the divine Augustus.”

    Sura mused, “Unless a man becomes Caesar very young, and should live to be ancient, I expect Rome will never see a reign surpassing that of Augustus.”

    “I was already forty-four when the principate passed to me,” Trajan noted. “Should the gods grant me twenty years, and I do proper service to Rome, then I shall die content.”

    Sura nodded in contemplation. He was impressed by the emperor’s continued deportment of humble moderation. He’d been Emperor of Rome for nearly two years; with power of life and death over every man, woman, and child, slave or free, from northern Britannia to the sands of Arabia, yet Trajan remained mostly unchanged. Philosophers and historians always cautioned that power ruins even the best of men. Sura hoped Trajan would rise above such corruption, in the vein of Claudius or Vespasian. Indeed, he hoped for even more from his old friend. He beseeched the gods that Trajan would surpass all Caesars who came before, perhaps even the divine Augustus himself.

    
    It was while staying in Ravenna that an imperial courier was dispatched to the capital to inform the senate and people that their emperor was at last returning home. Prefect Claudius of the Praetorian Guard had hastened ahead to Rome. He and his co-prefect, Suburanus, ordered their cohorts mustered and encamped between Spoletum and Rome. Only Gavius Lucifer’s Fourth Cohort remained with the imperial entourage during the trek from Ravenna. Ten miles outside the capital, Trajan made camp for the final time.

    “Caesar approaches on the morrow!” messengers declared throughout the streets. “All of Rome celebrates his return!” Official proclamations were posted by the senate and read by town criers in every district of the Eternal City.

    Before he could enter Rome, there was the practical matter of seeing to Trajan’s safety. The Prefect of Rome, Titus Aurelius, accompanied Claudius from the city to the emperor’s camp. Trajan invited the men to dine with him, along with Consul Senecio and a host of both senatorial and equites representatives. Upon entering the large imperial principia, Aurelius was mildly surprised to see one of his former vigiles officers as part of the retinue.

    “Tribune Artorius,” he said, with a nod of respect that Tiberius had never seen before. “I am glad to see you well.”

    “Thank you, sir,” Tiberius replied, masking his surprise. During his two years with the vigiles, he’d always felt the city prefect viewed him with complete indifference.

    Aurelius then strode over to the emperor and bowed. “Hail, Caesar. The vigiles of Rome await your command, and the city rejoices at your return.”

    “The people and vigiles have my thanks,” Trajan replied. “And on the morrow, their emperor shall greet them.” He then addressed the gathered nobles and military officers. “I departed the Eternal City as a citizen of Rome. And though I may now be its First Citizen, I shall return in the same manner. No slave-borne litter will bear me nor even a horse. Once we reach the city proper, I shall greet the people on foot, as one of their own.”

    Few slept that night, as all eagerly anticipated the emperor’s return. Just before dawn, cornicen horns sounded a great fanfare that could be heard for miles as the imperial encampment was roused. Two squadrons from Imperial Horse Guards saw to escorting the baggage convoy, while the rest would accompany the emperor. All took their horses with a host of servants ready to take their mounts once they dismounted near the outskirts. Most of the Praetorian Guard was dispatched back to the city the day prior, with orders to position themselves along the emperor’s route into the city. Only the Imperial Horse Guards would accompany Trajan and the senatorial entourage. As was now the custom, all wore civilian tunics, only carrying their spathas and shields. The lictors which formed the imperial and consular honour guard marched ahead of the formation. Vorenus and Tiberius rode to either side just behind Trajan. In the event of a sudden disturbance, they would be the first to place themselves between the emperor and danger. The assortment of imperial courtiers and aids followed behind the delegation, with Gavius Lucifer’s cohort of the Praetorian Guard at the very end. Like their mounted counterparts, they wore no armour, only their gladii slung off the hip.

    Crowds began forming several miles from the city while it was still night. Many of these were farmers and labourers who lived in the neighbouring countryside. There were endless shouts of, “Hail, Caesar!” which announced the emperor’s coming. With the city looming ever closer, even greater throngs lined the city walls and the Portia Flaminia. It was here that Trajan ordered his entourage to halt. They dismounted and handed their horses’ reins to the plethora of waiting groomsmen. The emperor ordered the lictors to head for the curia, their presence foretelling his approach. Vigiles and praetorians lined the streets, keeping the eager crowds back.

    With a serene grin, Trajan turned to face his accompanying nobles and guardsmen. “Thus does Rome’s emperor return, not as an absolute ruler, but a first among equals.”

    Though he maintained his outward stoicism, Trajan was clearly moved by the displays of affection bestowed upon him by the populace. The crowds were massive with people crammed together, hoping for a glimpse of their emperor. Children were hoisted atop the shoulders of their parents, smiling and waving, with many too young to comprehend the magnitude of this auspicious day. Even in his simple tunic, with no crown, regalia, or ornaments of the principate, Trajan exuded an aura of confident and benign, if absolute, power.

    At Trajan’s insistence, Vorenus and Tiberius, who walked at the head of the Imperial Horse Guards, waited until the emperor was at least ten paces ahead of them before following. Though the threat of assassination was always real, regardless of how beloved a ruler was, Emperor Trajan was not about to show any sign of fear by hiding behind his guardsmen. Though most of the troopers stood out, owing to their fair hair, complexion, and greater height, they kept close to the crowds, practically mingling and therefore masking their presence from those fixated on the emperor. It was an effective illusion, for it made it seem as if Trajan walked into Rome alone.

    Tiberius marvelled at the site of the emperor’s almost casual stroll through the streets. Remembering his duty, he kept a close watch on the crowds nearest the road. At one point, he saw his former orderly and chief spy, Decurion Marcus Cocceius Bancroft, amongst the vigiles lining the route. The sergeant called his section to attention and gave a salute to his former tribune who nodded in return, letting the crowds think the salute was meant for the emperor.

    Just past the Portia Flaminia loomed Mount Pincius to the east. The Via Flaminia was the most direct route from the city outskirts to the Forum and senate curia. However, less than half-a-mile inside the gates, Trajan diverted off the main road and walked over to the Mausoleum of Augustus. Commissioned by Octavian following his victory over Antony and Cleopatra, it was completed the year prior to his becoming Emperor Caesar Augustus. The circular tomb was faced with travertine, its flat roof topped adorned by a grove of cypress trees. Designed as the final resting place of the Julio-Claudian family, four of its emperors had their ashes interred: Augustus, Tiberius, Gaius Caligula, and Claudius. Only Nero was absent, his ashes placed with those of his father’s family, the Domitii Ahenobarbi. Sixteen members of Rome’s first imperial family were also buried within. The late Emperor Nerva was the only non-Julio-Claudian interred. The Flavian emperors, Vespasian, Titus, and Domitian had their own crypt within the Temple of Vespasian near the Forum.

    Trajan stood before the monument; his hands clasped before him as he gazed up at the canopy topped by a gigantic bronze statue of the first Emperor of Rome.

    “You left us a great legacy,” he said quietly. “May I rule in a manner befitting the name Caesar.”

    

    ––––––––

    

    
    Mausoleum of Augustus

    He remained for a few moments in quiet contemplation, with the restive crowds keeping a respectful, if awkward silence. The cheers began once more as Trajan continued his march back down the Via Flaminia. He passed the Campus Agrippa and the Septa Julia, where the comitia centuriata and comitia tributa would cast their votes during the days of the Republic. Since the rise of Augustus and the principate rendered voting assemblies redundant, the building had since been repurposed as a venue for athletic competitions and a luxury market.

    Capitoline Hill loomed large ahead of the emperor, adorned with many great temples. The most impressive of these was the Temple of Jupiter Optimus Maximus. Its gilded bronze roof tiles gleamed in the sun. This was Trajan’s final diversion before the curia. He strode up the path that skirted the Forum, where the largest of the crowds awaited. Many people stood or sat along the slopes of the hill, with many calling out to Trajan, and even more cries of, “Hail, Caesar!” The emperor strode calmly into the complex, past the Temple of Concord and along the wide path towards the Temple of Jupiter. Its frontal façade was around 180 feet in width, and an estimated hundred feet in height, from the very base to the great statue of Jupiter’s four-horse chariot atop the bronzed roof.

    A myriad of statues adorned the inside of the massive temple. Most prominent of these were the Capitoline Triad of Jupiter himself along with Juno and Minerva. These were flanked by depictions of the sun god, Sol Invictus, and the moon goddess, Luna, in their respective chariots. Great chambers within were dedicated to each of the Capitoline Triad, and it was to Jupiter’s in the centre that Trajan approached. His entire entourage from senators, lictors, and Imperial Horse Guards waited outside the temple. The Emperor of Rome would meet the King of the Gods in private. A gilded statue of Jupiter sat upon his throne, a staff and lightning bolt in each hand. Trajan placed some incense in a large offering tray, which he lit with a ceremonial torch. He thought he could still see the ashes from where his predecessor, Emperor Nerva, had burnt offerings to honour Trajan’s victory over the Pannonians.

    Bowing his head and closing his eyes, he stood in silent meditation for some time. He quietly pondered the enormity of responsibility laid upon him. Whether his time as Caesar was long or short, all that transpired within the Empire was his responsibility alone. Posterity would forget the senators and generals; only the emperors’ memories would remain immortal. And within this Nova Era, all of Rome’s triumphs and failures would bear the name of Trajan.

    An hour passed, and the noonday sun passed its apex when Trajan emerged from the Temple of Jupiter. Cornicens sounded once more, alerting the senate and impatient mob gathered within the Forum that, at last, their emperor was reaching the end of his epic journey.

    Vorenus had ordered the upper tier of the Imperial Horse Guards to gather at the curia. These men wielded spathas but left their cumbersome shields behind. Only a few men were in full armour, and they were gathered near the main entrance to the curia, arrayed behind the host of senators. To either side of the great doors stood the Horse Guards’ standard bearer along with Centurion Syphax. His black complexion made him stand out against the Germanic troopers of the regiment.

    With only a narrow path lined by vigiles and guardsmen able to keep the anxious throngs at bay, Vorenus and Tiberius kept just a few paces behind the emperor. Neither expected any trouble, yet both instinctively kept a close grip on their spathas.

    The gathered senators parted with many bows and salutes as Trajan climbed the steps. Leading the delegation were Sosius Senecio and Cornelius Palma, both of whom had been granted consul ordinaries for the year.

    “Welcome home, Caesar,” Senecio said with a bow. “It is an honour to have you join this house at last.”

    “The honour is mine, my friend,” Trajan said, clasping the consul’s hand.

    He then spent the next few minutes greeting many senators by name, taking them by the hand, and asking questions about their families, health, and well-being. Though his feelings of goodwill were genuine, the move was also politically canny. With perhaps the exception of Vespasian, no emperor within memory was so openly accessible and personable. Even the beloved Claudius, whose reign had ended more than four decades earlier, became aloof and cautious after ascending to the throne.

    Perhaps most striking of all was when Trajan approached the curia doors. Most Romans had never seen a black African, and the more superstitious feared the man whose skin was the colour associated with death. Trajan, however, smiled and clasped the hand of the Horse Guards officer.

    “Centurion Syphax,” he said. “I am glad you are at last able to see the capital of the Empire you have served most of your life.”

    “I often dreamed of seeing Rome when I was a boy,” Syphax admitted. “Never did I imagine I’d one day call the Eternal City ‘home’.”

    “More than the city,” Trajan replied. “So long as I am emperor, you will have a home within the imperial house, long after you retire from Horse Guards.”

    His head held up with pride, the centurion called the accompanying guardsmen to attention and saluted. Trajan returned the courtesy and entered the curia.

    

  
    Chapter XXIX: A New Era

    

    ***

    

    The last time Trajan set foot inside the curia was eight years prior, when he was appointed consul ordinaries by Emperor Domitian. He was subsequently sent to Hispania, then Pannonia to put down the rebellion and oust the invading barbarians. Subsequent governorships in the pacified province as well as both Germanias followed. All but six years of Trajan’s cursus honorum was spent in the provinces, notably the Rhine and Danube frontiers and his native Hispania. It was only now, nearly two years after becoming emperor, that he returned.

    Senators hastened to their chairs within the crowded hall. The consuls assumed their places at the head, atop the short dais. All remained standing until Trajan took his seat. In what was a gesture of both trust and lack of the paranoia which had afflicted Trajan’s predecessors, there were no guardsmen present. Vorenus and Tiberius were the only non-senators within the chamber, and they stood inconspicuously in the corners behind the dais. Both men kept their hands folded in front, standing so that their scabbarded weapons were mostly concealed beneath their shoulder cloaks.

    “Fathers of Rome,” Trajan began. With a smile he stressed, “My friends. I offer you my sincerest apologies for my extended absence. I ask for your understanding that it was only unrest along our most volatile frontiers which kept me from you. I trust the good Palma and Senecio served honourably in their posts, as did the suffect consuls who aided them through this year. Should the senate allow it, I would humbly accept the consulship for next year, that I might redouble my efforts to serve the people of Rome.”

    Tiberius glanced over to Vorenus who gave a sly grin and a nod. From the time that the senate first gave Augustus the tribunician and imperium, any requests made by the emperor were really just polite orders. Yet perception was everything. Domitian had openly scorned the senate while Nerva vacillated indecisively. Trajan addressed the senate in a manner more like Vespasian, though one could argue from a position of greater strength. After all, Vespasian had been the last man any would have ever expected to become emperor. Exiled from the court of Nero, only to be recalled when a fighting general was needed in Judea, Vespasian had unexpectedly claimed the imperial throne following two bloody civil wars in the span of a year.

    Trajan, conversely, had maintained a place of prominence throughout the reigns of the Flavian emperors. His late father was one of Vespasian’s closest confidants who helped him secure the principate. Trajan had, in turn, attained multiple legion commands, governorships, and even that rarity of a year-long consulship. These had mostly taken place during Domitian’s reign, and Trajan was uniquely positioned, being popular with both the Domitianic faction and the senate at large. Even the supporters of his former rivals, such as Gaius Maternus, were agreeable to his ascension to Caesar. But like Vespasian, Trajan would be both friendly and authoritative with the senate.

    As if to confirm what Tiberius suspected, Consul Senecio rose and said, “There should be no objections to your assuming the consulship, Caesar. Who would you recommend as colleague?”

    Trajan had already considered this. “Though a third consulship is a rare honour, particularly outside the imperial family, I would humbly ask this body to grant Julius Frontinus the honour.”

    Tiberius grinned at this revelation, for he knew Frontinus personally. The elder senator, nearing his sixtieth year, had been Governor of Britannia when Tiberius was a boy. It was he who finally conquered the Silures in the Brecon Mountains of western Britannia. He was also a skilled engineer responsible for the design and maintenance of many of Rome’s aqueducts.

    Senecio nodded to Frontinus, who sat in the front row near the dais. “Should any man be worthy of a third consulship, it is the good Senator Frontinus.”

    While Tiberius was pleased knowing that Frontinus was to be Trajan’s consular colleague, he was witnessing first-hand the true nature of the relationship between emperor and senate. Rome’s patrician class commanded legions and governed provinces, but within the capital their power was practically non-existent. All was formalities and tradition, derived from the days of the republic when the senate governed Rome. But because the senate had granted tribunician power to the principate, the emperor could veto any legislation they passed. A wise ruler would use this power sparingly, especially if measures carried overwhelming support of both the senate and plebs. In order to avoid public displays of their impotence, the senate mostly attempted to avoid the humiliation of an imperial veto by learning the emperor’s wishes before calling a vote. And under Vespasian, the appointment of consuls, provincial governors, and legionary legates were mostly conducted directly by the princeps with only nominal advice from the senate.

    All this meant that, despite empowering the capable Senecio and Palma as consuls during his long absence from Rome, Trajan faced an immense accumulation of matters requiring his attention. The first such issue was a leftover policy began by Nerva which had remained in limbo following the succession. These were the welfare programs which greatly benefitted the poor, albeit at substantial cost.

    “The greatness of a society is defined by the generosity to its people,” Trajan declared. “My divine father knew this and sought to protect our most vulnerable citizens. I ask that we both continue and expand the measures he proposed.”

    He then gestured for a clerk to hand a scroll to Senecio. Tiberius understood this was another political ploy, having the consul read the proposal rather than the emperor simply talking to the senate.

    “As a gift from the emperor to the people of Rome to honour the succession, it is proposed that to all citizen families of Rome eligible for the grain ration, a donative of seventy-five denarii. To all citizen legionaries of the imperial army, thirty-seven denarii.”

    “As the legions had just received a more substantial donative under Emperor Nerva, this reduction is justified,” Trajan explained. He then waved for Senecio to continue.

    “Legionaries will be granted their shares before the common citizenry, in thanks to their endless service in securing the borders of our great Empire. Though the total sum of this gift to the citizenry will amount to around eighteen million denarii, one-tenth of the entire imperial budget, it will provide an economic boon to Rome and a foothold of prosperity to her people.”

    “A mark of generosity worthy of an emperor who loves his people,” Julius Ursus stated, standing to address the assembly. “Though I do not wish to speak ill of your predecessor, Caesar, especially as he now sits with the gods, many of his welfare reforms had already placed a great strain upon the treasury.”

    “Your concern is noted and well-founded,” Trajan replied. “Emperor Nerva granted lands to the poor in value of around fifteen million denarii, abolished the inheritance tax and Fiscus Iudaicus against the Jews. Please understand that the outlined donatives are proposals. It is for the senate to determine if they can be funded. In order to strengthen our fiscal policies, all quaestors for the following year must demonstrate experience in both mathematics and economic policy.”

    This last proposal surprised some, for quaestor was considered an entry-level position within the cursus honorum, despite the great responsibilities of managing the imperial treasury. It also emphasised the emperor’s desire to choose candidates by merit rather than political connection.

    He continued, “In order to set a proper example to the people, I shall continue to reside in the Gardens of Sallust, the former home of the divine Vespasian and Nerva. The imperial palaces of Palatine Hill will remain the people’s houses. I promise to live with moderation and avoid any unnecessary ostentation.”

    This greatly pleased the senate who gave polite applause at his proclamation. Granted, the Gardens of Sallust were still a luxury estate located southwest of the Castra Praetoria atop Quirinal Hill. Yet they were far less ostentatious than the old imperial palaces of the Julio-Claudian Dynasty, the Flavian Palace, or Nero’s embarrassingly gaudy Domus Aurea. The latter had been demolished, its private lake drained, and the grounds used for the Flavian Amphitheatre which Vespasian and Titus had declared their Gift to the people of Rome.

    Trajan made further announcements in the same vein as Nerva that no busts or statues of him would be made of gold or silver. He stated that aside from the typical portrait busts and statuary, any monuments, arches, or great works in his name would only be commissioned when he had earned the accolade. And then, it must come by acclamation of the senate.

    “Never will I seek personal glory, nor attempt to coerce additional titles or honours,” he promised.

    The donatives and public welfare programs, many of which Trajan greatly expanded upon, were set to severely drain the imperial treasury. So much so, that during the first meeting with the quaestors during the Ides of January, it was put to the emperor that there simply was not enough coinage available to fund both the imperial government and Trajan’s proposals. Rather than acting reproachfully, the emperor conceded that priorities needed to be established between what was essential, and what could wait until treasury received a greater source of income.

    To help alleviate the financial strains, Trajan ordered a partial restoration of the Jewish Tax, albeit at a reduction of the levy imposed by Vespasian. He argued that monotheism was against Roman law, and no exceptions could be made. He added that this tax should also apply to the small but growing faction known as Christians. He knew little about these people, only that they followed the teachings of a rabbi named Yeshua ben Yosef who’d been crucified during the reign of Tiberius. They were a subsect of Judaism who worshiped the same deity and refused to acknowledge the existence of, let alone pay homage to, the Roman pantheon. Trajan hoped they would not cause further trouble, recalling the tales of horror told by his father of the Great Jewish Revolt.

    
    For Tiberius Artorius Castus, life in the Eternal City was vastly different than his previous time with the vigiles. Deputy Prefect of the Imperial Horse Guards was both an esteemed honour and steeped in responsibility. They were the personal bodyguards of Emperor Trajan, though the praetorians still maintained their barracks just outside the city. Both had recently proven their prowess in battle. There was a measure of rivalry, and more than a little jealousy from the praetorians; however, their shared experiences in battle had earned each a modicum of respect towards the other. That their commanding prefects were friends who’d previously served together helped set an example of professional decorum within the emperor’s household division.

    Tiberius was grateful to have survived the return to the Danube and not completely mucked up his first true command. At first, he’d thought nothing was accomplished by seeing Raba Bridge again. With time to reflect, his subconscious could now view it without dread, even if the terrible memories remained. Achieving victory over the Marcomanni did bring some measure of catharsis, though it did not entirely end his nightmares. It wasn’t a matter of quelling the restless spirits of the past but rather learning to live with them. That journey would last for many years, possibly the remainder of his life.

    The emperor’s personal regiment required sufficient housing for the thousand men in its ranks, stables for their horses, workshops, armouries, blacksmiths, and food storage for both men and beasts. The new barracks for the emperor’s elite cavalry regiment was established along Caelian Hill, one of the southernmost districts in Rome. Just north of the Servian Wall and directly east of the Circus Maximus, it was bisected by the Aqueduct of Claudius. Ease of access to the southern gates, notably the Porta Asinaria, was crucial. Each day, various squadrons would ride out into the hills and fields southeast of the city to exercise their mounts, conduct drills, and various training manoeuvres.

    While the upper tier of the regiment would always remain by Trajan’s side during campaign, all squadrons were tasked with guard duty at the imperial residences. Trajan may have taken up residence within the Gardens of Sallust for the time being; however, he conducted much of his business within the old palaces atop Palatine Hill. The role of Imperial Horse Guards was identical to that previously tasked to the Praetorian Guard. Visually, there were a few notable differences; the majority of the Horse Guards were of Germanic ancestry with the fairer complexion, hair colour, and generally greater size than their Latin counterparts. There was also the distinct pattern of the four scorpions upon their red-painted shields. Each also wore a spatha cavalry sword rather than a gladius. Trajan had also decreed that these guardsmen would not wear armour while in garrison except those guarding the imperial residence.

    Training for war was a mainstay of a horse guardsman’s life, owing to the nature of emperor Trajan promised to be. Augustus and Domitian were the only previous Caesars to actively campaign with their armies; albeit they kept far away from any fighting and relied exclusively on their generals to win battles. Claudius had ventured across the Channel into Britannia during the initial conquest, though this was strictly because the commanding general, Aulus Plautius, wished to have the barbarian kings surrender directly to the emperor.

    The previous summer foray across the Danube demonstrated Trajan’s habit of leading by example. Officers and legionaries who’d served with him in the Eighth Augusta and Seventh Gemina Legions attested to this. During both the Chatti Campaign and Pannonia Revolt, the man who now wore the mantle of Caesar had placed himself at the heart of the fighting numerous times. Soldiers even attested to seeing his blade streaked in enemy blood at the end of various battles. Though he understood the need to be more cautious now that he was emperor, it was a habit Trajan had no intention of fully breaking.

    “Trajan is a fighting Caesar,” Prefect Vorenus stressed to Tiberius and their centurions. “The armies love him, because he will never allow himself to be safe while their lives are in danger.”

    “I believe he would die to save the life of any one of his soldiers,” Fosselius added philosophically.

    “And it is for us to ensure his bravery does not lead to his demise,” the prefect noted.

    “Then we must be vigilant guardians and train even harder than the legions,” Tiberius said. “I think my former colleagues may be able to assist us there.”

    One creative training method Tiberius devised was using the vigiles to act as ‘barbarians’, while he or another senior officer would stand in as the emperor. Vigiles were armed with shields and staves and allowed to don their armour. Horse guardsmen wielded long staffs and wooden spathas. These exercises started small with just a single squadron and fifty vigiles. Over the coming weeks, as troopers gained proficiency and innovative methods of protecting their charge, more soldiers and enemy combatants were added.

    In perhaps the most chaotic of all simulations, the officer depicting Trajan would order his guardsmen forward to prevent a breach, reinforce the line, or exploit an enemy’s weakness. While this would ostensibly fall upon the flying column, in dire circumstances it was assumed the emperor himself would seek to inspire his men. Julius Caesar had done as much during the Siege of Alesia, donning a red cloak so his men would see him sharing in the same dangers as they. Germanicus Caesar had refused to don his helmet at Idistaviso and Angrivarii, that his soldiers could see his face when he rode forward to battle beside them.

    Weather also played a role, as the autumn and winter months were cooler and rainier. Though many troopers and vigiles alike complained amongst themselves, their officers stressed the need to be prepared for any scenario.

    “Jupiter cares not about your personal comfort when he sends the rains!” Tiberius shouted over a torrential downpour during one session. He also quickly reminded his men that he was right in the middle of the miserable muck with them.

    Prefect Vorenus made full reports every week to the emperor and his senior staff. Trajan was intrigued, and in early December decided to personally oversee a large exercise involving the entirety of Imperial Horse Guards along with around 2,000 vigiles. Both consuls and an array of courtiers joined him on what was proving to be a pleasant, if overcast, afternoon. Two cohorts from the Praetorian Guard were also paraded with another thousand vigiles keeping curious onlookers, always eager to catch sight of the emperor, at bay. Many came from the city and surrounding townships to observe the spectacle. Tiberius had learned along the frontier that any movements by Trajan were a large logistical and manpower undertaking.

    Trajan had thought to take part in some of the exercises, though Vorenus advised against this. “The slaves who make up the vigiles relish the chance to bludgeon an officer. However, they’re utterly terrified at the thought of assaulting the emperor. Probably reckon they’d get crucified if one of them knocked you good. If they cannot act as aggressively as our enemies, then our training is of little value.”

    “Very well,” Trajan replied. “However, I want to see every officer portraying me before each engagement. Just as the vigiles need to behave like barbarians, so too will my depicters need to act as I would.”

    Trajan then ordered his regiment into various scenarios involving column ambushes, assaults in support of battle lines, and random skirmishes. As Tiberius was the youngest and one of the fastest riders, Trajan had him act the most aggressively towards their simulated enemies. “Be aggressive but not suicidal,” Trajan cautioned. He then grinned. “Your emperor is not a barbarian berserker.”

    In over a dozen simulated battles, only once was the ‘emperor’ struck down by their enemies. This was in a situation where Tiberius led an attack on what they thought was an exposed enemy flank, only to have a dozen fighters assail them. A vigile knocked him from his horse with a stave blow to the chest, knocking the wind from him. The man was extremely apologetic, and Tiberius then realised it was one of his former informants from his own time with the vigiles. As he was helped to his feet, he had to stifle the urge to laugh out loud at this absurd coincidence. He simply told the man he’d done well, with a shared gaze of understanding.

    Trajan exhorted the men for their professionalism. He told both Vorenus and Tiberius, “You and your men both have my thanks.”

    Despite the pain from his bruised ribs that made breathing difficult, Tiberius allowed himself a grin and, perhaps for the first time, a measure of professional pride.

    
    With their barracks under construction and the men of Imperial Horse Guards compelled to sleep under tents, Vorenus, Tiberius, and the senior officers were given billets within Domitian’s former palace which Nerva had renamed The People’s House. Tiberius was given a suite of rooms for he and his servants. Visellius was especially pleased with his quarters.

    “My room is larger than the flat I shared with my family as a boy,” he said.

    Though he sometimes assisted Tiberius with administrative matters, Visellius’ duties focused on overseeing his household staff, which now included two maids and a boy to act as groom. When he did have time for himself, he spent many hours at the imperial archives. Though the aged freedman, Sextus Palatinus, had been relieved of his official responsibilities by the appointment of Octavius Capito, he was allowed to maintain his palace quarters in quiet retirement. Visellius enjoyed the old scholar’s company, hoping to learn as much as he could before Palatinus’ eventual passing on to Asphodel.

    For Tiberius Artorius Castus, there was a growing sense of contentment. In his quiet hours, he’d learned to cope with his memories. And while he’d found a place where he knew he belonged, he strangely found himself longing for his native Britannia. It was nearly eight years since he’d last seen his home, and he knew not how many more until he’d have a chance to venture across the Channel once more. For now, he was fulfilled, and Britannia would always be there, whenever he ventured onto her fair shores again.

    
    During the early weeks of his time in Rome, some began to speculate that Trajan’s ambition was to increase the imperial coffers by the oldest means in history, military conquest. Members of the court who’d accompanied the emperor on his extended tour of the frontiers speculated where Trajan would attempt to ‘raise the eagles’. Some suspected Parthia, with its centuries-long history of conflict against Rome, including some of its most humiliating defeats. Indeed, the shameful routs suffered by Marcus Licinius Crassus and Mark Antony were never properly avenged, unlike Quintilius Varus in Germania.

    There was also the untamed region of Mesopotamia. Often called the Cradle of Civilisation, the lands between the Tigris and Euphrates were lush and fertile with the rivers eventually flowing into the great Persian Gulf. Conquering these remote lands would open trade access as far as India and, perhaps, even Han China. Though Trajan had considered such undertakings which would place him in the same exalted circle as Alexander the Great, his immediate concerns were much closer to Rome. Whatever his designs for future military campaigns, he kept them closely guarded for the time being.

    He met frequently with close advisers to discuss the civic affairs of the Empire. Chief among these were Julius Ursus, Sextus Frontinus, and Licinius Sura. Despite his advancing years, Trajan viewed Ursus as a vital member of the imperial court. He’d escaped Domitian’s wrath after questioning his war against the Chatti, served as Procurator of Egypt, Prefect of the Praetorian Guard, then elevated into the senate as a form of ‘punishment’ by the late emperor for his public comments about the Germanic campaign. That Domitian kept him close within the court and even awarded him the consulship spoke of Ursus’ value as an adviser and statesman, even after earning the late emperor’s displeasure.

    There was, perhaps, a touch of personal loyalty as well from Trajan. For Ursus and his adopted heir, Julius Servianus, were among the most notable architects of his adoption by Nerva. It was with a nod to this support that Trajan granted Ursus a second suffect consulship whilst the emperor was still touring the frontier. That he’d reached the pinnacle of both the equites and senatorial career paths spoke of his political savvy and statecraft. Trajan was even considering Ursus for the rare honour of a third consulship.

    He’d ordered Servianus’ governorship of Upper Germania exchanged for that of Pannonia, stating he needed, “A strong hand near our most troublesome borders.” Trajan was also considering Servianus for Prefect of Rome once his term in Pannonia ended. Titus Aurelius had already served an unprecedented fourteen years and was ready to move on or retire.

    The emperor’s respect for Sextus Frontinus, the incoming consul for the following year, went all the way back to his Governorship of Britannia, twenty-six years prior. Trajan viewed Frontinus as a military mentor, particularly in the art of alpine warfare. His knowledge could prove invaluable should Rome find itself in conflict with the untamed Dacians once more. But for his immediate purpose within the imperial court, Trajan wished to utilise his expertise in engineering. Trajan was a respectable builder in his own right, evidenced by the innovative plans he’d been working on to rebuild the great Pantheon dome devastated by the Great Fire during Emperor Titus’ brief reign. But while Trajan was rightfully proud of his own skills, he viewed Frontinus as a true master craftsman.

    The closest member of court to the emperor, as well as one of the youngest, was Licinius Sura. Though tactically capable on the battlefield, Sura was best known for his financial, logistical, and strategic prowess with a sharp knack for diplomacy. His position as amicus gave him the greatest sense of candour and personal friendship with the emperor. Privately, Trajan cautioned him against ever abusing this friendship or using it against personal rivals or for selfish gains.

    “You must be as much a servant to Rome as a friend of Caesar.”

    Despite the Praetorian Guard’s demotion from its position as the emperor’s bodyguard, Prefect Attius Suburanus remained a close confidant of Trajan’s. Younger and more politically astute than his colleague, Claudius Livianus, Suburanus’ career was unlikely to end with the Praetorian Guard.

    Several noteworthy senators within the inner circle included Cornelius Tacitus, Gaius Pliny Secundus, and Sosius Senecio. What was perhaps surprising was the number of senators attending to the emperor. Domitian had openly despised the senate, allowing only a handful into his confidence while filling the court with equites and freedmen. Nerva’s reign was too brief and fraught with transitional strife, with little changing near the seat of power. Trajan, whose second anniversary as Caesar was quickly approaching, had already taken measures to overhaul the organisation of imperial governance. Equites now served as administrators rather than former slaves. And by bringing the senate into his greater confidence, Trajan hoped to strengthen the bonds between the Fathers of Rome and the principate.

    What pleased many patricians was not just Trajan’s cordial demeanour, but that he actually respected those whose opinion he asked. He was not all-knowing, and openly acknowledged his personal shortcomings. “I ask you continue to mentor and advise me until I draw my last breath,” he stated. He constantly asked questions about fiscal policy, urban development, and agricultural concerns. Rome’s provinces varied considerably in terrain, climate, and people. And Trajan was only personally familiar with the northern and western regions. He therefore sought advice on North Africa, Asia Minor, and the east.

    Egypt was especially crucial given its role in supplying Rome with much of its annual grain ration. There simply was not enough farmland in all of Italia to keep the capital city of a million denizens properly fed. Ever since Octavian’s victory over Antony and Cleopatra, Egypt became the proverbial ‘breadbasket of Rome’. It was for this reason that it was regarded as the emperor’s personal property, and governed members of the equites rather than the senate. Procurator of Egypt was a position of immense power and status. Its most famous holder, Tiberius Julius Alexander, had first declared Vespasian emperor.

    Trajan also kept a close watch on any despatches coming from Syria, Cilicia, and Cappadocia, which all bordered their ages-old nemesis, the Parthian Empire. Their previous king, Vologases, had died during the reign of Vespasian with his sons and grandsons in constantly rivalry with each other. Trajan hoped to one day sort out Rome’s Parthian troubles once and for all. But he knew there was much work to be done within his own Empire before he sought to expand beyond its easternmost borders.

    With Trajan’s nearly every waking hour consumed with affairs of the imperial state, he relied heavily on his consort, Empress Plotina, to keep his personal household in order. It was she who organised the betrothal of Aelius Hadrian to Vibia Sabina, the granddaughter of Trajan’s sister, Marciana. And because Plotina shared Hadrian’s love of Greek culture, viewing Rome as more of a cultural heir to the old Hellenistic world, she doted on the young man. Hadrian viewed his pending marriage, which was arranged for the following year, with little enthusiasm. He consented to the empress’ counsel, that it was politically a good match. Because Sabina was Trajan’s grandniece, it brought Hadrian even closer into the imperial family.

    Though never physically intimate, Trajan and Plotina were devoted to each other. The empress confidently told some of her closest friends that she and Trajan shared a more intimate bond than many couples who shared the same conjugal bed for decades. Being attentive to her husband’s needs, Plotina often sought out suitable partners for him, sometimes with the assistance of Hadrian. She herself kept few lovers with an understanding between she and Trajan that she would be discreet and exercise all due caution against unwanted pregnancy. There were rumours of an intimate relationship between the empress and Acilius Attianus, the influential Equus and former co-guardian of Hadrian and Paulina. However, no one asked questions, least of all Trajan.

    As winter came to the imperial capital, Rome and the greater Empire began to settle into its new era under Imperator Caesar Nerva Traianus Augustus. Already some began to compare the new emperor, not to Vespasian or Claudius, but to the divine Augustus himself. Would Trajan’s rule be beset with calamity from the gods like the unfortunate Titus? Or would he indeed usher in a golden age like histories told of Augustus? Even Jupiter and Minerva could not say.

    

  
    Epilogue: An Old Nemesis Awakens

    

    Sarmizegetusa, Kingdom of Dacia

    February, 100 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    Twelve years had passed since the last war between Dacia and Rome. Though King Decebalus had won extremely favourable terms from Emperor Domitian, these were wrought more from the Empire’s need to redeploy forces to other troubled provinces rather than military triumph. The Dacians had won several great victories during the three-year conflict, including destroying an entire legion at the First Battle of Tapae. The second battle of the same name was a bloody grind with both sides suffering fearful losses. Yet at the end of the day, Decebalus was forced to cede the field.

    An uneasy peace followed. Rome, eager to end the fighting so it could focus on its troubled provinces, agreed to pay the Dacians a rather humiliating donative. And Decebalus publicly consented to be known as a Client King of Rome. This title meant nothing and was only used so Emperor Domitian could save face. Now there was a new Caesar. Would he be content with Rome’s current relationship with Dacia? Decebalus was filled with doubt when he heard of the Empire’s punitive expedition against the Marcomanni. He summoned his greatest generals, as well as a few Roman traitors who’d served as his best advisors against their former countrymen.

    Seated beside the royal throne was Decebalus’ eldest son, Razvan. The young prince who, on the previous summer solstice had celebrated his thirteenth birthday, was quickly growing to manhood. Strongly built, he was nearing the same height as his father. Many assumed he was much older, as he already had the first traces of a beard showing. Decebalus and his consort, Queen Zina, now had four children. In addition to Razvan was an eleven-year-old daughter, Cristina, and two more sons, ages nine and eight.

    Decebalus’ most trusted advisers sat on ornate chairs at the base of the short dais. One was the king’s younger brother, Prince Diegis. The other was an imperial turncoat named Tertius. Tertius was a former centurion from Legio V, Macedonica who fourteen years prior had stolen his century’s pay chest and absconded across the Danube, offering his services to King Decebalus. It was he who the Dacian sovereign addressed.

    “What know you of this new Caesar?”

    “We hear he is a great warrior,” Prince Diegis added. “My spies tell me it was he who put down the revolt in Pannonia and routed our Rhoxolani kinsmen.”

    “It is true,” Tertius confirmed with a nod. “Marcus Ulpius Trajan was a respected general well before the Pannonian Revolt. He spearheaded Domitian’s invasion against the Chatti a year before I took leave from my former legion. I never served with him, but I understand he is a fighting general, not afraid to throw himself in with his soldiers. Vespasian and Titus were the same, though both scabbarded their blades before becoming Caesar.”

    “He has been emperor for two years, and has only recently returned to Rome,” Diegis added.

    “The question we must ask is, will he continue Domitian’s policy towards us, or will he seek to restore Rome’s sullied reputation?” the king inquired.

    “We should plan for the latter, sire,” Tertius suggested. “Domitian’s successor was a feeble old man who’d never commanded a legion and lasted barely a year upon the throne. Trajan is significantly younger, and he is a soldier at heart.” With a smirk he remarked, “Nearly every emperor from the time of Augustus has sought to win military renown. Tiberius finished what Augustus had left unsettled in Germania. Mad Gaius thought to conquer Britannia but instead ‘attacked’ the sea. Claudius did invade Britannia. Nero provoked the Jews into open revolt while unleashing his legions upon the hostile Britannic tribes. Galba, Otho, and Vitellius were too busy fighting each other, and none lasted long as Caesar. I’d argue that only Vespasian sought to keep the Empire at peace, though his reign began with the sacking of Jerusalem and a revolt in Batavia. Titus’ reign was too brief and wrought with disasters for him to unsheathe his blade. And we all know about his brother, Domitian, who fought a farcical war against the Chatti and sought to conquer us.”

    While the king pondered Tertius’ words, his brother spoke up.

    “Sire, it would be wise to assume that Trajan intends to finish what Domitian started. Our treaty with Rome is a pathetic embarrassment to them. I suspect this new Caesar’s lengthy tour of the Rhine and Danube was not just about securing borders and sacking a few tribal settlements.”

    Tertius agreed. “Trajan’s testing the borders, to see how many legions he can redeploy to Moesia. I expect he has learned the lessons from Domitian’s understrength forays and will not make the same mistake. Should he choose to invade Dacia, we will face an army double the strength of that which we last battled at the Iron Gates.”

    This assessment troubled Decebalus.

    “Rome has a vast Empire it can call upon for soldiers,” he said. “Our population pales in comparison and it is far more difficult to replenish our depleted ranks. Many of our bravest young men gave their lives during the previous war with even greater numbers crippled by their injuries. We replenished the ranks of our professional corps, but they lack the experience of their predecessors. Many of the most battle-hardened veterans who fought at Tapae are simply too old to take up the falx and spear again.”

    “The toll from the last war has left our militias greatly reduced,” Diegis conceded. “Yet there are many young men who are eager to avenge their fathers and elder brothers. And though their sacrifice was great, the Marcomanni may have purchased us some time with their recent, if short-lived, conflict with Rome.”

    Decebalus then made his decision. “We must plan for war. The armies need to be manned, properly trained, and equipped. Our defences need strengthening. Should this Emperor Trajan choose to cross once more into Dacia, the path to Sarmizegetusa will be strewn with the corpses of his soldiers.”

    

    The Artorian Dynasty continues with book six:

    Soldier of Rome: Beyond the Frontier

    
    

    Appendix: Roman Military Ranks

    Legionary – Every citizen of the plebeian class who enlisted in the legions started off as a legionary. Duration of service during the early empire was twenty years. Barring any promotions that would dictate otherwise, this normally consisted of sixteen years in the ranks, and another four either on lighter duties, or as part of the First Cohort. Legionaries served not only as the heart of the legion’s fighting force, but they were also used for many building and construction projects.

    Decanus – Also referred to interchangeably as a sergeant in the series, decanus was the first rank of authority that a legionary could be promoted to. Much like a modern-day sergeant, the decanus was the first-line leader of legionaries. He supervised training, as well as enforced personal hygiene and maintenance of equipment. On campaign he oversaw getting the section’s tent erected, along with the fortifications of the camp.

    Tesserarius – The first of the principal ranks, the tesserarius primarily oversaw the fatigue and guard duties for the century. He maintained the duty roster and was also keeper of the watch word. On a normal day he could be found supervising work details or checking on the guard posts.

    Signifier – He was the treasurer for the century and oversaw all pay issues, so was much-loved on pay days. On campaign he carried the century’s standard (signum) into battle. This was used not only as a rallying point, but also as a visual means of communication. Traditionally he wore a bear’s hide over his helmet, draped around the shoulders of his armour. (A signifier wearing a wolf skin is a Hollywood invention). Because of his high level of responsibility, the signifier is third-in-command of the century.

    Optio – The term optio literally means ‘chosen one’ for he was personally chosen by the centurion to serve as his deputy. He would oversee all training within the century to include that of new recruits. In battle the optio would either stand behind the formation, keeping troops on line and in formation, or he would stand on the extreme left, able to coordinate with adjacent units.

    Aquilifer – This man was a senior signifier bearing the eagle standard of a legion. (Aquila means eagle.)  This standard was the most important possession of the legion – losing it brought shame and humiliation to the entire legion. This position carried great honour, though it is debatable whether he wore any headdress or animal skin. It is known that he carried a small, circular shield called a parma instead of the legionary scutum.   

    Centurion – In addition to being its commander, the centurion was known to be the bravest and most tactically sound man within the century. While a stern disciplinarian, and at times harsh, it is borne of a genuine compassion for his men. The centurion knew that only through hard discipline and sound training could his men survive in battle. He was always on the extreme right of the front rank in battle; thereby placing himself in the most precarious position on the line. Mortality rates were high amongst centurions because they would sacrifice their own safety for that of their men.

    Centurion Pilus Prior – Commander of a cohort of six centuries, the centurion pilus prior was a man of considerable influence and responsibility. He not only had to be able to command a century on a line of battle, but he had to be able to manoeuvre his cohort as a single unit. Such men were often given independent commands over small garrisons or on low-level conflicts. A centurion pilus prior could also be tasked with diplomatic duties; such was the respect foreign princes held for them. At this level, a soldier had to focus not only on his abilities as a leader of fighting men, but on his skills at diplomacy and politics.

    Centurion Primus Ordo – The elite First Cohort’s Centuries were commanded by the centurions primus ordo. Though the number of soldiers under their direct command was fewer, these men were senior in rank to the centurions pilus prior. Men were often selected for these positions based on vast experience and for being the best tacticians in the legion. As such, part of the duty of a centurion primus ordo was acting as a strategic and tactical advisor to the commanding general. Generals such as Caesar, Marius, Tiberius, and Agrippa were successful in part because they had a strong circle of First Cohort Centurions advising them.

    Centurion Primus Pilus – Also referred to as the chief or master centurion, this is the pinnacle of the career of a Roman soldier. Though socially subordinate to the tribunes, the centurion primus pilus possessed more power and influence than any and was, in fact, third-in-command of the entire legion. He was also the commander of the elite First Cohort in battle. Upon retirement, a centurion primus pilus (and possibly centurions of lesser ranks as well) was elevated into the patrician class of society. He could then stand for public office, and his sons would be eligible for appointments as tribunes. Even while still serving in the ranks, a centurion primus pilus could wear the narrow purple stripe of a patrician on his toga; such was the respect Roman society held for them.

    Tribune – Tribunes came from the patrician class, often serving only six-month tours with the legions. Though there were exceptions, many tribunes stayed on the line only long enough to complete their tour of duty before going on to a better assignment. Primarily serving as staff officers for the commanding legate, a tribune would sometimes be given command of auxiliary troops if he proved himself a capable leader. Most were looking for a career in politics, though they knew they had to get as much experience as they could out of their time in the legions. In Soldier of Rome, Pontius Pilate is an example of a tribune who elects to stay with the legions for as long as he is able, preferring the life of a soldier to the soft comforts of a political magistrate.

    Laticlavian Tribune – Most commonly referred to as the chief tribune, he was a young man of the senatorial class starting off his career. Second-in-command of the legion, his responsibility was incredible, though he was often aided by the master centurion, who would act as a mentor. A soldier’s performance as chief tribune would determine whether he would be fit to command a legion of his own someday. Given the importance of military success to the future senator’s career, he would no doubt make every effort to prove himself competent and valiant in battle.

    Legate – The legate was a senator who had already spent time in the legions as a laticlavian tribune and had proven himself worthy of command. Of all the possible offices that a nobleman could hold, none was dearer to a Roman than command of her armies.

    Legion Infantry Strength (estimated)

    Legionaries – 3,780

    First Cohort Legionaries – 700

    Decani – 610

    Tesserarii – 59

    Signifiers – 59

    Options – 59

    Aquilifer - 1

    Centurions – 45 (approximately 80 men to a century)

    Centurions Pilus Prior – 9

    Centurions Primus Ordo – 4

    Centurion Primus Pilus – 1

    Tribunes – 6

    Chief Tribune – 1

    Legate – 1

    Cavalry-specific Ranks and Organisation

    Prefect – Commanding officer of a cavalry regiment, comes from the Equites class of Roman society

    Centurion – Roman citizen of the centurionate acting as second-in-command.

    Vexillarius – Standard bearer of the regiment

    Decurion – Commander of a turma or squadron, like an infantry centurion, albeit with far fewer soldiers under his command.

    Curator – Second-in-command of a turma, similar to an infantry optio

    Sesquiplicarius – Corporal in charge of a section of nine troopers

    Gregalis – Cavalry trooper

    Cavalry Regiment Strength (estimated)

    Troopers – 432

    Corporals – 48

    Curators – 16

    Decurions – 16

    Vexillarius – 1

    Centurion – 1

    Prefect – 1
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