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    Make haste, slowly. The fastest way to get something done is to do it right the first time.

    

    -  Emperor Augustus Caesar

    

    ––––––––
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    Preface

    

    For twelve years a disgraceful pall has hung over the Roman Empire. Trouble along the Germanic frontier forced an abrupt end to Emperor Domitian’s war against King Decebalus of Dacia. The terms were an embarrassment to Rome and a drain on the imperial coffers, with two million denarii paid to the Dacians every year. Now, a new Caesar is firmly ensconced upon the imperial throne. Emperor Trajan vows to subjugate the Dacians, humble their king, and restore honour to the Empire. A massive force numbering over 100,000 soldiers, one-third of the entire might of Rome, gathers along the Danube. It is the largest Roman army assembled in over a hundred years.

    Tiberius Artorius Castus has matured into his position as Deputy Prefect of the Imperial Horse Guards over the past three years. Still a young man, he is a world away from the naïve youth who first came to the capital nine years before. The Pannonian Revolt and loss of his legion hardened his soul. His tenure with the Vigiles of Rome improved his cunning. Any delusions of winning personal glory on the battlefield died long ago with his innocence. His duty as an imperial bodyguard is an immense honour, wrought with danger. He knows Trajan is a fighting Caesar, never one to shy away from battle. With war against Dacia inevitable, it is only a matter of time before Tiberius must once more draw his ancestral blade in defence of both Emperor and Empire.

    

    Cast of Characters

    Noble Romans:

    Imperator Caesar Nerva Traianus – Emperor of Rome, an experienced general with a fearsome reputation

    Pompeia Plotina – Empress of Rome

    Aelius Hadrian – Second cousin of Trajan

    Julius Servianus – Close adviser of Trajan and husband to Hadrian’s sister, Aelia Paulina

    Licinius Sura, Pompey Longinus – Friends and advisers to Trajan

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

    Attius Suburanus, Claudius Livianus – Prefects of the Praetorian Guard

    Laberius Maximus, Atilius Agricola, Caius Proculus – Governors of the Pannonian and Moesian provinces, appointed division commanders for the Invasion of Dacia

    Soldiers of the Imperial Horse Guards:

    Lucius Vorenus – Commanding Prefect of Trajan’s personal guard, the Imperial Horse Guards

    Tiberius Artorius Castus – Deputy 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

    Dacians:

    Decebalus – King of Dacia, fought two previous wars against Rome

    Zina – Queen of Dacia

    Razvan – Eldest son of Decebalus and Zina. Though just fourteen, he is both mature and eager to serve his family and kingdom

    Diegis – Brother of Decebalus and one of his most trusted advisers

    Bicilis – Prominent Dacian general, commander of the King’s Guard

    Tertius, Catullus – Former Roman soldiers-turned traitors, now in service to King Decebalus

    

  
    Chapter I: The Emperor’s Legion

    

    Drill Field of the Castra Praetoria, northeast of Rome

    28 January, 100 A.D.

    
    Castra Praetoria, from an 1864 engraving

    The great field glistened as rays of the morning sun melted the night’s frost. Fog clung to the northern groves of olive trees and along the banks of the River Tiber to the west. Its serene, picturesque view was marred by the trampling of thousands of armoured men. Many cursed as their sandals sank with a squish into the sodden ground. The ankle-high grass clung to them, leaving their feet completely soaked with dew. By the time they reached the assembly area, their feet were completely numb. Their collective cold breath created its own fog. Travel cloaks hung loosely off the shoulders, as they were already sweating from the exertion of marching in full armour. This stood in stark contrast to their frozen feet. In addition to their helmets and lorica segmentata body armour, blackened to denote them as members of the Praetorian Guard, each wore a segmented plate manica on his right arm. Their ornate black and gold accented shields remained covered in leather to protect against both weather and wear during training.

    Two cohorts were drilling this day, the Fourth and Sixth. Their structure was identical to those of the legions: six centuries of eighty guardsmen, each with four principal officers, per cohort. Unlike the legions, these were always kept at full strength. With commanding tribunes and staff, each cohort numbered just over 500 men. They marched in two columns, thirty ranks deep. Centurions rode on horseback to the right of their respective centuries, with signifiers bearing the standards to their immediate left. At the head of each column rode the commanding tribune, accompanied by six mounted orderlies, cohort standard bearer, and cornicen.

    Commanding tribune of the Fourth Cohort was Sertor Gavius Lucifer, formerly centurion primus ordo with the late Legio XXI, Rapax. His career began as a humble legionary during the first year of Vespasian’s reign, making Lucifer the only tribune in the Praetorian Guard not born into the equites.

    The air was crisp, yet refreshing, once outside the city. The Roman winter was cooler and far wetter than his native Tarraco, in eastern Hispania. Yet it was still preferable to the frigid Rhine and Danube frontiers, where Lucifer had spent more than two decades with the legions. He inhaled deeply and closed his eyes for a moment.

    “Always good to breathe the open air, sir,” his standard bearer observed.

    Lucifer did not reply, but simply smiled.

    A half mile away, just before the long, wooden fence marking the edge of an olive plantation, a large host already awaited them. Several hundred cavalry troopers stood near their horses. Their long, hexagonal shields, painted red with four gold scorpions on each side of the centre metal boss, were devoid of leather covers. Only their commanding prefect, Lucius Vorenus, remained mounted, as did their standard bearer. Their flag was a large, red square with a scorpion in the centre and the words: EQUITES SINGULARES AUGUSTI. Officially the Knights of Augustus, their more common title was the Imperial Horse Guards. Raised by Emperor Trajan immediately after his elevation into the principate, they’d replaced the praetorians as his personal guard.

    Vorenus was joined by the praetorian prefects, Attius Suburanus, and Claudius Livianus. Vorenus, a former praetorian tribune, was friend to both Claudius and Lucifer.

    Ahead of the guards’ officers, a delegation of six senators sat astride their horses, along with the current consul, Julius Frontinus. Cloaks were wrapped close around their shoulders to fend off the morning chill. At their head, wearing a purple cloak but looking otherwise nondescript, was the emperor himself. Trajan’s cloak was only draped over one shoulder, and he wore a senator’s gold-trimmed white tunic with a broad purple stripe down the centre.

    The day was also an auspicious one, for it was exactly two years since the passing of Emperor Nerva and the rise of Trajan. The senate had opened with a congratulatory speech by Consul Frontinus, along with many accolades and public declarations made throughout the city. Trajan thanked the senate, professing that he hoped to “continue with good service to the people of Rome for as long as the gods allow.”

    As the praetorians approached, Trajan and Frontinus rode out to meet them.

    When they were within thirty paces, Lucifer’s voice boomed over his shoulder, “Cohorts ... halt!”

    All thousand praetorians took one additional step then stopped. As one, they saluted with a fist across the chest and a simultaneous shout of, “Hail, Caesar!”

    Lucifer and his fellow tribune also saluted, which was returned by the emperor.

    “The Fourth and Sixth Cohorts of the Praetorian Guard are ready for drill and inspection, sire,” Lucifer declared.

    Trajan nodded and said, “Take charge of your cohorts.”

    Salutes were exchanged again. Lucifer turned his horse around to face his cohort. “First and Second Centuries, prepare for battle!”

    Centurions dismounted, servants took the reins and handed them their shields. The first two centurions ordered their guardsmen into battle lines. Lucifer and his fellow tribune rode over to the emperor’s entourage.

    Two centuries at a time conducted the battle drills, with the rest formed into a large square around the field. Opposing them was a force of around 200 watchmen from the city vigiles. These carried an assortment of blunted practice spears, wooden swords, axes, and long poles with curved ends to simulate the dreaded Dacian falx. Praetorians, like legionaries, carried a pair of pila javelins on campaign, to be unleashed just before clashing with the enemy. For these drills, javelins were left behind, with guardsmen wielding wooden gladii.

    “Your men fought well against the Marcomanni,” Trajan recalled as soon as Lucifer joined him. “I trust they have not grown soft in the months since returning to Rome.”

    Lucifer nodded to his lead century, who were advancing against their vigiles adversaries. “Centurion Axius and I maintain the same standards of training and proficiency we enforced in the legions.”

    “We demand the same of the entire Praetorian Guard, Caesar,” Prefect Claudius spoke up. “Our men fight with the same professional skill as legionaries, even if their current role is a touch obscure at the moment.”

    Lucifer looked to both the prefect and emperor. Trajan gave a knowing grin.

    “I appointed you and Suburanus to replace the disgraced Prefect Aelianus after his shameful mutiny against Emperor Nerva. In time, the praetorians may rebuild their reputation and earn a place within the imperial household once more. But, for now, let us see how well they fight.”

    The noise coming from the field made further conversations difficult. Vigiles were shouting at the tops of their lungs, hurling insults at the praetorians, who they had a decades-long rivalry and unabashed hatred for. The vigiles acted with extreme aggression, and the tribune’s greatest concern was whether the intense anger felt by his men would lead to lapses in discipline. Practice weapons bashed against the praetorian shield wall. It was clear the vigiles were trying to deliberately harm their hated rivals. They in turn expected no mercy when the lines pressed forward, and guardsmen stabbed at them. Despite practice gladii being made of wood with blunted tips, injuries became frequent. The vigiles were moderately trained, with only shields and helmets for protection. Every few minutes, centurions’ whistles would announce the next passage-of-lines. Fresh ranks surged into the fray with renewed frenzy. Because the vigiles were fighting with the same recklessness expected of frontier barbarians, fatigue quickly overtook them. Anticipating this, after every second rotation of guardsmen, a cornicen announced a pause, with a fresh host of vigiles joining the fray.

    Trajan’s attention was focused not just on the discipline and drills of the guardsmen but the added equipment they wore.

    “How have your men taken to the new arm manicae?” the emperor asked Lucifer.

    “It took some time to adapt, but they managed well enough on the training stakes,” the tribune replied.

    “There was an issue with procurement and design,” Prefect Claudius added. “We brought in several gladiatorial armourers. Their designs are mostly either padded or mail. Padded is out of the question, as these will get ruined in inclement weather. Mail will function; however, a falx with a really narrow point can still penetrate.”

    His colleague, Suburanus, said, “Segmented plate is more effective, though it requires greater care and maintenance. Each manica must also be custom fitted to its wearer.”

    “And what of the cross braces fitted to the helmet crowns?” Trajan asked. “General Vettonianus ordered these for his soldiers’ helms during the Dacian War.”

    “We tested them on a few older helmets,” Lucifer said. “Had a couple of our brawniest lads take a captured falx and bash the shit out of them. The braces are thick enough that even the fiercest blow only caused a dent. Of course, should the enemy manage to land a strike with just the falx tip, it will go through the helm fairly easily. Still, some added protection is better than none.”

    “Indeed,” Claudius concurred. “In Dacia, many soldiers struck down by a falx blade atop of the skull would have survived with our new reinforced helms.”

    Whistles sounded again along the field. Once every rank had rotated into the fighting, the century retired back to the square, and the next took their place. Each century drilled for half an hour. All were eager to demonstrate their skills before Emperor Trajan and batter the hated vigiles. It was mid-afternoon when the cornicens sounded an end to the demonstration.

    “A splendid display,” Trajan said, looking to the cohort commanders. “Your men can fight.”

    “They are ready, whenever you should need them, Caesar,” Lucifer asserted.

    “Yes,” the emperor said, his gaze now distant and lost in thought.

    The Imperial Horse Guards were ordered into their saddles, with Trajan and his entourage returning to the city. Along the grassy field, torn up by the thousands of hobnailed sandals digging into the earth, centurions spoke with their men, reviewing their performance that day. Decani, and even individual guardsmen recalled their own observations. One guardsman, who had previously complained about the cumbersome manicae, stated he had been struck in the arm twice by a practice falx.

    “I confess, I’ll be glad for it, should we ever face the Dacians, or any other barbarian with weapons that can reach around our shields.”

    A score of medics tended to the injuries of fifteen praetorians and around a hundred vigiles. These mostly consisted of black eyes and bruised limbs for the guardsmen, whose armour made them far less vulnerable.

    The vigiles were less fortunate, as there were many bearing stomach injuries and some with cracked ribs. They were also mostly slaves, property of the imperial state, whose value was only the couple hundred denarii they could sell for at market. Their fate was still preferable to that of other male slaves throughout the Empire. Men born into servitude were mostly farmhands, basic labourers, or, if belonging to a wealthy family, might become educated and used as tutors. Criminals and enemy prisoners of war were either sent to the arenas or death pits in the mines.

    
    One officer not at the day’s exercises was Tiberius Artorius Castus, Deputy Prefect of the Imperial Horse Guards. Unless his men were conducting their own drills, it was always his immediate superior, Prefect Lucius Vorenus, who attended the emperor. Most of Tiberius’ duty days revolved around administrative matters. Decurions who commanded each squadron of around thirty troopers were required to submit daily reports to the two ranking centurions, Vibius Fosselius and Flavius Syphax. These included training plans, sick lists, any disciplinary issues, supply requests, health and status of horses, plus weekly inventories of every squadron’s pay chest. The centurions compiled these and sorted what needed forwarding to the commanding prefects.

    In the field, Tiberius took command of the mobile flying column, consisting of half the regiment, aided by Centurion Fosselius. Centurion Syphax and the upper tier remained always by Trajan’s side, with Prefect Vorenus.

    Tiberius had only returned to duty that morning after being bedridden with a terrible fever the week prior. He’d started feeling unwell soon after the New Year, with persistent body aches and frequent rushing to the toilet. It appeared to subside around the Ides of January, only to renew its vengeance upon him soon after.

    “You’re working too hard, master,” his freedman, Visellius, repeatedly told him. “You need proper rest, preferably not induced by saffron opium.”

    His servant’s words kept echoing in his mind. Tiberius had first gone to a Greek physician in the Templum Pacis district of the city a few months prior. He’d hoped Trajan’s punitive expedition against the Marcomanni, and his return to places from his harrowing past like Raba Bridge, might bring closure to his persistent nightmares. Any reprieve had proven short-lived. By the time they returned to Rome his sleepless nights and fearful dreams returned. Opium cut with glaucium was commonly used to treat sleeplessness, though the physician warned Tiberius it was highly addictive. He used it only a few times, fearing he may grow too dependent. While he did sleep soundly, he never felt any more rested than when stricken by insomnia. It was only after his fever rendered him into a stupor for an entire week that he truly managed to sleep soundly.

    The Imperial Horse Guards’ barracks was still under construction and would likely not be finished until midsummer. With no principia until then, Vorenus and Tiberius conducted all administrative business within the Domus Flavia atop Palatine Hill.

    Tiberius ordered the heating brazier extinguished and a window opened. The mild air felt invigorating, and he revelled at the sight of the Circus Maximus below.

    “I admit, I’ll be a touch saddened when the barracks is finished and I can no longer enjoy this splendid view,” he said to himself.

    He returned to his desk, where the pile of scrolls and wax tablets demanding his attention felt unchanged since the morning. He sighed as he reviewed one rather long report, stating the marital confusion within Horse Guards. It was a baffling and confusing issue, which he suspected would require Trajan’s personal intervention. He set the scroll aside and began looking over the tablets bearing the weekly treasury inventories when a servant opened the side door and Prefect Vorenus entered.

    “Ah, back amongst the living,” he said. He squinted for a moment and remarked, “You’re still a bit pale. We should get you out in the sun.”

    Tiberius glanced towards the window. The skies had greyed by noon, and it was now nearly dark.

    “Even Rome is deprived of the sun in winter,” he mused. “As soon as I can keep my breakfast down, I’ll gladly take to some field exercise.”

    He then took the long scroll and handed it to his superior.

    “Yes, I knew we would need to sort this matter soon,” Vorenus remarked.

    “It seems no one even considered the trouble, least of all those who volunteered as candidates for Horse Guards,” Tiberius remarked. “One of the only perks to being an auxiliary versus legionary is they can legally marry. The solider and his family attain Roman citizenship when he retires. Caesar draws most of our guardsmen from the auxilia, granting them immediate citizenship, as is required for the praetorians. Forty percent of our troopers were married when they attested into the regiment, and their families are granted the franchise. However–”

    “Praetorians are prohibited from marrying if below the rank of centurion, same as legionaries,” Vorenus finished. “And horse guardsmen fall under the same regulations.”

    “Fosselius and Syphax have both received many requests for clarification. If some of our men are already married, can the rest now find wives and start families? And, if they are allowed, why not the praetorians? Or the legions, for that matter? Or will the married troopers have to divorce, and will that rob their families of citizenship?”

    Vorenus was silent for a few minutes as he reread the scroll several times. “Either situation will cause unrest in the ranks,” he said. “And that is something we cannot tolerate, nor be the cause of. I have some thoughts on a compromise, which I will address with Caesar. It’s not ideal, but it may be the best solution we have.”

    

  
    Chapter II: The Untamed Enemy

    

    ***

    

    Following the demonstrations of the Praetorian Guard, Trajan requested funding from the senate to procure arm manicae and helmet reinforcement for every legion and auxilia infantry regiment from Germania to Asia Minor. Despite his diligence in civil affairs, the emperor’s gaze was fixed upon Dacia, their untamed enemy north of Moesia. Hostilities between Rome and the kingdom Dacia were left unresolved, especially after the Empire was forced to accept a humiliating peace eleven years prior.

    King Decebalus remained unpunished for his past transgressions. Instead, he continued to receive the two-million denarii per year as agreed in the armistice which ended the last war. Imperial engineers were also sent to aid the Dacians ostensibly in public works for their cities, yet rumours reached Rome that they were also being used to construct military fortifications. As an added insult, Decebalus’ agents were compelling desertions of Roman soldiers along the Danube, with the promise of great wealth. An Equus engineer, recently returned to Rome, claimed to have seen at least twenty deserters living in Sarmizegetusa, including a former centurion. It filled the emperor with revulsion that their own soldiers might be used against them. Dacia would be chastened, and the degrading terms of the previous treaty revoked. But this could not be accomplished through diplomatic means. Decebalus would need to be subjugated by the sword.

    Trajan knew preparations for a full-scale war would take at least a year. He would not make the previous mistakes of invading with too small an army. Though he himself had never faced the Dacians, he was advised by those who had. Chief among these were Tettius Julianus, the general who defeated Decebalus at the Second Battle of Tapae, and Octavius Fronto, who, while consul, commanded Legio I, Adiutrix in Dacia. Both were nearly sixty and conceded that it would be for younger men to lead Rome’s armies against their old enemy.

    The emperor had not made any public declarations, instead inviting the two former generals to dine at the palace. Each had their suspicions, as Trajan’s invitation seemed almost random. This was confirmed when Trajan cut straight to the point, well before wine–which he was immensely fond of–had a chance to dull the senses.

    “We have unfinished business north of Moesia,” he said. “Our enemies enrich themselves on Roman coin, while using our own engineers to build strongholds and teach them the art of constructing siege engines.”

    “And they use imperial silver to turn our soldiers against us,” Fronto said with a snarl.

    “Decebalus is Rome’s greatest nemesis since Hannibal,” Julianus asserted.

    Despite his eager enmity towards Dacia, this surprised the emperor.

    “More than Arminius?” he asked.

    “Arminius won a cataclysmic victory,” Fronto conceded. “But this was an ambush against an army poorly led, whose own auxiliaries betrayed them. And he lost nearly every battle after, even if most were a costly, bloody grind.”

    Julianus then added, “Decebalus has something which Arminius did not. Professional soldiers. We may have defeated him at the Iron Gates, but by Victoria it was a savage struggle.”

    “We won a victory, yet were forced to accept a degrading peace,” Fronto remarked. “Though Domitian was left with little choice, given the troubles in Germania, the stain on his reputation matched that left upon the blood-soaked ground of Tapae.”

    “If that blood is to be avenged, I must learn as much as possible about our enemy,” Trajan stressed. “Their armament, tactics, strategy, size and strength of their armies, everything.”

    “That damned falx is their fiercest weapon,” Fronto asserted. “The curved blade is able to reach over shields and cut through helmets.”

    “Many of our dead bled to death when their sword arms were severed by these weapons,” Julianus added. “We began outfitting legionaries with segmented arm manicae to protect them.” He then raised his cup to the emperor. “A lesson I know you have learned, Caesar, judging from your kitting of the Praetorian Guard. And your request to do the same with the Rhine and Danube armies.”

    The trio continued to dine and drink in silence for a few minutes. While serving trays were cleared away for the next course, Julianus spoke up.

    “Kitting out our men to counter the falx will not be enough, sire. We can expect any battles against Dacia to be brutal. Far greater numbers of their men wear armour than most of our adversaries. The terrain is mountainous and unforgiving. With the losses we sustained, we drew no closer than fifty miles of Sarmizegetusa before unable to advance. Make no mistake, Caesar, I long to see Rome exact retribution against Decebalus. But this will require a huge army; I daresay larger than that of Vespasian and Titus at Jerusalem.”

    “Ten legions,” Trajan decided. “It will take ten legions, plus as many auxilia infantry, archers, and cavalry. And we shall call upon every allied and client kingdom to send troops.”

    “Including the Dacians?” Fronto asked with sarcasm. According to the current treaty, Dacia was legally a client kingdom under Rome.

    The men laughed at this absurdity.

    “Such a force will number at least 100,000 fighting men,” Julianus surmised. “The logistics of fielding such a force will be Herculean.”

    “And there are political considerations,” the emperor remarked. “We have seven legions garrisoning the Danube frontier between Pannonia and both Moesia provinces. The rest will have to come from further afield, most likely Germania and Syria.”

    “You did pacify the Marcomanni with your brief expedition before returning to Rome,” Julianus noted. “That should allow the Fourteenth Gemina and a sizeable auxilia force from Upper Germania to join the fight.”

    “And if we are to call upon forces from the east, we should make certain the Parthians are not looking to cause trouble,” Fronto observed.

    “King Pacorus II has been on the Parthian throne for twenty-two years,” Trajan observed. “His father, Vologases, was defeated by Rome in Armenia, and agreed to the Treaty of Rhandeia, which established Armenia as a client kingdom of Rome and buffer state between our empires. He remained on good terms with both Nero and Vespasian, and even sent a contingent of horse archers to assist during the Great Jewish Revolt. Pacorus is more interested in trade, rather than war. He’s also had to put down revolts from two pretenders, including his own brother. At the moment, Parthia is not stable enough to cause trouble for Rome. Though that can change quickly. Eight legions man our eastern frontier, from Asia Minor, to Syria, and into Judea. We can safely dispatch no more than two to Dacia.”

    “And what of auxiliaries and allied troops, sire?” Julianus asked.

    “These can be drawn from all corners of the Empire,” Trajan stated. “The rugged mountains are ill-suited for cavalry, though the Mauritanian Light Horse could prove useful in reconnaissance and skirmishing. We shall even call upon our allies and client rulers in Britannia to field a division of warriors. Gives them a greater stake in the welfare of the Empire, not to mention the chance for plunder.”

    “And when do you intend to make this move against Decebalus?” Fronto asked.

    “Next year, at the earliest,” the emperor replied. “As you’ve stated, this will be a Herculean undertaking. We need to build a fortress to act as a supply depot and staging ground for our forces. Confirming the stability of all our frontiers and provinces is crucial, not just those we intend to draw soldiers from. We cannot be grinding our way through Dacia with a third of the entire Imperial Army, only to have hostilities erupt along our other frontiers, or have disgruntled peasants causing issues at home.”  He then took a drink of wine and collected his thoughts. “And, of equal importance, I need the blessing of the senate.”

    This mildly surprised both former generals. While Trajan had treated the senate with deferential respect, his actual policies were more in line with the autocratic Domitian than the amiable Nerva. The exception to this was his continuing promise that no senator would be put to death during his reign. He’d also decreed that the welfare programs instituted by Nerva would continue and be expanded. His approachable nature aside, Trajan was still as much the absolute ruler as Domitian. If he wished to invade Dacia with 100,000 imperial soldiers, he need only give the order.

    But then, Julianus and Fronto understood the true nature of Trajan’s power. Were the senate to voice its disapproval of war with Dacia, the emperor may actually concede, even though he did not have to. This was a risk the senate was unlikely to take, however. For if the emperor was bound and determined to invade Dacia, he could simply do so and tear away the restored façade of governing with, rather than over, the senate. Trajan wielded more substantive power over his colleagues with polite requests, rarely needing to remind them of his absolute power.

    
    Prefect Vorenus ordered the entirety of Imperial Horse Guards assembled. The regiment paraded in a massed single formation outside the encampment east of the city, near where the barracks was being constructed. Decurions stood in a single rank in front of the formation, with the curators who acted as their seconds in the back. Vorenus, Tiberius, and their two centurions stood atop a wooden dais, overlooking the assembly.

    “Men of the Imperial Horse Guards,” Vorenus’ voice echoed. “I have spoken with Caesar about your concerns. By Roman law, any citizen serving in the imperial forces, be it the legions, praetorians, and now the horse guards, may not marry unless he holds the rank of infantry centurion or cavalry decurion. There cannot be exceptions amongst our ranks, without changing the law and allowing all citizen soldiers the right to take wives. Caesar understands your dilemma, that those of you with families did so under the laws established for non-citizen soldiers of the auxilia. Your citizenship was granted as soon as you were accepted into the regiment, with the franchise passing on to your families. Caesar has stressed to the senate that we must honour that promise. Those wives and any children born before you were accepted into horse guards will keep their citizenship.”

    He paused before continuing. “However, as men who now fall under the same laws as other citizen soldiers, future marriage remains prohibited for any beneath the rank of decurion. Any children sired after the date of your attestation into the regiment will not be granted the franchise until either you attain sufficient rank or retire. Furthermore, wives and children, regardless of marital status, must be housed outside the barracks. Caesar humbly asks your pardon and understanding in the fairness of this compromise.”

    There would certainly be some grumblings amongst the ranks. Yet the majority of horse guardsmen, particularly those already married, were relieved by the emperor’s decision. They were especially surprised by the tone of Trajan’s judgement. He cared for his soldiers’ wellbeing and wished to be both pragmatic and fair. They could ask for little more.

    “All they need now is a little campaigning to provide distraction,” Tiberius said quietly to his superior. His words were spoken in jest yet would prove prophetic.

    Vorenus dismissed the regiment, with decurions ordering their men to return to their duties. The prefect and his deputy rode back to their headquarters atop Palatine Hill. A messenger from the imperial court awaited them.

    The young man was an Equus who served on the staff of Octavius Capito, the emperor’s chancellor and chief civil adviser. Trajan had ended the tradition of employing freedmen within the imperial court, replacing all with equites. He reasoned, “Those closest to Caesar should be men with a personal stake in the Empire.”

    “Message from Caesar, sir,” the messenger said, presenting a small scroll to Vorenus. The prefect read the short missive and handed it to Tiberius.

    

    Vorenus,

    

    The flying column of Imperial Horse Guards will begin preparations for departure to the eastern Danube in the coming spring. Exact date and destination to be determined. They will act as my personal representatives until it is either deemed necessary for me to join them, or they are recalled to Rome. Inform me when all logistical and administrative preparations are made.

    

    Trajan

    

    Tiberius noted the emperor kept written missives to the Horse Guards’ prefects brief and informal, never using flowery language or any of his many titles. This by no means denoted familiarity. Neither Vorenus nor Tiberius would dare address Trajan by his given name. It was simply a habit Trajan developed as a legate, preferring to keep correspondence concise, saving formalities and use of titles for the senate, where decorum dictated their necessity.

    Vorenus said to the messenger, “Inform Caesar we will begin preparations at once.”

    

  
    Chapter III: Inevitable War

    

    Sarmizegetusa, Kingdom of Dacia

    Late January, 100 A.D.

    
    Statue of King Decebalus, Deva, Romania

    Decebalus knew war with Rome was imminent. He’d been planning for it ever since the previous cessation of hostilities more than a decade prior. His armies needed time to replenish their depleted numbers. Rome could relocate soldiers from across their vast Empire to replace those killed or crippled. Dacia’s only means was waiting years for the next generation of young men to come of age.

    King Decebalus had ruled Dacia for nearly thirteen years, since the abdication of his aged uncle, King Duras. Prior to his ascension, he was a successful general who’d won numerous victories over neighbouring hostile tribes to the north and expanded the kingdom’s borders. A skilled diplomat, he strengthened the alliance with their ethnic kinsmen to the east, the Rhoxolani. He’d laid the political foundations to unify the clans of Dacia soon after the untimely death of his cousin made him Duras’ heir.

    His greatest achievements, which best helped him secure the respect of his people, lay in his battles against the hated Romans. Soon before his rise to become king, Decebalus led a successful expedition across the Danube into Roman Moesia. Catching the imperials by surprise, they routed several garrisons and attained much plunder from the gold and copper mines. Though defeated in a subsequent skirmish, he successfully withdrew his army across the Danube in good order. The incursion baited Emperor Domitian into invading Dacia. His understrength and poorly-led forces met with disaster at Tapae, near the passage through the cliffs known as the Iron Gates. An entire legion was annihilated, with the imperial remnants limping the fifty-mile trek back to the Danube. The captured legionary eagle and standard of the emperor’s Praetorian Guard were the most revered treasures displayed in the royal citadel at Sarmizegetusa.

    The second Roman invasion, which came several years later, ended in a bloody, tactical defeat on the same battlefield. Though Decebalus’ armies had prevented the Romans from passing through the Iron Gates, the price in lives was severe. Only troubles in Germania and Pannonia prevented Domitian from dispatching reinforcements to Dacia and renewing the war. Decebalus seized upon the Empire’s hasty need for peace. For the past eleven years, the king used the favourable terms of the armistice to vastly enrich Dacia’s coffers, improve the nation’s civic works and military fortifications.

    On a frigid winter morning, the king, with a small entourage of councillors and military leaders, inspected the southern defences of the capital, Sarmizegetusa. Seated upon a tall mountain, six citadels ringed the city proper. Snow covered the surrounding high peaks and battlements. The city streets were slushy with thin layers of ice crackling beneath their feet.

    Work had mostly ceased with the coming of winter, though surveyors continued to measure and sketch estimates on how to improve the defences against a possible siege. Growing concerns over their efforts being potentially used against their own countrymen, many of the Roman engineers resigned soon after Domitian’s assassination. Those who remained were enticed by Dacian coin to continue their labours.

    “These walls are strong,” the king said appreciatively. He brushed some snow off the battlement and slapped the tops of the stones. He then turned to one of his advisers and remarked, “Your people are capable builders, Tertius.”

    Tertius was a former Roman centurion who’d deserted from the Fifth Macedonica Legion fifteen years before. Though not an engineer, he understood basic construction of defences and how they could best counter a siege.

    “Your ancestors were wise to build their capital atop such favourable ground,” he replied.

    The two gazed down upon the snow-covered rolling hills below. The primary road running from the southern gate was muddy and rutted from the constant stream of wagons and merchant carts following the autumn harvest. These numbered few during the winter months, as the Dacians and other peoples of the Carpathian Mountains huddled next to their glowing hearths and awaited the coming spring.

    “Even if the armies of Caesar manage to break through the Iron Gates, it will be a bitter slog before they reach us,” the king’s brother, Price Diegis, stated. “For every stronghold they attempt to capture, they’ll leave a pile of corpses.”

    “We should still take every measure to prevent them from even reaching Sarmizegetusa,” the king said. “Even if they cannot breach our walls, a siege will cause much suffering. Starvation kills far more than the blade.”

    “Even if they breach the Iron Gates and cross the Hateg Plain, we still have three fortresses guarding the main road to Sarmizegetusa,” his brother reminded him. “The holy citadel of Costesti Cetatuie is our strongest outside of the capital.”

    “Do you really think the Romans will be so mad as to attack us again?” a councillor asked.

    It was a question that was constantly debated ever since the end of the previous war. Decebalus turned to face the man.

    “Were Domitian still emperor, I would have my doubts, yet still remain cautious. But this new Caesar is different. He is a soldier, and a highly effective one, if the rumours are to be believed.”

    “They are, sire,” Tertius said. “Trajan’s reputation extends back to his time as a tribune, twenty-five years ago. He was part of an expedition against the Rhoxolani during the later reign of Vespasian. Much to my regret, my own legion supported this incursion. It cast the first doubts in my mind about whether I could serve Rome and preserve my soul.”

    Prince Diegis, who stood behind Tertius, smirked at this last remark. He and his brother both knew that, like most Roman deserters, Tertius came to Dacia because the lure of wealth exceeded his loyalty to Caesar. But he was a useful adviser, and his motives mattered not.

    “Did you know Trajan?” the prince asked.

    Tertius shook his head. “No. I was still just a legionary and paid no heed to pampered senatorial officers. However, he was publicly named and given several awards by the commanding general, following the raid. I only know rumours about his actions as legate during Domitian’s pathetic invasion against the Chatti in Germania. I had already thrown down my gladius and joined your cause by then. But he was very effective in routing the Marcomanni and Quadi, who aided in the Pannonia insurrection. They, too, had destroyed an imperial legion. But Trajan’s army was simply too large for them to oppose.”

    “And my spies report that it was Trajan himself who led the most recent incursion against our friends, the Marcomanni,” Diegis said. He then glanced down for a moment. “I know their sacrifice bought us time, perhaps a year or two, but it would be false for me to say I don’t have regrets.”

    “They did not have to accept our gold and attack the Romans,” Decebalus replied. “They were already in a constant state of conflict with the Empire. We gave them the means to form a greater coalition to spill the blood of the legions. That they attacked the Romans before mustering enough warriors, hoarding the coin we gave them instead of using it to build their army, is the fault of King Baldewin, not you, dear brother.”

    Despite this assertion, there was still a pang of remorse in the king’s voice. “But we must now look to our own borders,” he said. “We have not squandered our great wealth on selfish pleasures, but turned our nation into a fortress that even a formidable foe such as Trajan will suffer mightily if he intends to conquer.”

    “We still lack sufficient warriors,” Diegis admitted. “There are mercenary bands amongst the Contini and Carpi to the north. But these are few, and their reliability questionable. No matter how strongly we fortify every pass between here and the Danube, any war against Rome will be bloody. Even our great victory at the Iron Gates, which claimed an eagle and the praetorian standard, was not without great cost.”

    “And that is why you have my men,” Tertius asserted. “Enticing Roman soldiers to abandon their oaths is not just an embarrassment for Caesar. They train your men to fight against the legions. I must ask, sire, that former imperial officers be named captains within your professional corps and the comati. Even legionaries or auxilia troopers can capably lead and train your militia troops.”

    “I will consider it,” Decebalus said. “Captains within our professional corps are Dacian nobles from great families who’ve served our people for centuries. It is a privilege granted only to a select few. However, I understand the need for innovative leaders, especially against an enemy like Emperor Trajan.”

    “The pride of your noble families should not come at the cost of your people’s very existence,” the turncoat Roman said.

    
    Trajan spent the following week meeting with military advisers, logisticians, and former governors of the provinces bordering Dacia. His own experiences along the eastern Danube were limited to his tenure as laticlavian tribune with Legio VII, Gemina, prior to the legion’s reassignment to Hispania by Vespasian. The territory of the Rhoxolani, where he’d taken part in a punitive expedition under Marcus Antonius Primus, was vast open steppes bordering the Black Sea. The eastern and southeastern rims of the Carpathian Mountains of the Dacian Kingdom were completely unknown to him.

    Rumours began to circulate that the emperor was preparing for war. Rather than dispelling them, Trajan simply asserted that he was gathering information about a matter of great importance to the Roman state. It was stressed that he was preparing a request, rather than a directive. Few believed this charade, yet the courtesy bolstered political support for Trajan.

    He’d only returned to Rome five months prior, despite having ruled as Caesar for just over two years. And only six of his previous twenty-eight years with the imperial senate were in Rome. The rest of his cursus honorum was spent governing provinces and commanding legions. Thus, most of the senate was still getting to know their emperor. So far, he’d ruled with a dictatorial efficiency similar to Domitian, with the charismatic demeanour of a higher-born Vespasian.

    It was on the Kalends of February that Trajan came before the senate with his significant proposal. He wore his senatorial toga with a purple sash. Given the nature of this meeting, he elected to wear the laurel crown. His manner of dress struck a balance between his two predecessors: more authoritative than Nerva, while less pretentious than Domitian.

    As Trajan had accepted the consulship for what would be his first full year within the capital, he occupied one of the chairs on the raised dais at the end of the chamber. His colleague was the revered former general and architect, Julius Frontinus. Frontinus was equally famous for subjugating the Silures in western Britannia as he was for constructing aqueducts in and around Rome. Though just shy of his sixtieth birthday, his health had declined over the past year, and he had requested leave to retire. Trajan asked if he would do him the honour of accepting that rare precedent of a third consulship before departing from public life. This was noteworthy, as it was also Trajan’s third term in the consular chair.

    “Noble Fathers of Rome!” Trajan proclaimed. He then held up a thick scroll which he proceeded to reference. “I come before you as princeps, consul, and your colleague with a most important and grave consideration. The Kingdom of Dacia was once a peaceful neighbour of our provinces in Moesia. Not since the time of Julius Caesar, when King Burebista declared himself an ally of Pompey Magnus, had there been trouble between our peoples. That peace, which lasted 117 years, was violated sixteen years ago when, unprovoked, Prince Decebalus invaded Roman territory on a rampage of pillage and murder. He was soon after named their king, and his enmity towards Rome is only matched by that of the infamous Hannibal Barca. Two wars did Emperor Domitian fight against the murderer. Fortune was against his first general, the late Cornelius Fuscus, who impudently attacked with a paltry force, at the cost of an entire legion. The second war was fought with much greater competence by our noble friend, Tettius Julianus.”

    The emperor gestured to the older senator, who received polite applause from his peers, notably those who’d served with him in Moesia and Dacia.

    Trajan continued, “That war was only ended by troubles in Pannonia. Emperor Domitian was compelled to seek terms with Decebalus, despite Julianus emerging victorious in battle. While the subsequent treaty refers to Dacia as a Client Kingdom under Rome, this is a false pretence. Client kingdoms pay tribute to Rome, either in wealth or alliances. Rome does not pay them bribes! Yet such an ignominious bribe has drained the imperial treasury these past eleven years. The two-million denarii annual donative would pay the wages of an entire legion! Our own coin, still bearing images of the Caesars, have been used to lure imperial soldiers to desert from the Danube garrisons. No doubt, the intent is to use these men to train the Dacians in the art of Roman warfare.”

    Angry insults were shouted from a number of senators, directed towards Decebalus, the Dacian people, and especially those traitorous Romans who violated their sacred oaths of allegiance.

    “Treason can only be met with the sword, not in coin,” Julianus said, his voice calm, yet harsh.

    “The traitors will be dealt with, I promise you,” the emperor reassured the senate. “Adding to Decebalus’ duplicity, the treaty grants Dacia the use of Roman engineers to aid them in improving their public works. Instead, they are used to build fortifications. We have learned the majority are positioned in the southern Carpathian Mountains, facing Roman lands! Clearly, Decebalus views himself not as a client king under Rome, but an adversary who is only waiting for the chance to strike again. The fearsome losses he suffered in previous conflicts are all that prevent him from waging war upon us once again. But eleven years have passed, and a new generation swells the Dacian ranks, ready to die for their duplicitous king and his bloodthirsty god, Zalmoxis.”

    “They should both be trampled into the earth!” one senator shouted, raising his fist. This was met with approvals from both sides of the senate chamber. Though he kept his outward appearance stoic, Trajan could not have been more pleased.

    “And if the defence fortifications were not proof enough,” the emperor continued, “we need only look to Decebalus’ diplomatic treachery against his betters. He’s made no secret of his dealings with the Iazyges and Germanic tribes west along the Danube. We’ve only recently pacified the Marcomanni, yet they and the Quadi may become emboldened. Our recent victory against the Marcomanni only pacified a few of the clans which previously made war on us. And Decebalus’ allies to the east, the Rhoxolani, remain ever the hated enemy of Rome.”

    There was a final reason which Trajan felt justified war with Dacia, though it had more to do with economics than previous treachery. Simply put, the Kingdom of Dacia was extremely wealthy, made even more so by more than a decade of receiving its obscene donative from Rome. The Carpathian Mountains north of the Danube were also rich in gold, silver, and other precious metals. These funded Dacia’s cities, providing their people with public works, plumbing, and sanitation that the Romans almost begrudgingly described as “civilised.” Such riches funded its permanent corps of around 40,000 professional soldiers.

    For the moment, Trajan left this matter unstated, though it was on the minds of all within the curia. He felt it wiser to focus on provincial security, avenging past grievances, and restoring Roman honour, rather than plundering a neighbouring kingdom. With a pause in his speech, the emperor ceded the floor to Tettius Julianus, who rose to address the assembly, first bowing to Trajan.

    “Thank you, Caesar.” He then turned to speak to both wings of the curia. “Most virtuous Fathers of Rome, I was recently honoured with an invite to dine with our emperor. He requested my candid advice, and that of the noble Octavius Fronto. I spoke plainly and insisted that a full-scale invasion of Dacia will require a huge army, far greater than that of Vespasian and Titus at Jerusalem. I wish to assure you, my noble colleagues, that Caesar took our words to heart. He neither underestimates nor fears our enemy. Should he request it, and provided the imperial army can muster sufficient forces without undermining the frontiers, then I offer my strongest endorsement to his proposal.”

    An outside observer might have assumed this was previously rehearsed, yet Trajan was in fact mildly surprised by Julianus’ words. He was also quietly grateful, for Julianus was the last man to defeat the Dacians in open battle, albeit a dozen years prior.

    “I, too, offer my endorsement for military action against Decebalus,” Octavius Fronto spoke up. “I took a Dacian spear to the leg during the last war. It has left me with a limp to this day, though I am among the fortunate. The spirits of our dead cry out from Elysium for justice. I fear the longer we delay, the stronger Decebalus becomes. He needs to only gently coerce the Rhoxolani into action, and he may even be able to bribe the previously neutral Iazyges. Neither of these nations can stand against Rome alone. But together they can bring a host of armoured horsemen to ransack our lands. Julianus and I have both witnessed their ferocity and how hard they can press even the most disciplined legionaries. Twelve years have passed since last Roman and Dacian blood soaked the ground near the mountain pass known as the Iron Gates. Our spies report the enemy has never fully recovered. Yet as more of their young men come of age, their fighting strength will return, with Roman coin purchasing them arms and armour.”

    Rather than addressing these remarks, the emperor ceded to his fellow consul, Frontinus. Though his face was pale, and Trajan thought he might be ill, the old general and engineer’s mind remained ever sharp.

    “I regret that age and ill health prevent me from donning my armour once more,” he said. “Though it’s been nearly three decades, I have also commanded troops over mountainous terrain, in the Beacons of western Britannia. The Carpathians are even more imposing. Every pass is fortified by citadels and defensive ramparts. While an invasion of Dacia is certainly justifiable, conquering the entire kingdom will require far greater toil than defeating their armies in the field. As your consular colleague, Caesar, I must ask whether you intend to absorb Dacia into the Empire.”

    “At this time, my intent is not to conquer Dacia,” Trajan replied. “Nor is it to kill or depose Decebalus. Though, if he were to fall in battle, none outside his kingdom would mourn his loss. The divine Augustus was wise in his assessment that the Roman Empire should not expand its borders. With the exception of Claudius’ invasion of Britannia, his successors have mostly honoured this. There were a few inclusions of former client states into the Empire by Tiberius, Claudius, and Vespasian, though these were achieved through diplomatic, rather than military means.”

    These words surprised many in the senate. In the past, Trajan had spoken openly about the need forego the Augustan doctrine and bring Roman dominion beyond its current borders. He’d given speeches on the benefits of laying claim to the fertile region of the Tigris and Euphrates Rivers. He even spoke of annexing the desolate lands all the way to the Persian Gulf, to seize control of trade with the distant lands of India and the Han Empire. Had his stance on additional conquest softened? Only time would tell.

    “Decebalus needs to be taught a swift and brutal lesson in humility and what it means to be a client king under Rome,” Trajan declared. “No more shall he steal Roman gold and use it to bribe wayward soldiers. Nor shall he use our engineers to construct fortifications against us. Reparations will be paid for previous incursions. The Dacians shall submit to obedience, rather than impudence. A client state along our borders can be mutually beneficial, as evidenced by the Kingdom of Armenia acting as intermediary between Rome and Parthia. So, too, can the Dacians prove valuable keeping their errant Sarmatian kinsmen to the east, west, and north, away from our borders. But diplomacy alone will not compel Decebalus into proper subjugation. He must face the overwhelming might of the imperial army and understand that to contest the will of Rome is to ensure the annihilation of his kingdom.”

    These last words were met with rousing applause from the senate, including many who were previously hesitant. Attempting to bring a rival nation into submission on the battlefield was certainly fraught with risk, particularly against a foe as fearsome as Decebalus. But to conquer this same kingdom would be a prodigious campaign even more dangerous and costly in lives and treasure.

    There was still much to debate, and work to be done before any imperial soldiers crossed the eastern Danube. But Emperor Trajan would have his war with Dacia, with the full support of the imperial senate.

    

  
    Chapter IV: Building an Army

    

    ***

    

    Two days after meeting with the senate, the emperor summoned his fellow consul, Julius Frontinus, along with a host of respected senators and former legates. Notable amongst these were men selected to take command of various legions along the Rhine and Danube frontiers within the next year. His military chief-of-staff, the venerable Pompey Longinus, was present, along with the emperor’s second cousin, Aelius Hadrian.

    One man regrettably absent was Gaius Cornelius Maternus who’d governed Moesia during the last Dacian War. His forced retirement from public life, owing to a perceived rivalry with Trajan for the principate, left the emperor devoid of a crucial adviser to the eastern Danube. Thankfully, he still had Tettius Julianus, who governed Upper Moesia in the aftermath of the war. Pompey Longinus had been Julianus’ successor, his tenure spanning the final three years of Domitian’s reign.

    “We must be as prudent in our preparations as we are aggressive in battle,” Trajan stated. “This will be a herculean undertaking, requiring a force of 100,000 soldiers: one third of the entire imperial army. Keeping such a force fed and equipped will prove as difficult and crucial as winning battles in the field. We need a suitable staging ground, large enough for a massive supply depot, close to the Dacian border, yet defensible.”

    “There is an isthmus along the Danube, between Viminacium and Ratiaria,” Pompey recalled. “It is accessible by both road and river, and ideally suited to serve as the staging ground for both soldiers’ logistics stores.”

    “It will have to be a massive plot of land to store the necessary rations and supplies,” Consul Frontinus observed.

    “It is,” Pompey assured him. “And, because it’s protected by the river on three sides, it will be easier to fortify against Dacian raiding parties.”

    “A permanent fortress of stone will be erected on the site,” Trajan declared. “And it shall be named in honour of Diana, Goddess of the Hunt.”

    Trajan then nodded to Octavius Capito, who spread out a huge map on the table. It was a cartographer’s sketch of the entire Roman Empire, with legion and auxilia regiment posts marked with charcoal.

    “The question now,” the emperor said. “Is where shall we draw this army from?”

    Three days were spent in deliberations between the emperor and his advisers. Logistically, it made sense to draw from the Rhine and Danube. These forces would have the most direct and accessible route to the staging ground near Viminacium. The Germanicus Line established by Domitian had strengthened the Rhine frontier, with all but two of the Germanic legions available for Trajan’s proposed campaign. Legionary and auxilia troops in Hispania would be assembled, in the event troubles did arise along the Rhine.

    On the morning of the fourth day, once Trajan and his staff had reviewed the proposals, despatch riders were sent to the governors of Pannonia, Dalmatia, Germania, and both Moesia provinces. They were ordered to prepare eleven legions for war: First Italica, First Minervia, First and Second Adiutrix, Fourth Flavia Felix, Fifth Macedonica, Seventh Claudia, Eleventh Claudia, Thirteenth Gemina, Fourteenth Gemina Martia Victrix, and Fifteenth Apollinaris. Vexillations from Fourth Scythica and Twelfth Fulminata in Syria were ordered to Moesia. Additional auxilia forces would come from these provinces, as well as Mauretania, Belgica, and Britannia. The Praetorian Guard, not yet reassimilated into the emperor’s household division, would act as an infantry reserve. As their commanding prefect, Claudius Livianus would act in the same capacity as a legate.

    Owing to the scale in preparations, the invasion could not commence for some time. Each legion and auxilia regiment was ordered to send a delegation to Diana, along with around ten percent of its total strength, to act as the advance guard and quartering force. The camp prefects and ranking centurions in command of these delegations were responsible for establishing the eventual campsites, building fortifications, and staging grounds for warehouses and grain silos. Trajan knew it would take several months just to get these forces in place, especially those coming from as far as Mauretania and Britannia.

    “A year,” Trajan declared. “We need at least a year to set the stage.”

    To keep such a massive army organised, the emperor required a staff of highly experienced officers. Pompey Longinus was appointed as chief-of-staff. The other legatus pro praetore included Julius Servianus, the current Governor of Pannonia and husband to Trajan’s former ward, Aelia Paulina. Trajan sent word to Servianus that he would be replaced in Pannonia prior to the campaign, as his services were needed with the army headquarters. Another was Sosius Senecio, the former legate of Legio I, Minerva, and a trusted adviser to both Domitian and Trajan. Julius Bassus was a competent former general and staff officer, who, like Trajan, had commanded a legion during Domitian’s Chatti Campaign. Licinius Sura was one of Trajan’s closest friends, who’d replaced him as Governor of Lower Germania after Trajan’s adoption by Emperor Nerva. His term was set to end soon, and Trajan ordered him placed on his staff. Lusius Quietus, a Roman patrician and Berber prince from Mauretania, was given command over the army’s cavalry corps, including his own Mauretanian Light Horse.

    Most crucial of all staff positions for the upcoming campaign was the army quartermaster, assigned to Caius Manlius Felix. Felix was a notable mathematician who understood commercial transportation better than any. The emperor granted him a partial imperium to acquire necessary supplies and establish logistics lines for the gargantuan quantities of food required to feed such a huge army. Acting as his deputy was Decimus Juvenal. Most famous for his satires and literary feats, he had served as staff officer and quartermaster under Julius Agricola during his expedition to the Isle of Hibernia, west of Britannia, during the final year of Emperor Titus’ short reign.

    There was still one vacant staff position. Trajan summoned Hadrian to his private office within the palace. It was now evening, and the emperor had dismissed Capito for the evening, with instructions that all despatch couriers be ready to depart the following morning. Hadrian waited outside the office as Capito departed. Two troopers from Imperial Horse Guards stood on either side of the door. With a nod from Hadrian, one of the men knocked.

    “Enter,” Trajan’s voice called.

    The trooper held the door open for Hadrian.

    “You sent for me, Caesar?” he asked as soon as the door was closed behind him.

    “I did,” Trajan replied. He was standing near his desk, a scroll held in his right hand. He pointed it at Hadrian but refrained momentarily from handing it to him. “I expect you are eager for an appointment for the upcoming campaign in Dacia.”

    “I am,” Hadrian confirmed. He stood with his hands clasped behind his back to prevent him from fidgeting. “To be honest, I was hoping for a position of command.”

    “You only just turned twenty-four last month,” Trajan noted. “You are far too young and inexperienced to be given command of a legion. War against a fearsome adversary as the Dacians is not the time to be learning how to lead men into battle.”

    “I’ve served as laticlavian tribune twice,” Hadrian countered, immediately regretting the words as soon as they were spoken.

    “You proved capable in this capacity,” the emperor said. “But you were also insubordinate. I cannot grant command to any who is unable to follow orders.”

    The incident referred to was during Hadrian’s service as laticlavian tribune of Legio XXII under his brother-in-law, Servianus. When news of Emperor Nerva’s death and Trajan’s ascension to the principate reached Germania, Servianus had ordered Hadrian to remain at Mogontiacum, and that an imperial courier would deliver the message. Hadrian had instead disobeyed his commanding officer, taken to horse, and ridden to Bonna to inform Trajan that he was now emperor.

    “Am I to be punished for my transgression for the rest of my life?” Hadrian asked.

    Trajan looked puzzled by this. “No,” he said. “But nor have you earned my trust to be granted command over soldiers. You have acted as my personal liaison to the senate since our return to Rome, quite admirably, I might add. Your grasp of civic administration is well ahead of your years. You will have your chance to prove your worth as an imperial soldier. But not yet.”

    He then placed the scroll upon his desk and dismissed the young man. Hadrian said nothing, struggling to suppress his feelings of disappointment as he left. Trajan stared down at the scroll for a moment before placing it in a cubby hanging from the wall.

    
    With despatches sent to every legion, regiment, and allied force expected to converge upon Moesia over the course of the following year, Trajan made another decision.

    “I cannot leave Rome for the time being,” he said to his assembled courtiers and advisers. “But it is only right that an imperial presence be maintained at the Diana Fortress.”

    “Sire,” Hadrian spoke up, attempting once more to find employment for the pending invasion. “I would be honoured to act on your behalf in Moesia.”

    The young man was still feeling personally wounded, following their talk the night before. He was eager for the chance to prove himself, and feared he would be denied the opportunity to serve in the upcoming campaign.

    “While I appreciate the offer, cousin, your current duties are more important,” Trajan replied. “As quaestor imperatoris Traiani, you are my personal liaison to the imperial senate. Your term expires at the end of the year. Continue to serve well, and you may attain a place upon my staff prior to our departure for the frontier.”

    This seemed to satisfy the young man, who looked relieved. Trajan still treated his second cousin with caution. For while he’d proven both intelligent and capable, his personal behaviour, particularly his more lascivious indulgences, caused the emperor embarrassment on multiple occasions. One unspoken reason why Trajan had decided to take Hadrian with him was to keep him away from the soft vices of Rome and the Greek provinces, which Hadrian loved a little too much in the emperor’s mind.

    “It need not be a member of the court,” Trajan then stated. “Rather, I would prefer a military delegation who will keep me informed and can speak freely to me.” He then paused in thought for a moment before looking to his household division prefects, Vorenus, Claudius, and Suburanus. “Send Tribune Lucifer of the Praetorian Guard and Commander Artorius of Imperial Horse Guards to me.”

    He then dismissed the council. Before Hadrian departed, Trajan stopped him and handed him a scroll. His former ward suspected it was the same one the emperor was handling the night before. He broke the seal and read as he walked from the chamber.

    

    Publius Aelius Hadrian, upon completion of his term as quaestor imperatoris Traiani, is hereby assigned to the emperor’s military staff in the position of legatus pro praetore, with the designation of special observer. He will assume all assigned duties as designated by General Pompey Longinus, Imperial Chief-of-Staff.

    

    Signed,

    

    Imperator Caesar Nerva Traianus Augustus

    

    The post of special observer was meaningless, and perhaps condescending. Hadrian did not care. He was to be part of Trajan’s entourage during the upcoming Dacian campaign. And he was not being placed under the charge of his brother-in-law! The two had made some amends, due in no small part to Hadrian’s sister and Servianus’ wife, Aelia Paulina. Yet they were most certainly not friends and tended to avoid each other when possible. Hadrian did, however, have a favourable opinion of Pompey Longinus. Whatever tasks Pompey gave him, Hadrian was determined to make the most of his assignment and not disappoint the emperor again.

    
    The meeting between Trajan, Lucifer, and Tiberius was kept brief, with the emperor stating they were to act as the personal eyes and ears of the princeps.

    “You will not be in a position to give orders to the legates or senatorial officers, but your influence will be noted.”

    He then dismissed the two before returning to the array of civic matters that ever required his attention.

    Lucifer invited Tiberius to dine with him and his wife that evening. Trajan had not specified when they would be departing Rome, which led to much speculation.

    “I expect soon after the spring equinox,” Tiberius conjectured. “The passes through the eastern Alps near Aquileia and Emona should be traversable by then.”

    “It’s more than just needing clear roads,” Lucifer remarked. “We have to make certain our men have sufficient stores for both the journey and when we arrive. You understand this as well as any.”

    “Yes,” his friend concurred. “I recall the winter we spent at Virunum. I don’t wish to sound boastful, but Vorenus even said my persistence in demanding the quartermasters bring stores of animal fodder saved the regiment’s horses from starving to death.”

    “And grazeable land may be scarce in the early spring, especially if there is still snow upon the ground. I will speak with Claudius and ask he direct our quartermaster to meet with yours. We’ll need ample wagons to carry enough food for men and beasts.”

    “We’ll bring three months’ worth of supplies,” Tiberius said. “The journey itself will take at least a month. Grain stores at Singidunum and Viminacium will already be strained as more of the advance forces arrive.”

    “General Felix is drafting a petition for Trajan and the senate, asking that grain shipments be sent directly from Egypt to Dalmatia. I expect a constant stream of supply convoys from the Dalmatian port of Narona to Viminacium over the following year.”

    When Tiberius returned to his home later that night, he found himself invigorated at the thought of returning to the frontier. He still held the majesty of the capital with a sense of awe, though it never became home to him. During his time with the vigiles, and even the past few months since returning with the Imperial Horse Guards, he always felt like he belonged somewhere else. But where? He didn’t know.

    Was I always this restless? he thought to himself as he removed his tunic and sandals. Stretching out on his bed, he reasoned, I was but an overgrown child when I left home, eight years ago. Would I be a different person, had I never left Britannia?

    

  
    Chapter V: To the Danube

    

    ***

    

    It was the first week of April when final preparations were made for their departure from Rome. A praetorian staff officer was appointed quartermaster for the detachment of two cohorts, plus the flying column from Imperial Horse Guards. The entire force, including officer servants and staff, numbered 1,500, with around 550 horses for the mounted troops and praetorian officers. Because they were part of the emperor’s household division, acquiring sufficient wagons and stores proved much easier than if they were a legion or auxilia regiment. Sutlers and merchants simply did not tell Caesar’s representatives “no,” though they could inflate their prices to make good on the loss. After all, who had a greater budget than the Emperor of Rome?

    The ration wagons consisted mostly of piled sacks of wheat grain, supplemented with dried lentils. Vegetables would not remain fresh for long, with the column only carrying a week’s worth. Meat was supplied by a large herd of sheep, pigs, and even a few cattle. Praetorians and horse guardsmen each carried a week’s worth of grain flour, dried meat, and vegetables in their packs, along with cooking implements and basic camping tools. One hundred and eighty pack mules carried the section tents. Lucifer, Tiberius, their subordinate centurions and decurions, conducted thorough inspections of their men, animals, and equipment in the days leading up to departure. Reinforced wagons, with additional draught animals, carried the smithing equipment and parts for armourers. The final two days were chaotic, as the plethora of wagons, carts, and draught beasts were staged just outside the encampment of Imperial Horse Guards.

    April was one of the wettest months of the Roman year. A spring shower soaked the city and surrounding countryside the previous night. It also cleansed the stifling air of the city. Tiberius stood on the balcony outside his quarters at the imperial palace. He closed his eyes, stretched his arms overhead, and took in a deep breath. He’d slept little, his mind racing in many directions regarding every aspect of the upcoming journey. Understanding the responsibility placed upon him, he could not help but constantly ruminate over every possible detail that could go wrong.

    “I’ve made your breakfast, master,” Visellius said. “Poached eggs, toasted bread, and cooked lentils, as you instructed.”

    Tiberius wasn’t hungry, but knew the coming day would be long, and he needed his strength. He ate quickly, downing two cups of posca, which he found invigorating. He pushed bowl and cup away, which his freedman handed to the maidservant. Only Visellius would be accompanying Tiberius. The rest of his small household retinue remained under the charge of Lucifer’s wife, Herminia.

    “And are you ready for our next adventure?” he asked.

    Visellius gave a tired smile.

    “Provided I don’t take a barbarian spear or Sarmatian lance to the guts.”

    Tiberius’ armour, kit, and baggage were all staged at the regiment’s camp. He only needed to shave, don his tunic, sandals, and travelling cloak. A palace groom brought him and Visellius their horses. Tiberius also kept a spare mount, whose reins were tied to the saddle of his manservant’s horse. He glanced up at the palace before they rode out the eastern gate onto the road known as the Clivus Scauri. Though he would miss his comfortable bed, he was eager to leave the Eternal City.

    It was at least an hour before dawn, with the night-time traffic still congesting the streets. Watchmen from the vigiles patrolled the streets, proclaiming that merchants and farm workers had two hours before their carts must be cleared away. In another hour, all manner of empty wagons bound for outlying farms and merchant manors would cram the roads, hastening to the nearest city gates, lest they be fined.

    Near the southernmost of the eastern gates, called the Porta Praenestina, Tiberius and Visellius caught up with Gavius Lucifer and his servant, Priscus.

    “A fine morning, sir,” Tiberius said, riding up next to his friend. “Jupiter’s rains have cleansed the air, and it would appear Sol Invictus will grace us with the sun’s rays this day.”

    Lucifer smiled and chuckled softly. He appreciated the young man’s enthusiasm, even if his own did not compare. Lucifer had never considered that he’d still be riding to war at his age, especially after having retired from the legions!

    By the time they reached the large encampment, cornicen horns were awakening the flying column. Lucifer confirmed the two cohorts from the Praetorian Guard were paraded and marching from the Castra Praetoria a mile to the north. The sixteen Horse Guards decurions were assembling their men and preparing to break camp. Each reported to Centurion Fosselius, once their men were ready to depart. By the time the sun cast its warm rays from the east, tents and camping equipment were packed, horses saddled, troopers in full kit and ready to ride. They’d even managed a hasty breakfast. Eight squadrons rode at the head of the column, with the remaining eight in the very back. Half the praetorians marched just behind the lead squadrons, while the rest formed into files on either side of the long supply convoy. Once they were on the march, the column stretched for over two miles. Tiberius gave one last glance over his shoulder at the capital. And with a short nod turned his gaze towards the road ahead.

    The days passed uneventfully. The contingent followed the great highway northeast, through Reate, over the Italia mountains, until they reached the eastern coast of the peninsula. The coastal road took them north to Ariminum, where Tiberius’ late uncle, Lucius Artorius Magnus, had once served as mayor, prior to his death during the Year of the Four Emperors. The weather was idyllic, the days warm and nights temperate. Every few days a spring shower soaked the column, usually in the mornings. The sun then shone, with praetorians drying their travelling cloaks off their packs, and mounted troopers from their saddlebags.

    It was during the early days of their journey that Tiberius celebrated his twenty-fifth birthday, while commemorating two years since the formation of the Imperial Horse Guards. Nearly eight had passed since his first posting to Legio XXI in Pannonia.

    “Eight years or eight lifetimes,” he said philosophically to Lucifer.

    The two rode near the head of the column, along with the Horse Guards’ standard bearer, Tiberius’ orderlies, and two sections from the lead squadron. Centurion Fosselius spent much of the day riding between the lead and rear elements, personally checking the status of his men.

    “And you’d already served nearly an entire career with the legions when I arrived,” Tiberius added.

    At forty-eight, Lucifer was nearly twice Tiberius’ age. Grey hairs and age lines had certainly begun sneaking up on his old friend. Though his joints tended to ache, and he took longer to don and remove his armour, the praetorian officer had lost none of his energy or fortitude.

    “It will happen before you know it,” Lucifer replied. “Time is the one nemesis who eventually defeats us all. I was a tesserarius at your age. Thought I’d seen everything.” He shook his head. “How little I knew! I first joined soon after Vespasian came to the throne, which he held for another ten years. I’d served for nineteen, was in command of my own cohort as centurion pilus prior, when the shameful revolt in Germania occurred.” After a brief hesitation he stated, “We need not speak of what came after in Pannonia.”

    Tiberius could only nod in agreement. Though the years passed, with many memories either merging together or fading completely, he’d never been able to shake off the nightmares from that terrible time. And now, they were preparing for war once again. Trajan decreed the army would need at least a year to make suitable preparations. Given the stories he’d heard from Centurion Syphax, Tiberius was glad for it. The deputy prefect had spoken at great lengths with the African cavalry officer, whom his father had spoken so highly of during their time with Indus’ Horse. Syphax, who was older than Lucifer, was attested into Horse Guards because of his immense experience.

    “We need to learn as much as possible from any who served in the last Dacian War,” Lucifer reasoned.

    “Syphax tells me they are not just mindless barbarians, but possess a corps of professional soldiers, well-armed and trained to fight against the legions.”

    The praetorian nodded in contemplation. “They also have a powerful wing of armoured horsemen, not unlike those damned Rhoxolani whom we’ve all faced. We must be prepared, should they align themselves with Decebalus again.”

    “There’s also the Iazyges to the west of Dacia,” Tiberius observed. “They refused to side with either nation during the last war, even though Domitian executed their diplomatic delegation.” He then remembered a conversation he’d had with the last Flavian emperor. “Domitian admitted to me once that his diplomatic and foreign policy skills were lacking. I found his candour surprising, when he expressed regret over allowing his temper to cloud his vision against the Iazyges.”

    “The war could have gone much worse for Rome, had they joined Dacia and Rhoxolani,” Lucifer speculated.

    “My father almost never spoke of any of his campaigns, yet Syphax has said the Second Battle of Tapae was a bloody and close-run affair. He told me, ‘The Iron Gates are one massive grave, the ground drowning in the blood of both Roman and Dacian.’”

    “He’s rather philosophical, the old centurion,” Lucifer remarked. “That deep, almost musical tone in his voice, he could have made a comfortable living as an orator or bard.”

    Tiberius laughed at this remark. “I mentioned that once, and he said my father told him the same. He stressed that he is a soldier first, that he should take part in any songs which might be worth singing.”

    “I can only imagine the tales he must have,” Lucifer philosophised. “He’s seven years older than me and has served across even greater stretches of the Empire.”

    “His age and experience are why Trajan wanted him with Imperial Horse Guards. Vorenus is an effective leader, but he has never commanded a mounted regiment.”

    “He knows his limitations,” Lucifer concurred, having befriended Lucius Vorenus several years prior. “Like any good officer, he relies upon his veterans. Which is why I’m glad you managed to bring Fosselius to your regiment.”

    “He’s one of the best mentors I ever had,” Tiberius replied, emphasising “one of.” This brought a smile from his friend.

    “You’re a far cry from the idealistic boy who turned up at Carnuntum eight years ago.”

    
    A thousand miles to the northeast, a small force of mounted Dacian scouts followed a well-used hunters’ track in the thick forests. The River Danube lay a mile to the south. The ground was extremely rugged and mountainous. The only patch of open grassland in the area lay south of the river, within a large peninsula.

    Accompanying them was a former Roman auxilia cavalryman named Catullus. For ten years he’d served as a trooper with the Fifth Gallorum Regiment in Moesia. Now, he served a new master, having been enticed by Decebalus’ coin. For abandoning his oath, he was given a sum greater than what Rome had paid him over the course of a decade with the auxilia.

    Catullus knew well the regions along the southern bank of the Danube, for he’d patrolled them many times as an imperial soldier. He was also able to passably speak the Dacian tongue, for his mother had come from the Sarmatian steppes.

    His small force of six men halted in a thick grove of oak trees, whose leaves were just starting to bloom. He sent one of his men down the steep, heavily-forested slope, to see if there was a suitable place to water their horses. An hour later, the man returned. He was on foot, leading his horse by the bridle.

    “There’s a Roman contingent just across the water,” he reported.

    “How large?” Catullus asked.

    “A couple hundred men. They’ve established camp, but it was difficult to tell what else they are doing.”

    The imperial turncoat scrunched his brow. He then took to his horse and followed the man down a long, deep ravine that ran off a mountain spur leading northwest. A mile further, they came out of the ravine, though it was still heavily forested. They halted near the edge of the treeline.

    “Over there,” the scout said.

    He pointed past a long island that lay in the centre of the river. Just beyond the far riverbank, Catullus spied several rows of tents. There were two standards posted outside the largest of these. From the distance, he could discern one of them. It was a red vexillation flag bearing what he thought was the emblem of a bull.

    “That will be the Seventh Claudia Legion,” he said quietly. “Their fortress is at least thirty miles to the west, at Viminacium.”

    “What are they doing here?” his companion asked.

    “That is what we need to learn,” Catullus decided.

    They returned to the rest of their section, where Catullus directed them to establish camp. He sent four of his men in pairs several miles up and down the river.

    “Find places where you can watch the southern Danube Road. Wait three days and then return here with any news of imperial movements.”

    Catullus and his remaining two companions took turns watching the Roman camp across the river. They kept to the trees about a quarter mile from the embankment. This made discerning any details about their enemies difficult. The ground on the north side was too open, however, and he did not wish to risk being seen. During the night, he crept closer to the bank, finding a large stand of oak trees with thick undergrowth. A large island lay directly between him and the Roman camp, its thick stands of trees offering to shield his movement.

    Leaving his weapons with his companions, and taking only a food satchel and waterskin, he and his horse swam out towards the island. The current was deceptive and pulled both mount and rider southeast. He’d started facing the northernmost edge of the island and feared he would be well past the southern tip before he reached it. His horse proved a strong swimmer, and despite Catullus being nearly swamped into the river, they reached the second of two inlets near the southern end. Here it was heavily forested and overgrown. He was compelled to wade his horse along the water’s edge until they reached the larger, more open portion of the island. The ground was mostly packed dirt with scatterings of trees and brush. A lagoon lay near the northern end.

    Wild pigs roamed about, and Catullus thought one would make for a great supper for him and his men. He sighed and took a piece of hard bread from his bag. He could not risk the smells of a cooking fire alerting his former countrymen. And if he’d been able to swim his horse out to the island, then surely any Roman light cavalry could do the same.

    A thickly wooded spur jutting off the southwest bank gave him the perfect hiding spot to watch the enemy encampment. He tethered his horse and spent the next few hours shivering with the wet cold as he tried to get some sleep.

    He woke late, with the sun shining through the thicket above him. He could now clearly see the camp. It had grown since the previous night, with at least two centuries arriving a couple of hours after dawn. There was now at least a cohort of legionaries and what looked like most of a cavalry regiment. Mounted sections patrolled the riverbank. Catullus constantly scanned to his left and right, fearful the Romans might send a section out to the island. Thankfully, none came.

    Just past midday, Catullus saw another Roman contingent, this time unexpectedly approaching from the east. It was another cohort of legionaries. Their standard bearer also carried a vexillation flag, this one bearing the image of an eagle and a bull.

    “Fifth Macedonica,” Catullus recalled. “They’re a long way from home.”

    

  
    Chapter VI: Stronghold of the Huntress

    

    The Diana Fortress, Roman Province of Upper Moesia

    June, 100 A.D.

    
    Foundations of the Diana Fortress near Djerdap, along the Serbia-Romania border

    The trek from Rome to the Dacian took the imperial retinue nearly two months across a thousand miles. In addition to the flying column from Imperial Horse Guards and two cohorts from the Praetorian Guard were a host of engineers, staff officers, and logisticians, with all their baggage and necessary equipment. Caius Manlius Felix, the army’s quartermaster-general, also accompanied them. Their directive from Emperor Trajan was preparing the Diana Fortress for the army’s eventual arrival and crossing into Dacia.

    By mid-May, they reached the port of Aquileia just off the Adriatic Sea. This was not to be confused with the city of the same name, located near the western Italia coast, near Florentia. Their pace slowed as they traversed the mountain passes of northeast Italia before reaching the River Savus. Following the river road through southern Pannonia, they skirted the northern edge of the Dalmatian Mountains. They stayed briefly in Sirmium, where Lucifer met with Atilius Agricola, the Governor of Pannonia. Agricola was one of the three senior generals personally selected by Trajan to lead his divisions across the Danube. The others were Gaius Proculus, the Governor of Upper Moesia, and Laberius Maximus, Governor of Lower Moesia. Lucifer had previously met Maximus, who, along with Trajan, had led the loyalist forces in putting down the Saturnius Revolt in Germania during the reign of Domitian.

    “I received Caesar’s instructions, and have already sent vexillations to the Diana Fortress,” Agricola said after Lucifer briefed him on his purpose. “General Proculus has assumed command of the construction and assembly operations, as the Diana is in his province.”

    “Understood,” Lucifer replied. He then asked, “Have you ever faced the Dacians, sir?”

    “No,” Agricola replied. “My last tenure with the legions was as legate of Legio VI, Ferrata, in Syria. What about you, tribune?”

    “Not the Dacians, though I have fought against their allies, the Rhoxolani.”

    “The last time the Praetorian Guard battled the Rhoxolani was in Dacia,” Agricola replied, momentarily puzzled.

    “I wasn’t with the praetorians at the time,” Lucifer explained.

    “Then which legion were you with?” the governor asked, starting to suspect the answer.

    “Twenty-First Rapax, sir,” the tribune answered. “I was a centurion primus ordo under Flavius Silva.”

    “Ah, I understand.” Agricola then shifted the subject. “I know the Dacians are not to be taken lightly. Per the emperor’s instructions, we’ve been equipping our men with segmented arm manicae and reinforcing our helmets. Though as you well understand, a soldier’s discipline and training will protect him far more than his armour.”

    “I’ve long considered any weapon marks to my armour a sign of failure,” Lucifer remarked. “Though I prided myself these were few, there were enough to send me to Elysium several times over.”

    “Let us hope the marks on our armour, and that of our men, are few,” Proculus remarked in a dark tone.

    However much they and their soldiers drilled, in the heat of battle, the enemy always had a say in the outcome. The Dacians, thus far, had spoken very loudly in their previous battles against Rome.

    The imperial detachment spent an additional day resting and making repairs to both wagons and equipment. Replacements were purchased for sick and lame draught animals. Two days later, they passed through Viminacium, the fortress city of Legio VII, Claudia, just inside Moesia Superior. They rested for only a night, finally reaching their destination on the Kalends of June.

    A few miles from where the Danube veered north, forming the large isthmus, a staff tribune road out to meet them.

    “Commander Lucifer,” he said. “Governor Proculus sends his regards. He awaits your pleasure at the Diana Fortress. Surveyors have marked where your men, and those of the emperor’s horse guard, are to camp.”

    “On behalf of Caesar, the governor has our thanks,” Lucifer replied.

    He gestured for the young staff officer to lead them the rest of the way to the encampment. Vexillation cohorts from the Moesia Superior legions, Legio IV, Flavia Felix, Legio VII, Claudia, and Legio XIV, Gemina Martia Victrix, were already posted to the proposed site. Even accounting for the usual shortages of manpower within the legions and auxilia regiments, estimates placed the total converging force in excess of 100,000 soldiers. A reality of war dictated the number of actual soldiers brought to bear in battle would be far less than the total who marched into Dacia. Many would maintain frontier garrisons, logistics depots along the army’s axis of advance, plus detachments to protect lines of communication and the endless convoys of supplies and rations.

    Many acres were surveyed just for the ration stores. Other warehouses were under construction for building materials, armouries, smithies, medical stores, clothing and textiles, camping equipment, and any assortment of miscellaneous kit an army staging for war required.

    From a distance, the entire peninsula gave the appearance of a flattened anthill, with thousands of soldiers and various labourers building fortifications, barracks blocks, storehouses, and an array of workshops. Convoys of ox carts travelled to and from the site along the road heading east. Many of those arriving were laden with stone from quarries near Ratiaria. Though a host of slaves, whose stockaded camp was located about a mile from the fortress, ferried the stone and building materials, the actual construction was done by imperial soldiers.

    The governor’s principia tent lay just south of the fortress, near the base of a large hill formation. Proculus stood next to a surveyor’s table with several engineers. They were reviewing a crude map of the area, along with copious notes regarding the terrain, subsurface water tables, and any natural formations which may assist or impede the fortress’ construction.

    In his early fifties, Gaius Cilnius Proculus was older for a legate. It was his prior experience along the Danube that prompted Trajan to grant him governorship of Upper Moesia. He was also a former suffect consul, dating back to the sixth year of Domitian’s reign. His colleague had been Neratius Priscus, whose deeply troubled tenure as Governor of Pannonia had seen the loss of Lucifer’s Legio XXI.

    Lucifer ordered the praetorian and horse guards’ detachments to follow the camp prefect to their staging area, while he, Tiberius, and the senior officers met with Proculus.

    “Governor, sir,” he said with a salute.

    “Ah, you must be Tribune Lucifer,” Proculus replied. “I received a despatch from Caesar two weeks ago, informing me of your pending arrival.” He then looked to Felix. “I take it you are the imperial quartermaster?”

    “I am,” Felix confirmed.

    “Good. There is no shortage of requisitions needing your attention. Acquisition of stores has been difficult, especially transportation.”

    “I have an imperium from the emperor,” Felix said. “I’ll begin sorting matters right away.”

    Proculus informed him where to find the logistics staff before turning his attention back to Lucifer.

    “Caesar did not send two cohorts from the Praetorian Guard just to act as escorts for your quartermaster and staff.”

    “The emperor is giving this his utmost attention,” Lucifer stated. “I hope our presence will not be unwelcome.”

    “So long as your men don’t mind doing their share of work,” Proculus responded.

    “They’ll do their part,” the praetorian reassured him. He then nodded to Tiberius. “This is Commander Artorius, deputy prefect of the Imperial Horse Guards.”

    “I see you brought an entire regiment with you,” the governor said with a nod towards the column of troopers who were marching towards their place near the eastern edge of the vast encampment.

    “Ours is the flying column of the emperor’s personal guard,” Tiberius explained. “You might say our task is to be the eyes of Caesar.”

    “Well, I’ll not turn down additional reconnaissance troops,” Proculus said. “Your men appear to be heavy cavalry, while my best scouts are from the Mauretanian Light Horse. However, they are but a single regiment, and like most, are understrength. Lusius Quietus is the commanding general for our mounted corps.”

    “I’ll make his acquaintance and see what we can do to assist.”

    Proculus nodded and addressed Lucifer once more. “Yours is an independent command, and I know you’re here at the emperor’s behest.”

    “I assure you, governor, neither I nor my officers are here to undermine your authority,” Lucifer reassured him. “Caesar himself informed me that the very reason he appointed you Governor of Upper Moesia was his trust in your abilities.”

    “If I may,” Tiberius spoke up. “Tribune Lucifer served twenty-five years in the ranks before his elevation to the Praetorian Guard. He is a former centurion primus ordo and as experienced in frontier warfare as any man within your army.”

    Though this assertion made Lucifer slightly uncomfortable, it was preferable to boasting of his past experience to the governor. Proculus’ expression was unchanged, though he said, “I am glad to have any officer of experience assisting me. For now, your men will best be suited constructing the eventual billets that serve both the Praetorian and Imperial Horse Guards.”

    He then dismissed Tiberius, though asked Lucifer to stay, that the two might speak more about the emperor’s intentions for his personal guard.

    “I know matters have been complicated between Caesar and the praetorians, ever since the disgraceful conduct of Aelianus and his humiliation of Emperor Nerva.”

    “Time and much effort will be needed to regain the emperor’s trust,” Lucifer confirmed.

    He refrained from mentioning his role in attempting to halt the shameful actions of the former prefect, which essentially amounted to kidnapping Nerva. He felt it was unnecessary to revisit the past more than was needed. And he did not wish to present himself as arrogant in his loyalty to both Nerva and Trajan. In truth, he was little impressed by the previous emperor, yet his loyalty was to the principate, and by extension the greater Empire.

    “And what are Caesar’s intentions for his praetorians during the coming conflict?” Proculus asked.

    “Until he deems otherwise, we are to act in the same capacity as a legion, likely as reserve infantry. Prefect Claudius Livianus is acting in the capacity as our legate. Imperial Horse Guards are Caesar’s sole personal guardsmen for the time being.”

    “And what are your thoughts on the matter, tribune?” Proculus then asked, folding his arms.

    “I am a soldier of Rome,” Lucifer said. “My duty is to the emperor, as it was when I served with the legions.”

    Despite knowing the direction his squadrons had marched, it took Tiberius nearly half an hour to find them. The Diana Fortress itself would be large enough to house a legion and vast supply depot; however, the army’s total encampment would eventually grow to nearly twenty times this size. Everything was being planned, surveyed, and constructed so that by the time Trajan was ready to mass his forces, all would be ready.

    Tiberius spotted the red vexillation flag bearing the gold scorpion just south of the road leading east towards Ratiaria. Decurions had ordered their men to care for their horses and conduct maintenance upon their arms and kit. Centurion Fosselius and the staff officers of the flying column were gathered near the standard to await their commanding officer.

    “What are the orders, sir?” Fosselius asked.

    Tiberius glanced around and took in the site of the encampment, whose chaos contrasted with the serenity of the flowing Danube River. “For now, make ourselves at home,” he said. “We shall become very familiar with both sides of the Danube in the coming months. I expect we’ll know the lay of the land even in total darkness before the year is out.”

    
    Catullus’ scouts were not the only Dacian spies along the Danube. They were, however, the first to locate the Roman encampment which was starting to resemble the staging ground for a large invasion force. The presence of imperial soldiers compelled them to abandon their island watch post. Though with the camp’s growth, it was easier to see from the north side of the Danube. They could even ascertain the stone foundations being laid for what could only be a large fortress.

    Catullus left two men to watch the camp and rode with the rest back to Sarmizegetusa. The journey was just over a hundred miles through the winding mountain passes. There was a shorter, more direct path; however, this was even rougher and overgrown by brush. Catullus kept to the main traders’ road, reaching the Dacian capital in five days. He was sent to Prince Diegis, who oversaw all reconnaissance along the Dacian-Roman border.

    “The Romans are building a huge encampment, between Viminacium and Ratiaria,” Catullus said. “They’ve laid the foundations for a stone fortress, though their camp is very spread out. From the number of standards I counted, I suspect these are just the advance guards of their respective legions and regiments.”

    “I’ve sent men to the far west,” Diegis said. “The Romans have multiple legions in Pannonia, just across from our friends, the Marcomanni and Quadi. They are not on the march yet.”

    “If Caesar intends to invade, he may bring legions from as far as Germania,” Catullus speculated. “The Rhine army is among the largest in the Empire. The question is not if, but when, they propose to invade.”

    The two spoke for an hour, with Catullus describing every detail he and his men were able to compile. Diegis then took the information to his brother.

    King Decebalus was addressing the coming solstice celebrations with his councillors. He was joined by his eldest son, Prince Razvan, whose fourteenth birthday auspiciously fell on the solstice.

    “Forgive my interruption, sire,” Diegis said with a bow. “But I bring grave news from across the Danube. The Romans are assembling.”

    Decebalus closed his eyes and gave a short nod. He ordered his senior generals and war captains to the great hall. His son glanced between his father and uncle, wondering if he’d be told to leave. The king gave him a reassuring gesture that he should stay.

    “I hope you do not find it imprudent that I continue to plan for the summer celebration,” Decebalus said to his brother as they awaited the arrival of their military council.

    “We do not know when the Romans will come,” Diegis reasoned.

    “Nor will I allow our people to live in fear,” his brother said.

    Six of Decebalus’ most trusted generals were within the capital, and all reached the citadel within the hour. Chief among these was Bicilis, commander of the King’s Guard. Tertius, the former Roman centurion, was with them. Decebalus gestured to his brother, who spent the next hour telling all he’d learned from his scouts along the Danube.

    “Many of those already assembled came from garrisons hundreds of miles away,” he summarised. Looking to Tertius he noted, “Some of your countrymen, serving with my scouts, speculate there may be legions approaching from as far away as Germania.”

    “That is unsurprising,” the Roman traitor reasoned. “And unless there are troubles along their respective borders, Trajan may bring men from as far as Syria or even Britannia.”

    As few within the royal court had ventured even beyond Dacia’s borders, the size of the Roman Empire and the great distances its soldiers could travel was unfathomable. Even on foot, hindered by the high mountains, one could travel from the northern borders with the Costoboci, along the River Porata, to the southern Danube, within a couple of weeks. It was daunting, and perhaps even a little humbling, to think Roman lands were so large that it would take some of their legions several months to reach the Dacian border.

    “Summer is nearly upon us,” the king reasoned. “And if their Pannonian garrisons have yet to depart, I do not expect Caesar to march on us this year.”

    “It will be late autumn before we even know just how huge of an army they’re assembling,” Tertius agreed. “Trajan will not want to make the same mistakes as Domitian. There are already the standards of six legions at the assembly field. We can only speculate how many more will come. And whatever the number of legionaries he brings, there will be an equal number of auxilia infantry and cavalry.”

    “We hold their cavalry at a disadvantage,” General Bicilis noted. “Our mounted corps is not as numerous as our Rhoxolani brethren, but they are no less heavily armoured and feared by Caesar’s troops.”

    “And we shall petition King Denis of Rhoxolani for aid,” Decebalus said. “We may have to offer him gold and silver, given how much his people have already bled for us. But they will not squander the chance to spill that of the Romans.”

    “We will need additional allies,” Diegis said. “Even if Denis sends half his regiments, the Romans may outnumber us. By next spring, I expect a giant hammer to fall upon the Kingdom of Dacia.”

    “See to it, brother,” Decebalus said. “You have eyes far to the north of our kingdom. Our relations with the Bastarnae have been at times contentious. A chance for battle and plunder against a common enemy such as Rome could make them stalwart allies.”

    “There is also the Buri,” Diegis said. “They reside in the plains just beyond the Carpathians, north of the Quadi. I don’t expect the Quadi to join us, not after the losses they suffered in Pannonia. They’ve renewed their ceaseless hostilities towards the Marcomanni, who were recently savaged by the Romans. But the Buri may take this opportunity to establish themselves as one of the more powerful eastern Germanic tribes.”

    “And while your noble brother seeks allies, my men shall redouble our efforts to train yours,” Tertius stated.

    The Roman turncoat was privately unsettled at the news from the south. He expected Trajan would eventually declare war on Dacia. The humiliating and costly terms of the old peace treaty were more than the proud soldier-emperor could bear. Tertius had not, however, expect an invasion to come so soon into Trajan’s reign. He’d been Caesar for just two-and-a-half years, having only returned to Rome the previous September.

    Tertius was also unnerved at the notion of just how many soldiers Trajan was assembling. He knew the emperor would seek to avoid the mistakes from previous invasions, yet even if no other legions were sent to Moesia, he was already mustering a force nearly double what Julianus had sent across the Danube during the second invasion under Domitian. And the Dacians had barely held Julianus to a strategic stalemate, at the cost of thousands of lives and a bloody defeat at the Iron Gates.

    The former centurion had to consider his own safety. Were Dacia defeated and he captured, there would be no mercy. As one who’d betrayed his oath, especially as a centurion, he could expect public torture to precede his execution. For his own salvation, he would indeed redouble his efforts to train the Dacian army.

    

  
    Chapter VII: Matters of State

    

    The Curia Julia, Rome

    September, 100 A.D.

    
    Bronze sestertius of Emperor Trajan, circa 100 A.D.

    Though the pending war in Dacia was at the forefront of Trajan’s mind, it was far from his only concern. To effectively rule an empire required a lifetime of endless service. Long after most took to their beds, with night-time merchant traffic lumbering through the streets, Trajan was usually still at his study. Octavius Capito was an efficient administrator who directed that all despatches from the provinces come to him first. He then decided whether they required the emperor’s pressing attention or could wait until morning. Trajan had directed that any coming from Moesia were to be brought to him immediately, regardless of their urgency.

    At the start of the year, when he assumed his third consulship, Trajan had pressed the senate to share in the burdens of serving the Empire and its people. Coins minted that year commemorated this speech, depicting unity between Emperor and Senate. In practice, however, Trajan was as much the autocrat as the hated Domitian. Gaius Pliny, who’d assumed the consulship at the start of September, rather candidly wrote, Everything depends on the whims of a single man who, on behalf of the common welfare, has taken upon himself all functions and all tasks.

    This did not, however, preclude the ever candid Pliny from speaking straightforwardly to the emperor regarding fiscal matters. His words, which would have earned a sound rebuke or worse from Domitian, were treated with respect and careful consideration by Trajan. It was during a session just two days into his suffect consulship that Pliny addressed a concern which, from a treasury standpoint, was of greater urgency than the pending war with Dacia.

    “You will understand my anxieties as consul, Caesar,” Pliny began. “It is noted that you have personally refused to accept large gifts of money, while doling out donatives to both the army and civilian populace. And we applaud your dismissal of informants and the reduction of taxes. But we must ask what thought you’ve given to the imperial treasury? Are there sufficient resources to support your economy and the cost of paying out such sums?”

    “That is a question for the quaestors to answer,” Trajan replied. “Though we cannot neglect the most vulnerable of our people, nor can we bankrupt the treasury. I ask the quaestors to compile the most crucial expenditures for the year, and which of the alimentary can be funded.”

    Trajan then steepled his fingers thoughtfully. The senators, suspecting he had another matter to address with them, waited for him to speak.

    “It is due to fiscal irregularities that I must bring another request before you,” he said after what he felt was sufficient pause. “I have reviewed the expenses from each of the provinces over the past two years. Two in particular trouble me. Bithynia in Asia Minor, bordering the south coast of the Black Sea, has had many expenses on public works which appear excessive. There is similar patchiness with the reports from Achaea in Greece. I laud the use of public funds to provide the people with roads, aqueducts, sewer systems, baths, and all that benefit overall quality of life. I also understand these require maintenance and repairs. That said, when closely examined, the public works expenditures in these provinces were one-and-a-half times that of similar projects across the Empire. Whether this was carelessness or corruption, I’ll not speculate. What I will presume is these provinces, in addition to those within the rest of Greece and Asia Minor, are beyond the ability of the proconsuls to effectively manage. Therefore, I ask the senate to grant my petition that Achaea and Bithynia be redesignated from senatorial to imperial provinces. Let your emperor bear personal responsibility for their financial success or failure.”

    Had this request come from Nerva, it would have been met with public derision. Domitian would not have bothered asking. This in turn would have been met with private scorn as proof of Domitian’s tyranny. Neither such reaction was voiced by the senate, publicly or privately. A request from Trajan carried the same weight as an order from Domitian. His analyses sounded reasonable, however, and none could dispute the cost to the treasury from previous mishaps.

    Trajan himself profited nothing by assuming direct control over Achaea and Bithynia. Neither were particularly important, strategically. Nor did either have any legions posted within its borders. Each would still require a governor, either from the senate or equites. However, they would now report directly to the emperor, who would personally make any final decisions regarding civic or fiscal matters. Trajan had created even more work for himself and gained nothing in return. This was how Julius Ursus framed the matter when it was brought before the senate for a vote. Rather than an autocratic grasp at even more power, Ursus depicted it as an act of selfless service to the Empire. Trajan considered it both.

    Every month, despatches arrived from Proculus in Moesia. Trajan scrutinised these more than any other reports from the provinces. Proculus was thorough, detailing the state of the fortress construction and larger encampment. Grain shipments from Egypt arrived every two weeks, though he expected these to cease come November. The Balkan Mountains, which covered most of Dalmatia, Macedonia, and southern Moesia, would become difficult to traverse come the winter snows. An addendum from Quartermaster-General Felix stated that there was sufficient food and storage to get the current garrison through the winter. An increase in shipments from Egypt would become necessary once the rest of the army arrived in spring.

    
    As he’d anticipated, Tiberius Artorius and the flying column of Imperial Horse Guards became very familiar with the Danube frontier within thirty miles of the Diana Fortress. Because they were heavy cavalry, and with the river at its peak during the summer months, they kept to the south bank. Less encumbered troops of light horse patrolled the north bank and nearby foothills. And because they were part of the emperor’s personal guard, Tiberius’ troopers were never used for picquet duty and only required to post sentries at their own encampment. As General Proculus stated, “Caesar views your men as less expendable than auxiliaries.”

    Because they were kept centralised to the Diana Fortress, patrols from the Imperial Horse Guards were more robust, at least two squadrons; four if they were venturing more than a day’s ride from the encampment. Larger patrols that went as far as Viminacium or Ratiaria were accompanied by either Tiberius or Fosselius.

    Tiberius would sometimes find courier despatches awaiting him at Viminacium, the capital of Upper Moesia. A modest city of around 40,000 inhabitants, it was one of the largest amongst the Danube provinces. Yet it was still considerably smaller than his native Londinium, with its population of 60,000. Granted, both paled in comparison to Rome and its one million souls.

    During the Dacian incursion by then-Prince Decebalus fifteen years earlier, the city was overrun and sacked. The fortress of Legio VII, Claudia, now protected Viminacium, with the city proper now surrounded by a much higher wall and robust garrison.

    Despatches addressed to Tiberius were mostly from Prefect Vorenus. These tended to be rather routine, addressing administrative and logistical matters for the regiment. Tiberius, in turn, kept his commanding officer abreast of any issues within the flying column, including injuries and any native ailments to be aware of. A bout of fever had recently placed twenty men on the sick list. These came from two squadrons who’d conducted a patrol into the mountains southwest of the Diana Fortress. They’d refilled their waterskins downstream from a large copper and gold mine complex, and Tiberius surmised the water was tainted. Three troopers remained incapacitated for three weeks, with another never recovering. The stricken soldier died with his fever refusing to break after a month. Though he was given a proper funerary pyre, his mates were embittered that their friend died, not gallantly in battle, but from poisoned stream water.

    The praetorians under Gavius Lucifer took on the same role as legionaries. Their days were divided between training and work details. Though they knew not when, or even if, Trajan would restore their status as his guardsmen, they shared their camp with the Imperial Horse Guards as the emperor’s Household Division. Ten of the eleven legions were established into pairs for their own camps, with the Fifth Macedonica sharing theirs with the vexillations from the eastern legions. Auxilia forts were scattered along the foothills which made up most of the peninsula’s landmass. The entire complex looked rather sparse, being occupied by only ten percent of designated troops.

    Lucifer often found Axius, his ranking centurion, standing atop the earthen ramparts, staring at the mountains across the water. On a rather warm summer evening, Lucifer spotted him near the shoreline. His arms were folded, gaze distant.

    “A lot of memories just across the water,” Lucifer observed.

    “I spoke with the pilus prior from Second Adiutrix’s detachment,” Axius replied. “He was a decanus when last our legion spilled its blood just beyond those mountains. We didn’t know each other, as we came from different cohorts. Most of my old mates who survived are long departed. Mostly retired, though two died of disease, and another took his own life.” He shrugged. “It happens. I did learn one of my former decani is now a cohort commander. It’ll be good to see a familiar face. I didn’t recognise any of the other leaders he mentioned. Even the primus pilus is unknown to me.” He sighed and shook his head. “So many names have changed.”

    “Yet the faces remain the same,” Lucifer thought aloud.

    Axius gave a short laugh, though he folded his arms tighter across his chest and continued to stare at the mountains. “That they do, sir.”

    “Are you going to be alright?”

    The centurion finally turned to face him. His head was slightly cocked, a puzzled expression on his face. His eyes glanced to his left for a moment before returning to meet the gaze of his commanding tribune.

    “As much as you were when you returned to Pannonia.”

    It was in mid-September, when the days grew less stifling and the nights cooler, that a detailed message reached the fortress from Emperor Trajan. Proculus ordered all senior officers assembled at the principia.

    “Caesar is most pleased with our progress,” he said. “Most of the storage buildings are complete, and I’ve assured him the walls will be finished before the end of October.” He then looked to two of the centurions pilus prior commanding legionary vexillations. “The First Minervia and Eleventh Claudia Legions have been ordered to depart their garrisons and establish winter quarters here. The vexillations from Fourth Scythia and Twelfth Fulminata Legions will do likewise, as are the auxiliary divisions from both Britannia and Germania. The rest of the army will begin its trek in early spring. The emperor himself intends to arrive by April.”

    This elicited a few mutterings of approval from the assembled officers. While Domitian was loved by the army, he was no soldier. Trajan, however, was one of them. While not the first revered general to become Caesar, he was significantly younger than Emperors Tiberius and Vespasian were when they came to the throne. And neither commanded troops in the field after their elevation to the principate. Of the thirteen men to become emperor after the end of the Republic, Trajan was the only “fighting Caesar” who’d commanded legions after his rise to the principate.

    “Did the emperor mention where he intends for the army to cross?” Tribune Lucifer asked.

    “There are no suitable points anywhere near the fortress,” General Quietus of the cavalry corps stated. “Getting across the river here is simple enough, especially with the island midstream and shallower currents. But the ground on the far side is all heavily forested mountains.”

    “Which is why this site was chosen for the Diana Fortress,” Proculus said. “It is easier to defend against an enemy incursion when they cannot approach in force from within twenty miles. As to your question, Tribune Lucifer, Caesar has sought the advice of those who led the last incursion into Dacia. It would seem that, barring any previously unknown routes to be discovered by our reconnaissance, it will be the old crossings at Viminacium.”

    “Which means the enemy will know we’re coming,” a centurion from the Fifth Macedonica Legion muttered. He asked, “Are we then to march straight into the Iron Gates, like Fuscus and Julianus?”

    “It’s either that, or we try taking a third of the entire imperial army over impassable mountaintops,” the general remarked. Proculus let his officers consider this for a moment before turning his attention to Tiberius. “Commander Artorius.”

    “Sir?” Tiberius said, momentarily startled at being addressed.

    “You have the largest concentration of mounted troops currently at the fortress. You will accompany two squadrons from Mauritanian Light Horse, to act in support of an in-depth reconnaissance north of Viminacium. Two cohorts of legionaries from the Seventh Claudia will accompany you.”

    “Very good, sir.” Tiberius then shifted uneasily as he clasped his hands behind his back. “Who’s ... who’s to be in command?”

    

  
    Chapter VIII: Eyes of the Emperor

    

    North side of the River Danube, near Viminacium

    Late September, 100 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    Tiberius was doubly surprised by the mission he’d been given. General Proculus had previously made it clear that Trajan viewed troopers from the Imperial Horse Guards as less expendable than auxilia soldiers. And yet, they were being sent across the Danube, straight into enemy territory. What’s more, he was being given command of the taskforce, which, between the flying column, two cohorts from Legio VII, and two squadrons of Mauritanian scouts, numbered just under 1,500 soldiers. Though he tended to keep his personal feelings private in front of subordinates, he decided to address his concerns with Centurion Fosselius.

    “Unless the enemy is waiting for us just across the river, we shouldn’t find ourselves running into an ambush,” Fosselius reasoned. “Though I’m sure they have scouts watching Viminacium. I’ve spoken to the commanding centurion from the Seventh’s vexillation cohort. He said patrols across the Danube near their fortress are not uncommon. They sometimes send entire cohorts across on river ships to clear away brush and trees near the fording site.”

    “And it seems I was given command because there is no Equus currently in camp with seniority.”

    “Or at least none Proculus is willing to risk losing,” Fosselius added with a macabre laugh.

    “Well, he certainly isn’t going to put General Quietus in danger. At least not until after the rest of the army arrives.”

    “And to be fair, sir, the Mauritanians will be doing the actual scouting,” his centurion remarked. “Hopefully, the greatest nemesis us and the lads from Seventh Claudia will face is boredom.”

    
    Pleased with Catullus’ performance, Prince Diegis assigned an additional twenty scouts to his small company. He also paid the Roman turncoat an added donative of twenty silver coins for his ingenuity in reconnoitring the enemy’s staging ground. His responsibility was the long stretch of ground between the Roman encampment and the city of Viminacium. Other scout companies patrolled the more open ground east towards the border with Rhoxolani.

    Catullus placed his men in pairs at various points where it appeared the Romans may be able to cross into Dacia. The terrain just north of the staging ground was too rugged and covered in forests. He still left two men there to report on the enemy’s growing size and strength. At Catullus’ suggestion, Prince Diegis ordered a company of a hundred soldiers from the professional corps to establish camp ten miles north of Viminacium. They were joined by five similar strength companies of citizen militia, known as the comati. These rotated every two weeks, as they were mostly farmers who could not be away from their fields for long. With so many killed or maimed during the last Roman war, many farms fell into destitution, either abandoned or swallowed up by greedy nobles expanding their personal estates. During his years in Dacia, Catullus was disappointed to learn that avarice was not exclusively a Roman trait.

    He spent many days riding to the small outpost, resting for a day, and then bringing food back to his men. Most of the time, he rather enjoyed the peaceful solitude. Especially on these placid summer days, when it was easy to forget that thousands of his former comrades were massing for an invasion of his adopted homeland. He didn’t regret his decision to desert, yet he still felt very much alone. He passably spoke the Dacian tongue, but it was not his native language. His mother was of Sarmatian ancestry, yet, like most living in the provinces east of Italia, Catullus was raised speaking Greek, and, to a lesser extent, Latin. He didn’t know any of his men well enough to consider them friends. And to Prince Diegis, he was simply a useful tool, whose worth was weighed in gold and silver. King Decebalus, the sovereign he served, didn’t even know his name. It was still a far cry better than his service to the Empire. His entire tenure within the Roman auxilia was during Domitian’s reign. And the only time Catullus ever saw his face was on the coins he was paid.

    
    The late summer shower at first felt refreshing to Tiberius as he led his mounted contingent to Viminacium. He’d removed his helmet and scrubbed his fingers through his hair as the rain beat down on him. An hour after it ceased, there was nary a cloud in the sky. The midday sun turned the air thick and humid.

    Tiberius became familiar with the area, recognising a large wine plantation just two miles from the road crossings near the city’s eastern gate. The road leading west went through Viminacium and on to Singidunum, on the border with Pannonia. The way south led towards Naissus in the heart of Upper Moesia. Tiberius was rather fond of Viminacium. It reminded him of a smaller, less-congested Rome and Londinium. It amazed him that the architecture was so similar between all three cities. From the insulae flats of the working class, the gated manors of the wealthy, temples to both Roman and local deities, all built in stone with tiled roofs. There was even an amphitheatre for staging gladiatorial matches and a stadium for chariot racing. Both paled in size to the Flavian Amphitheatre and Circus Maximus in Rome, yet the design had received no less care from their architects.

    Proculus held a double appointment as both Governor of Upper Moesia, and the legion’s commanding legate. In such circumstances, efforts were made to ensure a more experienced laticlavian tribune was assigned as the second-in-command. Tiberius had established a cordial rapport with the previous chief tribune, whose tenure ended a month prior. He speculated whether the replacement would be a pompous aristocrat. I can deal with arrogance, he thought to himself. So long as he’s competent.

    A grassy lane, about twice the width of a road, separated the city from the fortress of Legio VII, Claudia. On the north side of the fortress, near the banks of the river, he noticed a few sentries guarding what appeared to be stacks of camping equipment and tents. A pair of bireme-class river vessels were anchored midstream.

    “Have the column wait near those stores and see what you can learn,” Tiberius directed Fosselius. “I will find the chief tribune or master centurion and coordinate our infantry attachments.”

    Legionaries guarding the eastern gate came to attention as Tiberius approached. One called out to their decanus, who quickly left the gatehouse and strode over to him. He came to attention and saluted.

    “Commander Artorius?” he asked.

    Tiberius nodded. “I need to see the chief tribune.”

    “He’s currently on another detail,” the sergeant replied. “The camp prefect received General Proculus’ orders and has what you need.”

    The corner of Tiberius’ mouth twitched. His prior dealings with legion camp prefects were rather mixed. Each was a former high-ranking centurion, usually in his fifties or even early sixties. Semi-retired, they were responsible for all daily functions within a fortress or camp and were third-in-command of the legion. However, they remained in garrison, only donning their armour if the camp itself was in danger of being overrun. This was the pinnacle of a legionary’s career. There was only one per legion, with vacancies only occurring after ill health forced retirement, or they succumbed to age. Each possessed a wealth of knowledge, though their demeanours varied between that of a caring mentor, to insufferably condescending. Tiberius speculated the latter traits came from those whose sole identity revolved around being a soldier of Rome. Resentment towards the inevitable effects of age, coupled with that common innate prejudice against the younger generation of legionaries, sometimes brought out the worst in men.

    Tiberius left his horse at the gatehouse and followed the decanus through the fortress to the principia. They found the camp prefect outside, speaking with an engineer officer about the equipment needed to construct pontoon bridges. Much to Tiberius’ pleasant surprise, he bore little resemblance to the last “bitter old man” he’d been forced to deal with. Though his hair was thinning and sprinkled with grey on the sides, he appeared to be no older than Gavius Lucifer. He wore a white civilian tunic, with the narrow purple stripes of an Equus off the shoulders. Aside from his demeanour of confident authority, the only thing denoting him as an imperial solider was his brass plated centurion’s belt.

    “Prefect, sir,” the decanus said. “This is Commander Artorius of the Imperial Horse Guards.”

    “Ah, commander, good to meet you,” the prefect said, extending his hand.

    This startled Tiberius, for the last camp prefect he’d spoken to only begrudgingly acknowledged his very existence.

    “Thank you,” he said, quickly clasping the man’s hand. “My men are staged north of the fortress. Were those camping supplies we saw for the expedition?”

    “They are,” the prefect replied. He then nodded to the decanus, dismissing him. “If you’ll give me a few minutes, commander, I have a matter I need to finish first.”

    Tiberius politely stepped to the side while the camp prefect and engineer finished their conversation. An orderly was scrawling notes onto a wax tablet. The camp prefect reviewed these, nodded in approval, and told the engineer, “I’ll sort out your requests with the legion’s quartermaster.”

    He handed the tablet back to the orderly and dismissed him, with instructions to have a pair of officers meet him outside the north gate. He then turned his attention back to Tiberius, whom he gestured to follow him along the path leading towards the north gate.

    “We tasked our Second and Eighth Cohorts to accompany you,” he said. “They are the closest to full strength. I’m sure you understand every unit within the entire imperial army has too many vacancies in its ranks. With the exception of the praetorians and your own regiment, I presume.”

    “The drawback to an all-volunteer army,” Tiberius speculated.

    “True, though I will take fifty eager and well-trained volunteers over a thousand unwilling conscripts. And I confess an unapologetic bias towards the Eighth Cohort. They were mine, before I was selected for primus pilus. Don’t be careless with their lives, and they’ll protect yours.”

    “If you don’t mind my asking, how long have you been camp prefect?” Tiberius asked.

    His companion gave a short laugh. “Yes, despite my grey hairs I don’t look the part. I was appointed by my peers as centurion primus pilus just two years ago. Thought I’d finish my career there and retire. Then about four months ago, our previous camp prefect suddenly decided to abandon his post for Elysium.”

    “And what means of transportation did he take on this final journey?” Tiberius asked, keeping with the macabre humour about the previous camp prefect’s passing.

    “Damned if I know. He was old. He’d stubbornly held the post for at least a decade. The lads used to jest he was a centurion before Octavian became Caesar Augustus.”

    “Yes, a hundred and thirty years would be a bit long to cling to the army,” Tiberius mused with a grin.

    “I was rather surprised when Governor Proculus offered me the post,” the prefect remarked. “He said the legion needed a prefect with experience, but not one old enough to be the next primus pilus’ father.”

    Tiberius found himself enjoying the prefect’s company. His interactions with the soldiers they came upon told of a man whose aura projected confident authority, without the need for bullying belligerence.

    Centurion Fosselius and the ranking Mauritanian decurion were waiting for them. The rest of their men were either watering their horses in the river or seeing to their kit. The men bantered for a few minutes until the two centurions pilus prior leading the infantry cohorts joined them. The camp prefect made the introductions.

    “I personally selected Centurion Gregorius to replace me as commander of the Eighth Cohort.”

    “A pleasure,” Tiberius said, clasping the hands of both centurions.

    “We’ll begin our crossing before dawn tomorrow,” Gregorius said. “Each of the river biremes can transport a century at a time.”

    “But what of my men and our horses?” Tiberius asked.

    “There is a suitable fording site about a mile further upstream,” the prefect answered. “The current isn’t as swift. It’s also shallower, though you don’t want to get swamped from your horse. I recommend storing your armour aboard the ships until you’re across.”

    “Let us hope any Dacians on the north bank are late sleepers,” Fosselius said. “I don’t fancy drowning or taking a spear to my unprotected guts.”

    “We’ve already surveyed a suitable campsite on the far side,” the Second Cohort’s pilus prior said. “Any trees and scrub within a half mile have been cleared. It’s also close enough to the river that the ships can provide support, should we find trouble.”

    The next hour was spent finalising details for the excursion. As it was growing late in the campaign season, they did not expect significant resistance.

    “That’s not to say they’ve left their borders completely unprotected,” the camp prefect said.

    “Decebalus would be a fool not to have eyes watching the massive staging at the Diana Fortress,” Tiberius concurred. He knows we’re coming, just not when.”

    Tiberius ordered the mounted contingent to camp south of the fortress, away from prying eyes across the river. His overriding emotion was one of nervous tension. He knew his task, trusted the leadership of his officers, and the discipline of their troopers. The sixty soldiers from Mauritanian Light Horse would conduct the actual reconnaissance missions once they crossed the river. They were the lightest equipped and most vulnerable. Proculus’ orders were fairly open-ended. They were to scout as deep into enemy country as possible, confirming the most direct route to the Iron Gates pass at Tapae, while identifying possible choke points and ambush sites. The Dacians would certainly have all their forces mustered the following spring and take full advantage of these.

    The entire mounted contingent, along with the two cohorts from Legio VII, were quietly roused two hours before dawn. No trumpet blasts or shouted orders from officers. The previous day’s humidity left a thin fog clinging to the river. The deputy prefect donned his tunic, sandals, and slung his spatha baldric over his right shoulder to his left hip. Like the rest of the cavalry, he’d left his armour and helmet with the supply stash. Two squadrons were to remain behind and load their armour onto the ships, after the first three waves of infantry were across.

    Tiberius left Fosselius in charge of readying the flying column and light horsemen, taking two orderlies in a slow walk around the fortress to the north side. Legionaries were emerging through the gate. Their centurions marched them into a pair of squares, where they set down their packs. Shields would be slung across their backs. The biremes had a shallower draft than larger vessels, though soldiers still needed to wade out into waist-deep waters to reach the rope ladders hanging off the sides.

    Tiberius found the cohort commanders and their centurions gathering near the embankment. All were fully armoured, with most carrying their helmets for the time being.

    “Commander Artorius,” Centurion Gregorius said with a nod. “We’re ready to begin the crossing.”

    Tiberius nodded. “No sense waiting for the sun to deny us the cover of fog Jupiter was kind enough to grace us with. Once the first wave reaches the north bank, we’ll start our move to the fording site.”

    The other pilus prior gestured to a pair of soldiers in hamata mail. “These men are your guides from the legion’s mounted contingent.”

    “Not to worry, commander, we can find the ford with our eyes closed,” one of the men said.

    “Stay alert for any signs of trouble,” Gregorius remarked.

    “Yes, I remember,” Tiberius replied. “Three trumpet blasts means the enemy is waiting in force and we must abort.”

    “The grassy lane north of the ford is rather narrow,” the pilus prior added. “If the enemy finds you, we won’t be able to assist. Once you’re across, for about two miles, you’re on your own.”

    With no more questions, the officers returned to their centuries. The pilus priors, leading by example, were the first to wade out into the water and start climbing onto the waiting ships. Very little was said, other than the occasional, “Come on, lads,” from options and decani.

    “We’ll follow you, sir,” one of the guides said.

    Tiberius led them around the western side of the fortress. The mounted troops were already riding towards him at a slow pace in a dispersed column, ten troopers wide. Fosselius was at their head, along with the Mauritanian decurions. The regimental cornicen carried his curved horn, while the scorpion standard was left with their armour and kit. Tiberius had not wished to risk losing their flag, which could prove doubly awkward when trying to swim one’s horse across a deep river.

    The two troopers from the legion’s mounted wing led them along the main paved road leading west from the city and fortress. There was little sound, except for the clatter of horseshoes on the damp paving stones. No one spoke, as if unconsciously fearing that even whispered voices would be heard by hostiles on the other side of the river.

    A crow cawed as it flew low past the head of the column. Tiberius wondered if this was a good omen or ill. It’s just a damn bird, he then thought to himself.

    The predawn made it easy to see by. Tiberius was eager to cross before the sun rose, though he reckoned it was at least another hour before the first rays would crest the hills to the east. The crossing was easy to find, though he was still grateful for the escorts. A wide path trampled in the tall grass veered from the road towards a sandy beach between two stands of trees, whose tall branches leaned over the water.

    “Once you reach the other side, you’ll see where it’s equally trodden,” one of the escorts said. “Just be careful, sir, and don’t travel more than four abreast when crossing. If you veer too far to the right, there are a number of jagged rocks just beneath the surface. You can see them plain as day when the river is at its lowest during winter.”

    “Understood.” Tiberius then turned to Fosselius. “Pass the word. No more than four at a time and keep to the left.”

    The legionary horseman then rendered a salute. “Good hunting, sir.”

    “Let us hope we carry Diana’s favour,” Tiberius replied, returning the courtesy. Satisfied the directive was being passed down the column, he looked to the two Mauritanian decurions and Fosselius. With a nervous grin, he said, “Would you care to follow me on a little adventure across the water?”

    
    Once the biremes passed through the fog, there was no hiding the Romans’ approach. Two of Catullus’ scouts had kept watch on the imperial fortress for the past week. The two vessels anchored midstream were nothing unexpected, for military river boats and merchant ships were common at Viminacium. Even the presence of a mounted regiment the day prior was little cause for alarm. Auxilia cavalry frequented the area, and the legion had its own contingent of horsemen. The sight of Roman ships heading straight for the north bank, the decks crawling with legionaries, was exactly why Catullus had requested warriors be posted within a day’s march of the fortress.

    “Ride to the encampment!” one of the men urged.

    His companion did not argue, eager as he was to escape the approaching soldiers. The remaining scout crept low behind a large shrub. He was near the wood line. Scores of tree stumps and the charred remains of burned lumber and brush lingered from the last imperial expedition to clear foliage away from the riverbank. Was this another such detail, or were the Romans planning something larger? He had seen the growing fortress a few days’ ride to the east, but the ground on the north bank there was unsuitable for a large army. The Romans had twice before crossed into Dacia at Viminacium. Given the previous clearing operations and this approaching force of unknown size, it seemed clear they would do so again.

    

  
    Chapter IX: A Meeting Engagement

    

    ***

    

    Tiberius found himself gasping as his horse stumbled onto the northern riverbank. Had he really been holding his breath in nervous anticipation the entire swim across? He felt ridiculous for such behaviour, but there was no time for personal chastisement. He, Fosselius, and the two decurions pressed forward a few dozen paces, making room for those behind them. A few moments later, the cornicen, whose horn was completely soaked, the standard bearer, and the first two of Tiberius’ orderlies scrambled up onto the flattened grassy embankment. The deputy prefect ordered his centurion to lead the way, heading east to the rendezvous with Seventh Claudia. Tiberius remained, making certain all his men made it across the river. They kept to a column four-wide, as the grassy lane with its thick woods on their left did not allow for greater dispersion.

    Two troopers were swamped from their horses and forced to cling to their saddle pommels as their mounts awkwardly continued to swim. Tiberius silently hoped neither man nor horse would panic. One trooper was completely pulled from his horse by the current, yet somehow managed to awkwardly swim the rest of the way, while carrying lance and his shield strapped to his back. Tiberius took a slow breath through his nose; glad he’d heeded Gregorius’ advice about leaving their armour to be transported by ship.

    Once the last troopers were across, he turned and rode at a full gallop past the long column. He reached the open clearing just as Fosselius was riding over to report to Centurion Gregorius. The third legionary wave was completing its disembarkation and wading through the surf. The four centuries of the first two waves had deployed into skirmish lines a quarter mile inland.

    “Commander,” Gregorius said. “I’m glad to see you made it.”

    “All present and correct,” Tiberius replied. “A few minor mishaps, but thankfully no losses.” He glanced around. “I gather there have been no enemy sightings?”

    The centurion shook his head. “None. I expect they know we’re here. They probably think this is another deforesting detail. Which I suppose is not entirely incorrect.”

    “I’ll have my men deploy into picquets,” Tiberius said. “Kindly inform me when our armour is brought across.”

    “They’ll be on the next wave,” Gregorius reassured him.

    
    News of the Roman incursion created a tumult within the Dacian camp. Catullus found this troubling and was reminded that most of these warriors were very young and inexperienced. Even the ranks of the professional corps were full of youths who’d scarcely reached their full measure and had yet to grow a beard. Only some of their captains had any experience in war, and these men quickly restored discipline. This proved more difficult with the comati fighters, who outnumbered the professionals two-to-one.

    Though he’d been a mere trooper with no leadership experience, Catullus was a former soldier who understood the need for discipline. He quickly climbed onto a large tree stump and raised his sword, voice thundering as he shouted, “Warriors of Dacia! Why do I see panic in your faces and fear in your eyes? Would shame your king? Your god, Zalmoxis? This is why you are here! Will you let bands of imperial raiders defile your people’s land? I say, no! I know how these Romans fight, for I was one of them! Follow me, and we shall remind the armies of Caesar what gruesome fates await them when they come to Dacia unbidden!”

    His words carried above the disorder. His tone was harsh, though he could not entirely blame the Dacians for their momentary panic. These men were all very young, nearly half still in their late teens. Even amongst the professionals, perhaps one in every ten had any battle experience. Their captains quickly and forcefully reminded them of their oaths, and that–if they did fall to Roman blades–they would be welcomed into the paradise of Zalmoxis.

    The former auxilia trooper was quite pleased with himself, perhaps even a little surprised. Illiterate and from an impoverished family, he was never groomed for leadership within the Roman army. Yet here, amongst his mother’s people and in his adoptive land, he was more than a mere expendable peasant, expected to give up the best years of his life just to be accepted into society. Since abandoning his oath to Caesar and fleeing into Dacia, his grasp of the language gradually became as natural as if he were native born. And whether Zalmoxis was a greater or lesser deity than Jupiter, the Dacian god accepted Catullus as one of his own. The same could not be said of the odious tyrant who ruled with contempt from atop Olympus.

    Though he was but a lead scout and adviser to Prince Diegis, Catullus took the initiative to organise the Dacians in repelling his former countrymen. The war captains commanding the professionals and comati did not protest.

    “We must march with haste, but save our strength,” he cautioned. “My men will ride ahead and learn what we can.”

    He only had four mounted scouts with him, as the rest were disbursed at various campsites between Viminacium and the peninsular fortress. They scattered into pairs, with Catullus riding between. Though it would take half-a-day riding to reach the river, his senses were already heightened at the prospect of battle.

    
    Tiberius was also holding council with his officers. Though his status as an Equus gave him command over the expedition, he was in fact the youngest senior leader present. The younger of the two decurions was in his late twenties, and both centurions pilus prior were at least a decade older than Tiberius. In the eight years since first donning his armour, he slowly learned how to strike a balance between seeking advice from experienced subordinates and becoming too dependent on them to make his decisions. Whatever transpired, for good or ill, the responsibility rested solely with him.

    “Our mission is to scout the route between here and Tapae,” he reiterated. “Not necessarily to find the enemy.”

    “Agreed,” Centurion Gregorius said. “Even if we find any warrior encampments, they will likely be few in number. This will all change next season, when Decebalus will be waiting to greet us.”

    “My section leaders are adept at hastily sketching and denoting terrain features,” a Mauritanian decurion remarked. “Every one of us is experienced in both open and heavily forested terrain reconnaissance. Even if the sun is completely obscured, we can deduce direction and distance. Provided Decebalus doesn’t have an entire army waiting for us, we should be able to evade his patrols, or else let you sort them, sir.”

    “I don’t expect you to reconnoitre more than twenty miles inland,” Tiberius said. “It’s too dangerous to camp within the woods.”

    “And General Proculus’ orders are for the Seventh’s cohorts to remain close to the riverbank,” Gregorius added. “Our only purpose is to give you a safe position to fall back to, and to bloody any roaming war bands that become too brazen.”

    “Should they surprise us with a large muster of troops, extraction will be the most dangerous,” his colleague noted. “Our two river vessels each only have twenty archers and a single onager. And only one can remain on station at a time while the other ferries our troops across the river.”

    “Thankfully, our camp prefect had the foresight to order two more cohorts remain on alert,” Gregorius said.

    “Let us hope they won’t be needed,” Tiberius stated. He knew the deep and deceptively fast river made transporting troops extremely difficult, especially with only a pair of biremes available.

    Once satisfied that all suitable precautions were being undertaken, Tiberius dismissed the officers. Four sections of Mauritanian Light Horse had scattered into pairs to scout the ground east and west of the crossing. They were directed to press no further than a half mile inland, while checking for all possible avenues of approach the Dacians may use, and to search for any signs of recent activity.

    Half of the Imperial Horse Guards squadrons were kept in a ready reserve, their horses saddled and troopers still in armour. The remainder of the mounted troops undertook camp construction details with the infantry cohorts. It was a laborious undertaking, one which every Roman soldier was familiar. Deforesting expeditions of recent years had left ample open ground. Centurion Gregorius observed this would need to be greatly expanded to hold the huge army Trajan was planning to muster. “We’ll get to work on it, and not just sit around on our backsides, waiting for you to find the enemy,” he told Tiberius.

    The camp itself was a large rectangle, surrounded by a three-foot deep trench, with the earth used to build up the inner ramparts. These were topped with palisade stakes facing outward. Though they had roughly half as many soldiers, the cavalry section of the camp required even greater space, accounting for their horses and additional kit.

    There was no set timescale for their mission, though Proculus suspected they had a week, maybe two, before the Dacians sent a forcible response to the unwelcome intrusion. It was actually just two days before their forces collided.

    
    Because of the lack of scouts, Catullus kept his men just a couple miles ahead of the marching warriors. It wasn’t ideal, and they would have little time to react once they found the Romans. However, he also knew they would not venture far into the hostile wilderness. It was too late in the campaign season for this to be the pending invasion. And there were only a pair of small river vessels at Viminacium.

    Unless Trajan is launching his invasion from somewhere else entirely, and this is only a diversion.

    Catullus quickly pushed such thoughts from his mind. Even if this were true, there were Dacian scouts along the entire stretch of the border with Roman Moesia. It was not his concern what transpired beyond his small sphere of influence.

    It was midmorning, and the sun was breaking through in patches where the forest canopy opened up. The trees were dense, yet undergrowth was sparse. His keen senses heard the snapping of dried branches off to the right even before his scouts. He at first saw shadows, then the shapes of men on horses. Their helmets and mail armour told him these were not fellow Dacians.

    “Hostile cavalry!” one of his men shouted.

    Though his vision was too obscured to guess their numbers, Catullus knew these were light skirmishers, and not heavy lancers. Their armour was devoid of shoulder pauldrons, and each had a bundle of three-foot throwing spears strapped to the backs of their shields. Their darker complexion made plain these were not the typical Germanic or Gallic horsemen employed by the Romans.

    “Ride back and sound the alert,” Catullus ordered one of his men.

    Three of the enemy riders were now charging his right pairing. Each flung a long dart, though accuracy was difficult while maintaining control of their mounts. Two missed completely, while the third embedded itself in the hip of a Dacian scout. The man shouted in pain, a dark crimson pool quickly spreading across his trousers from the deep wound.

    Catullus looked to his left and saw several more imperial riders attempting to encircle them. His only weapon was a longsword, and he had no shield. There was no fighting them. Two of his men did possess short bows, but one of these had taken the throwing spear to the leg. The other was galloping back towards the marching column. Catullus grimaced as he watched an enemy trooper bash the stricken scout with the bottom edge of his shield, sending him tumbling from his mount. He bitterly accepted there was nothing he could do to save him. The Romans wanted him alive, and Catullus quietly prayed the man would bleed to death before he could give them any information. After all, he would most likely be crucified once they finished torturing him.

    
    “Commander Artorius!”

    The Mauritanian trooper’s face was flushed, his horse panting for breath as he reached the deputy prefect. Tiberius remained outside the fort during the day, with his ready reserve squadrons.

    “The enemy approaches from the north,” the scout said quickly.

    “How many?”

    “Unknown,” the scout replied. “My decurion sent me back to sound the alarm. Said he’ll send another rider as soon as they have eyes on the Dacians. We came across a small group of their scouts not far from the advancing column. We injured one and tried taking him prisoner, but he bled out before we could extract any information from him. We caught a brief glimpse of their approaching warriors before I was dispatched to you.”

    Tiberius gestured over his shoulder towards the fort.

    “Inform Centurion Gregorius.”

    He then ordered his cornicen to sound the assembly. Even as his ready squadrons took to the saddles, Tiberius saw Centurion Fosselius riding from the fort. He was still just in his tunic but had undoubtedly told the rest of their men to kit up and prepare for battle.

    “An unknown enemy force approaches from the north,” Tiberius relayed to him. “Make ready to support the infantry. I’ll take our ready troops and aid the Mauritanians.”

    Fosselius saluted quickly and galloped back to the fort. Shouted orders to assemble were bellowed from within. Despite the tedious difficulties of donning their segmented plate armour and all their kit, it was only a matter of minutes before the first columns of legionaries emerged from within. Tiberius donned his helmet and climbed into the saddle.

    “Skirmish formation by sections,” he ordered the decurions. “First four squadrons in the lead, the rest in reserve. Deploy your flankers far enough to prevent the enemy from circling around us, but don’t get spread so thin we cannot support each other.”

    Coordinating mounted troops in forested terrain was both difficult and dangerous. Their dispersion was several times that of infantry units of similar size. And though their Mauritanian scouts were being thorough in reconnoitring the area, it was still mostly unfamiliar to the Romans.

    While the leading squadrons rode at a canter and spread out into a series of shallow wedge formations, Tiberius glanced over his shoulder. As expected, files of legionaries were emerging from three of the entrances to the camp. Their shields were painted black, with a pair of gold wings emerging above and below from the centre boss. Along the south rampart, a cornicen was sounding long notes on his horn, alerting the river vessels and reserve cohorts on the far bank. Tiberius took a slow breath as he followed the leading sections into the woods.

    They pressed forward at a quick, yet measured, pace. Brambles, clusters of trees, and thick scrub brush broke up the formations, as troopers and their mounts scrambled through or around them. After half an hour, they heard the echo of war chants in an unfamiliar tongue. Tiberius saw scattered horsemen riding through the woods. He recognised the helmet crest of a curator, the second-in-command of a cavalry squadron. Tiberius called out to him.

    “Commander,” the officer acknowledged, riding back to him. “We’ve located two cohort-sized elements of enemy militia, and one of professional infantry. No mounted troops, besides that smattering of scouts we found.”

    “They must not know our strength,” Tiberius surmised. “Otherwise, they would not so brazenly march against a Roman force of equal size. Tell your decurion I want all light horsemen deployed to our flanks to keep any unseen warbands from sneaking up on us. My guardsmen will continue harassing and drawing them into our infantry.”

    “Sir.”

    The curator rode off to their right-front to find his commanding officer. Tiberius directed one of his orderlies to find the decurion to their left-front and relay the same orders. He turned to another and said, “Ride back to camp. Centurion Fosselius is to take our remaining squadrons into the woods and make ready to flank the enemy. Inform Centurion Gregorius of the enemy’s estimated numbers.”

    The trooper saluted and turned his horse about, quickly riding back the way they came. He had two more orderlies with him, with the remaining two having stayed with Fosselius. He tasked these men with directing his own squadrons to harass the enemy, “But do not decisively engage. Their professional soldiers are in the centre and most dangerous. Take every precaution to avoid them.” As troopers rode off to execute his orders, the deputy prefect quietly muttered, “Now to see how wise or foolish our enemy’s commander is.”

    

  
    Chapter X: A Clash of Arms

    

    
    Dacians attacking through the woods, by Pietro Santi Bartoli (1672)

    The Dacian captains were not fools, but merely inexperienced. Prince Diegis had sent three newly-selected promising young men to lead the reaction force. He’d not expected a large incursion from the Romans, nor that his men would engage them decisively. The turncoat, Catullus, was the most familiar with Roman military doctrine, yet he’d never commanded troops in battle. Nor did he hold any leadership position amongst the advancing warbands. His rousing speech notwithstanding, he was in no position to give orders to the prince’s appointed captains. And with one of his four scouts fallen to the Romans, there was little he and the survivors could do except follow the host of warriors and be ready to ride for Sarmizegetusa, should the situation turn dire. His purpose was to observe, not fight.

    There was a momentary reprieve as it appeared the imperial horsemen were fleeing off to their left and right. A few minutes passed, and the Dacians pressed forward. The trees and undergrowth scattered them into smaller bands. Only the centre column of professionals, distinguished by their scale armour and conical helms, were able to maintain any semblance of formation. Catullus heard orders being shouted in Latin and knew there were more Romans in the woods. He suspected cavalry, and this was confirmed moments later when sections of imperial mounted troopers were spotted in the openings within the woods. They were more heavily armed, with lance and added pauldrons to their armour. Their helmets were also iron, rather than the bronze worn by the light horsemen. Catullus did not recognise their shields. These were longer and hexagonal, rather than oval. He’d also never seen the four scorpions on any cavalry shield.

    Warriors shouted and pointed with their weapons as they spotted the imperial troopers. Those wielding the larger two-handed variant of the falx were especially eager. Though they would try to refrain from killing their noble horses, in many cases this would be unavoidable. Still, the exposed legs of riders were a ripe target, ready to be cleaved by axe and falx.

    Much to their dismay, the Romans were avoiding engagement, at least directly. Catullus could see little off to his left or right, as their fifteen hundred warriors were scattered. He could, however, hear shouted voices and the periodic scream in agony. He knew the Romans were riding down the smaller groups and individual warriors on the far ends.

    “We have to get out of the woods!” a mounted captain shouted. “Keep moving forward. There is nothing you can do for the fallen!”

    
    While his men were uncomfortable at forming battle lines too close to the woods, Centurion Gregorius did now want to give the Dacians time to react, once contact was made. Both cohorts were deployed around fifty paces from the woods, six ranks deep. An interval of the same width separated the two cohorts.

    He knew that, even if the leading warriors panicked, their companions behind would drive them forward. In the very least, the centurion hoped to catch as many as possible in a storm of javelins. Whether they broke or fought after, he did not care. His men were ready for a brawl, and he knew Centurion Fosselius had around 250 cavalrymen lurking in the woods off to their right, about a quarter mile away. The approach was more favourable, as there was a greater expanse of open ground than on the left.

    Gregorius paced in front of his cohort; gladius still slung off his left hip. He was outwardly composed, yet eager to engage the enemy. He spoke in a calm tone, reminding his men to stick to their drills, keep eyes on the enemy when unleashing their javelins, maintain a strong base when bracing behind their shields, and above all to stay in formation once they clashed with the barbarians.

    He soon heard the sounds of men shouting and the galloping of hoofs. With a grin he called over his shoulder, “Here they come, lads!”

    Small groups of horsemen emerged from the woods, first in pairs, then entire sections. He saw Tiberius, with the distinct blue feathered plumb protruding atop his helmet. His spatha was scabbarded, and while he appeared excited, he still kept his demeanour.

    “It seems we’re not welcome visitors,” he said to the centurion. “Their heaviest troops are not far behind me. Their militia are scattered on their flanks.”

    Gregorius nodded and pointed off to his right.

    “Your centurion has half your regiment waiting in those trees.”

    “Excellent,” Tiberius replied. “Then I will take the remainder off to the left and keep their peasant fighters from getting behind you.”

    “Just don’t be too brazen,” the centurion cautioned. “My rear two centuries will be ready to act in support of you.”

    
    The initial clash of arms was already well underway before Catullus could see what was happening. He was still deep within the woods when the leading Dacian ranks surged forth into the open clearing, and a barrage of Roman javelins. The former trooper had only witnessed an enemy encounter with legionaries once before and it terrified him. When able to employ their heavy pila, imperial infantry could inflict terrible losses and sow chaos amongst their enemy’s ranks, mere moments before battle lines clashed together.

    Though he couldn’t see it, Catullus knew from the shouted cries what was transpiring. He closed his eyes and took a slow breath. The Roman light horsemen had ascertained their numbers, and the enemy had not fled. They’d brought enough men for a decisive encounter.

    The mass of warriors to his front had ceased in their surge, and he knew their leading ranks were engaged in melee with the Romans. He looked to his left and waved for his remaining scouts to follow him. He knew the woods opened up near where the left wing of comati fighters was advancing.

    He was forced to ride back through the woods in order to get behind the bands of warriors, who were in looser array than their armoured companions in the centre. He emerged onto a rolling grass hill. To his right, the Dacians were engaging a cohort of legionaries. The comati warriors were more of a massed horde than a disciplined army. Catullus hoped enough would survive to learn the lessons from this day’s painful engagement. He scanned about quickly, looking for signs of Roman horsemen. He only saw scattered sections and knew not how many there were. He then bit the inside of his cheek as he found his answer.

    Off to his left-front, at least 200 imperial lancers surged forth from the far woods. Catullus remembered watching Roman cavalrymen riding off in both directions and surmised there was an entire regiment striking both flanks of the Dacian army. The comati were so fixated on the legionary cohort to their front, no flank or rear security was maintained. The sound from hundreds of galloping hoofs was drowned out by the din of the ongoing battle. Catullus closed his eyes as several wedge formations of lancers smashed into the Dacian left flank. A score of fighters were skewered by lances, bowled over by the crash of men and horses, and trampled with the sickening shattering of bone and ruptured flesh.

    “Bastards!” one of his scouts snarled. “They dare not face our warriors face-to-face like men!”

    “What can we do?” another asked worriedly.

    Catullus shook his head. Still watching the ongoing struggle, with warriors now fighting back against the rampaging horsemen, he said, “This is not our battle to fight.”

    Though filled with pangs of regret, he turned his horse about and rode into the woods. Though the battle was not yet decided, Catullus knew victory was denied to the Dacians. He needed to return to Sarmizegetusa and inform Prince Diegis, lest roving bands of imperial light horsemen run them down.

    
    Two hundred enemy corpses littered the field. Twice this number were taken prisoner, with many wounded. It was a credit to the Dacians that they managed to retrieve a hundred more of their injured companions. Only twenty-two of the Dacian fallen were professional soldiers. Most of these were struck down in the javelin barrage. They’d attacked the infantry lines with valour, but devoid of reckless abandon. The lighter comati were less disciplined and had fallen foul of the flanking attacks from Imperial Horse Guards.

    The entire clash lasted only a few minutes. The legionary cohorts executed a single passage-of-lines before their enemy started to retreat. The Dacians realised victory was unlikely, and that further engagement would only lead to many deaths, with nothing gained.

    Roman losses were notably fewer, though Tiberius and every centurion knew this would not have been the case had the enemy pressed their attack. Dacian soldiers were a well-trained, equipped, and fearsome enemy. The outcome may have been the same, but unquestioningly the Romans would have suffered graver losses. Tiberius was therefore relieved, if still regretful, to learn that four of his troopers were dead and a dozen others injured. One of the killed had fallen victim to the dreaded falx, which cleaved his leg just below the knee. He’d bled to death long before any of his mates could retrieve him.

    The Mauritanian Light Horse had lost three dead and eight wounded during the initial skirmishing. And despite the brevity of the engagement, the Seventh Legion’s cohorts suffered nine dead and twenty-three wounded. Even the helmet reinforcements and implementation of arm manicae could not entirely prevent casualties against a well-armed and capable foe. Spears, swords, and axes could still fell a legionary, should they strike a body part not protected by armour. Decurions were reporting the state of their squadrons to Centurion Fosselius, while curators paraded their men. Section corporals checked each man and horse for any unseen injuries or broken kit. So great was the rush of battle, that several troopers did not even realise they’d been wounded until the bleeding cuts to their limbs or punctures in their armour were noted.

    “Bugger all, this is going to hurt like a bastard later,” one trooper said as his mates helped him out of his armour.

    The sharpened tip of a heavy falx had managed to pierce his mail just beneath the ribs on his right side. The wound was only an inch or two deep, though it bled profusely. When the trooper complained about his armour not stopping the blow, his corporal stated, “If not for your mail, you’d have been disembowelled, rather than complaining about a scratch.”

    Tiberius walked his horse over to Fosselius. Visellius was dutifully waiting for him, taking his helmet and horse bridle.

    “Are you wounded, master?” he asked.

    Tiberius shook his head. “They broke and ran as soon as we smashed into them.”

    “Claiming an officer’s head wasn’t worth the risk to their own lives,” Fosselius mused. He then glanced down at the notes on his tablet and handed it to Tiberius.

    “Even when we surprise the enemy and completely rout them, a few still manage to fight back,” the deputy prefect observed.

    He then gazed around the battlefield. Infantry centurions were conducting similar parades of their men, while details sorted the wounded from the dead. Others gathered up the shields and weapons of the enemy fallen, placing them in a large pile. A few of the better pieces would be taken as prizes, the rest burned.

    “I thank Fortuna that there were no Sarmatian cavalry with them,” Tiberius said quietly.

    “Thank Fortuna, or the poor sod who sent his men to watch the border without mounted support,” Fosselius mused. “I doubt they will make the same mistake twice.”

    
    It was three days of hard riding through the mountains before Catullus reached Sarmizegetusa. Prince Diegis met the news grimly. They had made a grave error, and it was he who would have to inform the king. He also knew he needed to face the royal court publicly, for word would soon reach the capital, with families of the dead and missing demanding answers.

    King Decebalus knew his brother brought ill tidings once an aid told him of the urgency. He sat upon his oaken throne in the great hall. His arms rested on the armrests of his chair. Though he tried to appear outwardly calm, his body was visibly tense. Councillors and several Dacian generals stood to either side, while others lined the steps leading up to the throne. Diegis, his face pale, strode into the hall and bowed his head before his sovereign.

    “My king, I bring grave news from the Danube border. A Roman force crossed at Viminacium. We suspect they were scouting the region, while clearing the land for a greater invasion force. I’d sent a contingent of a thousand comati and 500 of our elite corps to keep watch. Regrettably, they were drawn into open battle with the Roman infantry and taken in the flanks by their horsemen. Several hundred of our warriors are either dead or missing.”

    He went on to describe the battle, from what details Catullus could recall. Decebalus’ expression remained unchanged, though several of his councillors were visibly disturbed.

    “An amateurish mistake,” General Bicilis grumbled. “Who were the captains leading our men?”

    When Diegis told them the names, the general retorted, “None of those men had any experience! Why were they leading an army so close to Roman territory without any seasoned leadership?”

    “And why were imperial horsemen able to so easily flank our warriors?” another asked. “Roman cavalry are no match for our heavily armoured horsemen. Why did we dispatch warriors with no mounted support?”

    Decebalus did not speak, though his glaring expression told Diegis he demanded the same answers. The prince looked down, ashamed.

    “The fault is mine alone. All of it. That most of our warriors are young and inexperienced cannot be helped. But that I sent promising young captains, without a mentor to guide them, is inexcusable. As is the failure to detach a company of horsemen to support them. Given the lateness of the campaign season, I felt the risk of a Roman invasion was insignificant. And any exploratory incursions could be met with a sufficient force of 1,500 warriors. I was wrong and am to blame for the losses we’ve suffered.”

    “Indeed,” Decebalus said. “This wounds me greatly, brother; both the loss of men, and that you acted so carelessly. You are wiser and a better strategist than this. The lives of our warriors are sacred, and the survival of our people means we cannot throw them away recklessly.”

    “What atonement would you demand of me?” Diegis asked. “I cannot bring back the dead, nor would I ask those who suffered by my actions to follow my leadership. What penance shall I pay, my king? If you demand I pay with my life, I will gladly take it, and let Zalmoxis judge me.”

    “You will atone for your mistakes,” Decebalus stressed. “But as we cannot afford to needlessly lose warriors, neither can we throw away the lives of our most experienced generals. Though I shall not formally exile you from court, you are prohibited from returning to Sarmizegetusa until such time as the Romans cross into the kingdom again. You will re-establish our remote camp near Viminacium. An appropriate number of veteran captains will guide the promising, if inexperienced, war leaders. And you shall supplement your warriors with a company of 200 horsemen. We demand much from them, being away from their homes with the coming harvest, while denying them the celebration of the winter solstice with their families. But it is for their families that we must remain vigilant along our borders. And it is only fitting that the royal house be represented in sharing this burden.”

    Diegis was given three days to prepare for his departure to the southern frontier. During this time, one of the surviving captains reached Sarmizegetusa on horseback. Their forces had suffered a defeat but withdrew in good order through the woods. The Romans had not dared to pursue out of fear of being drawn into an ambush. They’d re-established camp, which they were now fortifying. The wounded needed medical supplies, with some becoming ill with fever. At King Decebalus’ directive, Prince Diegis mustered another 200 soldiers, 500 comati, and 200 armoured cavalry to supplement the garrison. Two additional war captains who’d previously faced the Romans were summoned. One was long in years, but still able to ride and eager to pass his knowledge on to his younger peers.

    The prince and his mounted contingent reached the camp four days later. The infantry reinforcements would arrive in a week. The freshness of the dug-up earth surrounding the camp told him that it was previously left unfortified. Had the Romans pursued them, they would have been hunted until the last remnants were wiped out, or the few survivors reached the fortified passes at Tapae. Diegis felt there was no need to berate those who remained. They’d learned a far more painful and lasting lesson than he could have ever taught them.

    

  
    Chapter XI: Matters of Family

    

    Rome

    October, 100 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    The passing of the autumn equinox brought a mild reprieve from the stifling heat within the imperial capital. The days were still very warm, and there’d been just two days of rain since mid-July. This had lowered the Tiber considerably, with many irrigation canals prematurely dried up. This increased the demand for grain shipments from Egypt, which were already strained by the additional requirements for the Diana Fortress in Moesia. Additional levies were possible from other provinces. The Gallic farming regions near Lugdunum had had a wetter summer, and the North Africa Proconsularis was always a fertile source of grains, legumes, and vegetables. However, increased demand meant a greater strain upon the imperial treasury. While the emperor had final say over every matter of economic, civic, and military policy, Trajan was grateful that he’d balanced the imperial court with men knowledgeable in every aspect of governance. Gaius Pliny, whose suffect consulship ended on the Kalends of November, was working diligently with the quaestors to adjust fiscal spending and find possible sources of revenue.

    Like Augustus, upon whom he drew inspiration for his style of governance, Emperor Trajan gradually built up a corps of advisers and administrators who could see to the daily machinations of imperial governance, in a manner that kept with his intentions. Even an autocrat could not effectively rule alone. And though he’d yet to make his intentions public, Trajan would not manage the upcoming Dacian campaign from a thousand miles away in Rome. He intended to depart for the front by April, which meant he had six months to make certain the daily functions of the Empire were manageable without his immediate intervention.

    Where Trajan enjoyed the greatest stability in his life was also where he exerted the least control. While he still had final say in family matters, such as marriage, the Empress Plotina and Trajan’s sister, Marciana, exerted joint control over the imperial household. Both women were openly admired by both the patricians and plebs. There were, however, concerns that such joint responsibilities were rife for rivalry within any family, especially that of the emperor.

    Such fears quickly proved unfounded. In public, both shared an equal place at Trajan’s side, with the imperial sister holding equal prominence with the empress-consort. Both publicly and privately, there was nary a hint of jealousy. Each felt a sense of duty, to both family and Empire. The greatest compliments towards the two most important women in Trajan’s life came in a letter from Pliny, addressed to the emperor. Pliny was not known for pretentious flattery, and his candour as consul was greatly appreciated by the emperor. In his letter he wrote,

    

    Two women in the same position can share a home without a sign of envy or rivalry. Their respect and consideration for each other is mutual, and as each love you with all her heart, it makes no difference which of them stands first in your affection. United as they are in purpose of daily life, nothing can be shown to divide them. Their one aim is to model themselves on your example. Consequently, are the same, being formed after yours.

    

    Trajan’s sameness of affection towards his wife and sister came out of love stemming from a similar place. Marciana was five years the elder of her brother, and Trajan often compared their relationship to that of Emperor Augustus and his older sister, Octavia. While Marciana was not bashful about using her influence to benefit those close to her, notably her granddaughter, Vibia Sabina, she never attempted to manipulate her brother for self-gain.

    Because their marriage lacked physical intimacy, Trajan and Plotina’s relationship resembled that of siblings than spouses. She was the partner in his labours, particularly in matters of the imperial family. She’d earned his absolute trust over the years. What’s more, she allowed herself no airs of superiority, either in public or private. Like her husband, Plotina considered her role as Empress of Rome to be a servant to the people.

    Despite the family burdens being shared by his wife and sister, there were still affairs requiring Trajan’s personal oversight. Though he’d approved the betrothal years before, Trajan did not give permission for Hadrian to marry Vibia Sabina until pressure from his wife compelled him to let the match go forward. Licinius Sura also played a role in convincing Trajan to proceed with the union.

    “Hadrian lacks responsibility,” Sura said. “He best keeps out of trouble when he has something occupying him. At the moment, his only duties are acting as page boy between you and the senate.”

    Trajan scowled at this last remark. “It is his overt familiarity with the court pages that has most recently earned my ire. Thrice I have had to abrasively correct his behaviour. He wishes to be my successor, yet his inherent vices and poor judgement are just as strong as his natural intellect.”

    “His marrying Sabina will not change him, at least not initially,” Sura admitted. “But it will give him responsibilities. And, as Sabina is your sister’s granddaughter, it brings him closer to the imperial family’s inner circle.”

    “Yes, that’s what troubles me,” the emperor said. “Were my wife and sister not so enthusiastic about the match, I would never have consented. Still, Marciana may exert her influence over Hadrian, both for his benefit and Sabina’s.”

    “If you’d like, I’ll speak with Hadrian,” Sura offered. “It may help him to hear a voice of reason that’s not the Emperor of Rome.”

    Sura’s words reassured Trajan. He was one of the most articulate men the emperor had ever known. He could also be very persuasive, something which Trajan was keenly aware he was vulnerable to. Yet Sura was also a loyal friend. The two had been close comrades since the early days of Domitian’s reign, when the thought of Marcus Ulpius Trajan rising to the principate was a laughable absurdity. If anyone could mentor and guide Hadrian into making better life decisions and focus on duty, rather than self, it was Sura.

    
    The royal Dacian family was also in a state of change, albeit this was owing to the pending renewal of war with Rome. As the king’s eldest son, Prince Razvan was duty bound to fight for his nation. Decebalus’ concern was that, though he was both large and strong compared to boys of his age, at fourteen his son was still several years from reaching his full measure. He was an astute pupil, showing a maturity rare in a teenage boy, which was rather fitting for the heir to the throne. He was also less headstrong than his father, which Decebalus was grateful for. What perhaps aided in Razvan’s growing maturity was his natural protectiveness towards his siblings. Princess Cristina was twelve, with Princes Andrei and Eugen ten and nine, respectively.

    Razvan was not at court on the day his uncle, Prince Diegis, humbled himself before the king for his recent failings. Decebalus candidly explained the situation to his son when he inquired as to why his uncle had so hastily left Sarmizegetusa.

    “That ... that troubles me deeply, father,” the young prince said, his face wrought with disappointment. “Uncle Diegis is like a second father to me. You’ve told me many of his heroic deeds in service to our people.” He glanced down and shook his head. “You said he was a great man.”

    “He still is,” his father said. When his son looked up at him confused, the king explained. “Great men are still men. Even a king is not without fault. In time, you will even see your father as more than just a king. I’ll not keep anything from you, son. For when I make the journey to Zalmoxis’ Hall, I hope you will learn from my mistakes, and become a better ruler than I.”

    Razvan did not entirely understand but gave a nod all the same. He then asked, “What part shall I play when the Romans return?”

    “As son of the king, it is your right, your duty, to lead our warriors into battle,” Decebalus said. “But the Romans come before you’ve fully reached manhood. And while your diligence in both physical training and military study makes me proud, you are not yet ready.”

    “I understand.” Razvan was pragmatic enough not to overestimate his skill, or express disappointment. He did, however, implore his father, “I ask that you not leave me hiding behind the walls of our citadels, while you ride to war. Let me prove my worth to both you and our people.” After a moment, a thought came to him. “I could serve as squire to Uncle Diegis. Great generals often take their sons as squires, and he has none.”

    Decebalus did not expect this, nor had he considered the possibility. The king would, naturally, ride to war with his armies. However, his fighting days were long over. Razvan was certainly grown enough and skilled with the care of horse and equipment to serve as a squire. As heir to the throne, this also came with great risk. The prince read his father’s concern in his expression.

    “I will perform my duties and nothing more, acting only on the orders from Uncle Diegis. I know better than to seek personal glory. But, if the worst should happen, Andrei will grow into a worthy successor for you.”

    Decebalus smiled sadly and placed a hand on his shoulder.

    “Your request has merit, but I cannot force it upon your uncle. I will ask him to consider it. But the decision will be his alone.”

    Razvan stood tall and nodded. This was a more favourable answer than he could have hoped for. He always thought that, at best, he’d be allowed to join the royal entourage, relegated to a mere observer in the coming conflict. He did not know how his uncle would respond. It was understandable if he refused, out of fear of having to look after his nephew and royal heir. But should he consent, Razvan quietly vowed to prove a worthy squire and earn the respect of both his father and uncle. As an afterthought, he considered perhaps together he could help his uncle find redemption.

    
    His wedding was a tedious affair for Hadrian. He wasn’t particularly fond of Sabina, though she was quite taken by him. Empress Plotina had counselled the young woman on Hadrian’s proclivities, with physical coupling highly unlikely. Hadrian had confirmed this to his betrothed, making it clear that, while he would observe all necessary traditions during the ceremony and wedding feast, she should not expect him to actually consummate the marriage. If Vibia wished for intimacy, she needed to find it elsewhere. Hadrian did not say these things to be hurtful. And he dreaded running afoul of his betrothed’s mother and grandmother even more than Trajan!

    “I am simply being forthright with you, my dear,” he said.

    The two met in Hadrian’s study, attached to his bedroom at the imperial palace. He was concerned about certain preconceptions his pending bride had.

    “Unless Jupiter himself willed my manhood to perform, it is not possible for me to plant my seed within you. This is a simple truth, and one which does not diminish my masculinity.”

    He refrained from mentioning how Trajan shared a similar propensity. Empress Plotina had rather candidly told Hadrian that her husband was able to perform in the marital bed, albeit with some difficulty. It was only after she failed to conceive within the first year of their marriage that she proposed they limit their relationship to all aspects but the intimate. Besides, Hadrian was not Trajan. He was his own man, and, though Trajan had every right to deem who he should marry, it was for Hadrian to decide the terms of the union.

    Rather than showing hurt or surprise, Sabina simply smiled in reply.

    “I expect all from my husband that a Roman woman has the right to,” she replied. “And I shall give him all that he requires in return. If I may follow the example of our beloved empress, I shall be the partner of your labours within the household. And should you one day achieve your dream and succeed Trajan, may I prove as valuable a consort as Plotina.”

    The relief felt by Hadrian was instantaneous. He let out a sigh and gave an involuntary grin. Without thinking, he took Sabina by the shoulders and kissed her gently on the cheek.

    “Until the wedding, then.”

    The marriage of Aelius Hadrian to Vibia Sabina was a magnificent celebration, the first wedding of an imperial family member since the reign of Vespasian. Much to Trajan’s chagrin, because Sabina was the emperor’s great-nice, there was increased public speculation whether this meant Hadrian was being groomed as heir to the principate. The emperor refused to comment, other than reiterating, “Following the divine Nerva’s example, my heirs will earn their place in the succession through merit, rather than birth.”

    The wedding itself was a garish affair, though Trajan astutely followed the century-old decree of Emperor Augustus, limiting the cost of the feast to 250 denarii. This did not prohibit friends and family of the bride and groom from bringing their own contributions in both food and entertainment. As duties of the princeps included serving as Pontifex Maximus, chief priest over all Roman religion, Trajan personally conducted the ceremony. Traditionally, the wedding ceremony took place in the home of the bride’s father. Sadly, Sabina’s father died of an illness two years prior, immediately after Trajan’s ascension to the principate. As she had no brothers or paternal uncles, her maternal great-uncle, Emperor Trajan, became her closest male relative and de facto head of the family. He therefore both gave away the bride and conducted the ceremony.

    Hadrian, at the emperor’s quiet insistence, decided the wedding would take place in a small shrine near the imperial palace. Sacrifices were offered to Juno and Terra Mater. Rings and vows were exchanged, with the hands of the bride and groom bound together in ceremonial cloth. With raucous cheers, the gathering soon followed a young man bearing a torch to the palace and the pending feast. Rather than taking dining couches together, by tradition Vibia kept close to her mother. It was only after the wine cake was eaten, the courses finished, and copious quantities of vintage consumed, that Hadrian steeled his nerve to commit the final act that would legally sanctify the marriage. He threw down his empty cup, stood with eyes blazing, and lunged for his wife. He pulled Vibia from her mother, who feigned cries of dismay. He then took a loaf of bread, which he held over Sabina’s head and tore to pieces, throwing the remnants to the crowd. He then roughly led her away to the cheers of their friends.

    Once out of sight, within his bedchamber, he released her, and they both started laughing.

    “Now that the farce is complete and the household gods appeased, I shall bid you good night,” Hadrian said.

    Sabina nodded slowly, her smile never fading.

    “Good night, my dear. Let this be the first day of a beneficial union for us both.”

    

  
    Chapter XII: Armies and Allies

    

    The Diana Fortress, Moesia

    February, 101 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    In the month before the spring equinox, imperial couriers reached the fortresses in Pannonia and Moesia, ordering their respective legions to fully assemble at the Diana Fortress. The Germanic legions and vexillations from the east had arrived the previous autumn. Because grain shipments from Egypt could not resume until the snowy passes of the Dalmatian mountains cleared, continuous convoys bearing food stores from each of the Danube fortresses preceded the legions and auxilia regiments to Diana.

    At the peninsular gathering field, the massive encampment was filling with imperial soldiers. The stone fortress was mostly complete, though there was a constant need for improvements and maintenance. The army was divided into a series of camps, usually with two legions or an equal number of auxilia troops. This proved more manageable, with each responsible for its own logistical support and waste disposal. The latter was a filthy, overwhelming–yet unavoidable–necessity, especially for mounted and logistics elements. Men could be made to use latrine trenches, but horses and draught animals urinated and shat where they pleased. One practical, if often unspoken, reason for disbursing the units of a large army was to mitigate the health risks. Complete disease eradication was impossible, and during the winter months as many as one in every five imperial soldiers were on the sick lists with any number of stomach ailments or fever. A few never recovered, as evidenced by the charred remains of funeral pyres south of the camp.

    “Disease will kill an army faster than the surest enemy blade,” Centurion Fosselius grimly remarked.

    He and Tiberius stood atop a rocky hill along the western edge of their fort. In the distance, they watched three billowing plumes of smoke rise mournfully into the sky.

    “The sooner the spring thaws come, the better,” Tiberius said quietly.

    Their camp was less populated than those of the converging legions, as it was currently just the flying column and two cohorts of praetorians. Once the remaining elements of the imperial household division arrived, it would be just a short time before the army crossed into Dacia. Tiberius gazed over his shoulder at the glimmering of sunlight off the frigid Danube. He pondered what preparations the enemy were making for their impending arrival.

    
    King Decebalus had not sat idle during the winter months. His brother diligently kept him abreast of Roman movements along the Danube. The number of imperial soldiers near the newly constructed fortress told of imminent invasion. Though spring came late to the Carpathian Mountains, with the passes often treacherous into April, the Dacians knew they had to accept the risk. The professional corps, still gravely understrength with around 20,000 soldiers, bivouacked near the capital. With losses suffered during the previous war, the natural attrition of age and illness in the years after, there simply were not enough capable fighting men to fill its ranks. The comati numbered around 60,000 militia. Their numbers would have to be supplemented by men normally deemed too old or too young to take up arms.

    Decebalus knew his armies could not stand alone, not least of all because the Romans likely had them outnumbered. Even if required to lay siege to every citadel from the base of the mountains to the capital, the Empire’s relentless capabilities for breaking strongholds were terrifying. The Romans were known for their methodical patience. With their logistical expertise, they could keep armies in the field almost indefinitely. A war lasting years boded ill for Dacia, as they would need to leave thousands of warriors at each stronghold and be ready to battle the Romans for every step of ground. This meant leaving their fields unattended and a diminished harvest. Starvation would conquer what Caesar could not by force of arms alone. They had to stop the imperial army, like they had twice at Tapae. And for that, they needed allies.

    There were five greater tribes north of the Carpathians, the Carpi, Bastarnae, Cotini, Navari, and Buri. There was also Dacia’s long-time ally, the Rhoxolani, to the east. The Bastarnae were the largest and likeliest to align themselves with Dacia. Their lands stretched from the northeast slopes of the mountains, following the Tyras and Porata Rivers southeast to the Black Sea, where their southern border lay just across from Roman Moesia. They certainly saw the Empire as a threat. And they were on friendly terms with the Rhoxolani.

    What Decebalus could not secure diplomatically could be purchased in coin. Slaves, including many Roman prisoners of war, had stripped the kingdom’s mines of enough gold and silver to fill the royal citadel. The lure of Dacian wealth was what convinced the Buri, who were furthest removed from Dacia, to commit 5,000 warriors to the fight.

    “Regrettably, they will not be able to come until late spring,” a diplomat informed the king and his council. “They must travel over the longest mountain roads to the north. They cannot take the lower valleys which lead to the Tisza plain, since the Iazyges have declared for Rome.”

    “Opportunistic cowards, unworthy of our shared Sarmatian heritage,” one councillor spat angrily.

    “They refused to join either side during the last war, even after Domitian murdered their diplomatic delegation,” the king reminded them. “It is therefore unsurprising that they should join with this new Caesar, who is both far more diplomatic, and who brings a greater army than Domitian.”

    “They are not actively fighting for the Romans,” a diplomat spoke up. “But they are keeping the neighbouring Cotini and Costoboci from joining us.”

    General Bicilis then remarked, “And, with no threat to the enemy’s left flank, they can advance in wider columns across the Banat plains, keeping west of the main road leading north through the mountains.”

    “They will be within ten miles of the Iron Gates before we can effectively engage them,” Decebalus observed.

    “And that is where we will stop them,” an accented voice said.

    This belonged to a Bastarnae war chief of stocky build, with a long moustache running down the corners of his mouth. Though sharing a Sarmatian kinship with the Dacians, they were also of the Venedi people, from the lands further north. Their language was therefore a mix of both peoples. They were conversant in the Dacian tongue, even with the differences in dialect.

    “And we are grateful for your aid,” Decebalus replied.

    The Bastarnae had pledged a force of 5,000 warriors. These were able to cross the open plains of the Rhoxolani before taking the less-used trails through the mountains southeast of Sarmizegetusa.

    It was the Rhoxolani who Decebalus next addressed.

    “The friendship of King Denis is one long cherished,” he said earnestly.

    “Our king is advancing in years, and his eyesight has started to fail him,” their diplomat said candidly. “But his mind is clear, as is his loyalty to our closest allies. We sacrificed much during the last war with Rome. A company of 2,000 of our best men assisted the Marcomanni during the Pannonian uprising. They aided in destroying an imperial legion but were themselves nearly wiped out in the ensuing battles with the man who now rules Rome. The Empire seeks to cower us, but we will not submit. Nor will the sacrifices of our honoured dead be in vain. King Denis pledges 9,000 heavy lancers. May they help our greatest friend, King Decebalus, rip out the very heart of Rome.”

    
    By the Kalends of March, the imperial army was mostly assembled near the Diana Fortress. For ease of control, the main elements were divided into three divisions, each commanded by one of the three governor-generals from the border provinces. Caius Proculus led the Upper Moesia division with the First Minervia, Fourth Flavia, Seventh Claudia, and Fourteenth Gemina Legions. Laberius Maximus’ Lower Moesia force consisted of the Eleventh Claudia, Fifth Macedonica, and First Italica Legions, plus the vexillations from Fourth Scythica and Twelfth Fulminata from Syria. The Pannonia division under Atilius Agricola was spearheaded by First and Second Adiutrix, Thirteenth Gemina, and Fifteenth Apollinaris Legions. Auxilia cavalry regiments were assigned to each division, along with allied skirmishers and mercenaries from as far away as Britannia and Syria.

    The auxilia corps, consisting of infantry and mounted regiments not already assigned to the various divisions, plus the host of allied troops sent by various client kings, was the largest entity. These were expected to deploy to whichever front needed support, while providing garrisons to supply depots and keeping logistics lines open during the advance. Julius Bassus, who was serving on Trajan’s staff as a legatus pro praetore, was assigned as commanding general.

    Rounding out the army was the imperial household division of the Imperial Horse and Praetorian Guard. Prefect Claudius was given command over the entire force, though Vorenus still reported directly to the emperor.

    Despite the usual issues with legions and regiments being always understrength, plus depletions brought by long-term illness and deaths, the Roman army assembled near the Diana Fortress was the largest seen in more than a century. Estimates placed the total number of imperial soldiers between 120,000-130,000, of whom around 60,000 were legionaries. Not since the Last War of the Republic, between Octavian and Antony, had Rome fielded such huge forces. Even during the Great Jewish Revolt, Vespasian’s imposing army had numbered just over half that assembled by Trajan.

    During the second week of March, with the last few vexillation cohorts and auxilia regiments soon to arrive, the division commanders assembled for a preliminary council-of-war. As they currently represented the emperor’s household division, Gavius Lucifer and Tiberius Artorius were also in attendance. A messenger had just arrived from Rome, with Proculus now holding the scroll bearing the emperor’s seal.

    Holding it aloft he proclaimed, “My friends, Caesar has left Rome. The army is assembled, and our emperor comes to lead us to victory.”

    None were surprised by the message. Were Trajan not personally taking charge of the campaign, he would have appointed one of them to act as commander-in-chief, with basic instructions regarding what constituted victory and terms to be demanded of the vanquished foe.

    “If he departed Rome on the 1st, then we should expect his arrival sometime next month,” Agricola speculated.

    “Which will mean a late April or early May crossing of the Danube,” Maximus added.

    “It will take that long to make suitable preparations,” Proculus noted.

    “Sir, do we know where the emperor intends to cross?” Lucifer asked.

    “Viminacium,” Proculus answered. Gazing at the faces of the assembled officers he said, “Not that this comes as a surprise. The Iron Gates pass at Tapae is the most direct route to Sarmizegetusa. And, unfortunately, we do not know the lay of the land enough to determine if there is a suitable alternate path to the Dacian capital.”

    “A pity,” Agricola said. “With as many soldiers as we’ve mustered, we could launch a three-pronged invasion and swarm the kingdom.”

    “We could, if the mountains did not stand between us,” Proculus replied. “The Carpathians are steep, rugged, and heavily forested. Doubtless there are plenty of trader and farming roads, with ample open farmland, but we do not know where these lay. The emperor is an experienced general, more than any of us. Should the situation change, the further we drive into Dacia, we will doubtless seize any opportunities that arise.”

    “Given the sheer size of our army, and the gargantuan stores procured, he’s not expecting this to be a quick or easy fight,” Maximus observed.

    “Nor do any of us,” Agricola remarked. He then said to Proculus, “Both Viminacium and this fortress are within your province. What preparations have you made for the crossing?”

    “Though I needed confirmation from Caesar, all balance-of-probability led to Viminacium,” Proculus replied. “I’ve left three cohorts from Legio VII behind, while ordering three more of auxilia infantry to the city, plus two more of cavalry. Sappers from all three of my legions are preparing pontoon bridges. We’ll be ready once Caesar gives the order to invade.”

    Delegations from Rome arrived in the coming days, including several members of Trajan’s staff, who confirmed Proculus’ assumptions. Pompey Longinus, the emperor’s chief-of-staff, led this contingent. Though not given command over the army, Pompey’s position, and the detailed orders given him by the emperor, made him the temporary commander-in-chief in all but name. A veteran general with a knack for political diplomacy, he simply gave the division commander’s Trajan’s intents, rather than direct orders. He affirmed Proculus’ deployment of engineers and support assets to Viminacium, while coordinating with Quartermaster-General Felix regarding stores and transportation needs for the army.

    For Tiberius and the flying column, there was little for them to actually do, despite the frenzy of activity. The arrival of so many auxilia cavalry regiments negated their need to patrol the region. He and Fosselius maintained a constant schedule of drill and parade, with daily inspections of weapons, horse tackle, and kit. It was, however, impossible to keep his soldiers occupied every waking hour, and boredom soon set in as they awaited the emperor’s arrival.

    The usual armies of sutlers, prostitutes, and other camp followers had grown over the preceding months. Wherever imperial soldiers mustered, so too did every opportunist ready to help them part with their hard-won coin. Owing to the army’s immense size, there simply weren’t sufficient goods or whores available. This led to a severe increase in pricing, with fights breaking out between soldiers. Pompey was compelled to post a proclamation, demanding a price cap on goods and services, while stating that unless sufficient quantities could be maintained, the camp followers would need to disperse. Every officer within the imperial army was in agreement: the sooner they crossed into Dacia and began prosecuting the war, the better.

    

  
    Chapter XIII: The Fighting Caesar

    

    
    Bronze statue of Emperor Trajan, outside the Tower of London

    Though Trajan maintained his usual outward stoicism, he grew increasingly impatient to reach the front. Weather over the eastern Alps and Dalmatian Mountains prevented his departure from the Eternal City until early March. The upper tier of Imperial Horse Guards and remaining praetorian cohorts were kept in a perpetual state of readiness, their kit and camp stores packed as they eagerly anticipated the order for departure. Every day they awaited news from northeast Italia and Dalmatia that the mountains were traversable once more.

    Trajan had accepted a consecutive consulship, partly to add the perception of consular influence to the pending invasion of Dacia. The highly capable statesman, Quintus Paetus was appointed his colleague for January through March. Attius Suburanus, the Praetorian Prefect who was remaining in Rome, was elevated from the equites into the senatorial class at the start of the year. He was subsequently granted the suffect consulship for February and March, acting in the stead of Trajan, who was preparing to leave for Moesia. This caused a few grumblings amongst the older senatorial families. Some even mentioned when Emperor Tiberius had appointed his Praetorian Prefect, Sejanus, who later betrayed the Empire, to the consulship. Trajan had at least ensured propriety in seeing Suburanus elevated to proper senatorial rank first. He’d also maintained his usual outward deference to the senate, requesting they approve the appointment. Those who dissented mostly bickered about a new patrician being granted the most esteemed honour of a Roman senator so quickly, rather than any actual fears of another Sejanus seeking power.

    Fiscal concerns still troubled the emperor, even as preparations for war occupied his final weeks in the capital. Many of the alimentary programs instituted by Nerva and expanded by Trajan had to be curtailed. Crops in Italia were hampered by an unusually dry summer. Fifteen percent of Egyptian grain shipments bound for Rome were diverted to Moesia for the army, increasing inflation as the emperor and senate had to procure alternate sources for the city’s dole.

    The emperor met with Suburanus and Paetus every day during the last week of February. He needed to make certain the imperial government remained functional, with measures in place to prevent a complete depletion of the treasury.

    “Financial difficulties are a reality of every civilised nation,” Paetus said plainly. “Rome has faced far greater troubles, total ruin at times. Yet she always returns stronger than ever. And, if I may speak plain, Caesar, you are about to embark on the oldest means of attaining wealth since the very dawn of Rome.”

    There was no denying it. In previous incursions, the humiliating terms of the previous armistice were simply the political reasons for invading Dacia. For a kingdom that was a quarter the size of Gaul, it possessed as much wealth as all the provinces west of the Alps combined. Should Trajan prove victorious, he could attain enough treasure to swell the imperial coffers to bursting. To say nothing of ending the embarrassing payment of two million denarii to the Dacians every year. The emperor had ordered this practice ceased soon after returning to Rome at the end of his first year as Caesar. All imperial engineers were also ordered to return south of the Danube. Dacian diplomats had complained to the Moesian governors with demands from King Decebalus that Trajan honour the terms of their previous treaty. That these men now commanded two of the imperial divisions massed at Diana gave Decebalus his answers.

    “Restoring Roman honour, peace along our frontiers, and renegotiating a more favourable treaty with Dacia justifies our invasion,” Trajan reasoned. “But I would speak false if I said the lure of Carpathian gold is not also enticing.”

    “The senate and people still hold you with good will, sire,” Suburanus said. “Provided our frugal measures do not turn into a financial crisis, and you emerge victorious, I daresay they’ll proclaim you the greatest Caesar since Augustus.”

    “And should I fail, I expect to share the infamy of Gaius and Nero,” Trajan added.

    There was an aura of confidence about the emperor, tempered with genuine humility. Rome’s armies were fierce, but not invincible. While Emperor Trajan held the people’s respect, he was still a man. And all men were fallible.

    
    There was no masking where the Romans would cross. Even before the ground completely thawed, Dacian scouts spied imperial engineers building pontoon bridges across the Danube, near the Moesian city of Viminacium. A large force was ferried across to the north bank to protect the bridge and its builders. Three cohorts of legionaries and an equal number of auxilia infantry constructed a ring of forts in a wide semicircle around the beachhead. Defences were further strengthened by emplaced scorpion ballistae, companies of archers, and two patrolling regiments of cavalry.

    Prince Diegis left his men at their encampment, about half a day’s march from the drift. He took with him just a pair of scouts, including the Roman turncoat, Catullus. The rest were ordered to only deploy for battle, should the enemy press further inland and leave themselves vulnerable for ambush. Under no circumstances were they to attack the forts guarding the bridges.

    “Were it spring, and the passes manageable, we could bring forth our entire army and drive them into the river, their corpses cleansing the land of their taint,” a scout muttered quietly.

    “But it’s not, nor can we garrison the entire frontier,” Catullus replied in a whisper.

    The three had established their overwatch behind a large stand of scrub brush atop a steep rocky knoll half a mile away. The trees and undergrowth were thick. From below, it looked as if there was no way to the top of the small hill. Indeed, it was a precarious climb, requiring the prince and his companions to lead their mounts on foot up the rock-strewn path along the north side. There was also the risk of being discovered by the swarms of mounted patrols. It would be extremely difficult for the Romans to climb up to them, but so too would it be nearly impossible for them to escape with such a harrowing means of descent. Diegis deemed the risk acceptable for the moment.

    Were the Romans not their hated enemies, he could almost admire their relentless ingenuity and fortitude. The purpose of deforestation efforts along the north bank were twofold. Not only were the Romans clearing space for their massive army, it also supplied lumber for both the forts and makeshift bridge. Spanning the river were six smaller vessels with shallow drafts. Large ropes were fixed to each end at the waterline. Teams of carpenters cut the harvested trees into large planks, sized for the width of the intended bridge. Copious piles of sawdust, bark, and discarded chunks of wood were left in their wake. Whole logs were nailed and piled into half pyramids against the sides of the ships as supports for the ramps leading onto the docks. These were necessary for the litany of baggage carts, supply wagons, and siege trains.

    What struck Diegis most was not the imperials’ tenacity, but their efficiency. The rings of trenches and earthworks surrounding each cohort sized fort were finished within a day. By the end of the first week, wooden watch towers were constructed at the entrances, while roughly a third of the makeshift bridge looked complete.

    “By the time the mountain snows melt, the entire imperial army will be trekking across our lands,” the prince muttered bitterly.

    Roman cavalry patrols were pushing deeper into Dacian territory, with picquets posted past the hill. Diegis knew the Romans would discover a way up the rocks, claiming the watch post for themselves. They therefore abandoned the knoll under the cover of darkness, thankful no night patrols found them. He left a pair of scouts to continue watching the growing crossing site, albeit from a much safer distance. He and Catullus then rode back to the forward outpost, where he informed the war captains and ordered a messenger sent to Sarmizegetusa.

    One of the chieftains was an older veteran named Vasile, who’d served with Diegis at the previous Battle of Tapae. He was leaner in frame than when he last served beside the prince, with shoulder length receding hair and a trimmed beard that were completely grey. A deep scar ran across his right cheek, the result of a Roman pilum which had torn away a strip of his face. As a captain and minor noble, Vasile possessed a bronze conical helm and scale cuirass, though in camp he wore his simple dark blue tunic and earthen trousers.

    “I do not believe the Romans will venture this far inland,” he speculated. “But if they do, I have outposts overlooking every possible approach.” He grinned and added, “I knew you were coming an hour before you reached the camp, highness.”

    “And you know what our king expects,” Diegis remarked. He then addressed the gathered warriors. “I wish to spill Roman blood as much as you. Some have asked why we don’t attack them along the riverbank. Simply put, we lack the numbers. It will be at least three months until we can muster the entire kingdom. And only if there is an early thaw will our northernmost allies, the Buri, be able to reach us by then.” He nodded to Catullus. “Our esteemed friend will join me in scouting the Apus Valley to the west. With the Iazyges proving faithless, that is where we expect the enemy to advance. My friends, we may not be able to bleed the Romans until the reach they Iron Gates, but, once they do, they shall suffer the same fate as those whose eagle adorns our great hall.”

    
    Imperator Caesar Nerva Traianus Augustus departed Rome without fanfare or ceremony. His departure was still unmissable, with three cohorts of praetorians leading the column along the Via Nomentana out the northeast gate, near the Castra Praetoria. Sections from Imperial Horse Guards immediately followed. Others formed into single files on either side of the emperor and his senior officers.

    It was just before dawn. Many early risers or night-time transportation workers gave excited shouts to wake their neighbours. Trajan smiled and gave courteous waves as people leaned out their clapboard windows with shouts of, “Hail, Caesar!”

    Though he wore his senatorial tunic with no formal trappings, the emperor’s face was well known throughout the city. Before he’d reached the capital at the end of his first year as princeps, his portrait busts adorned every public building and square. His distinctive haircut, combed straight down around his head, was unmistakeable. The senatorial and staff officers in his immediate entourage also wore their civilian tunics as they rode out the city. It was the same for the troopers from the upper tier of Imperial Horse Guards, though these men were still armed with shield, spatha, and lance.

    Only the praetorians marched in full armour. In addition to providing the van and rear guards, they also marched on either side of the baggage train. Though Trajan avoided unnecessary encumbrances on campaign, there was still much he required. Crates carried administrative supplies, wax tablets, rolls of papyrus, writing styluses, and inkwells. He also had his own surveying tools and drafting equipment, often preferring to undertake such tasks personally. There was also his clothing, armour, personal kit, and camping supplies for the principia. He took just a few household slaves with him, who also required their own changes of clothes and necessities. As for the emperor’s meals, he would dine on the same fare as his soldiers. If his legionaries were eating hard-crust bread, with dried sausages and cabbage, then so too was he.

    As they passed from the city, mounted sections trailing the imperial entourage fanned out, riding through the open grasslands following the road northeast. When Quartermaster-General Felix and the advance support staff journeyed to Moesia, his despatches included distances that could be travelled on foot per day, with suitable places to camp.

    The emperor did not wish to become a burden upon the local communities during the thousand-mile trek to the front. He therefore ordered his contingent to camp in fields outside of the various towns and cities, where they would not impede merchant and pedestrian traffic. He did consent to accepting the hospitality of mayors and local magistrates who offered to house him and his senior staff. This was a political necessity, rather than a desire for personal comfort. As emperor, he could not simply pass through the provinces without making an appearance, lest he cause offense.

    They followed a similar route as that taken by Felix’s much smaller delegation the previous summer. From Rome, they first journeyed to Reate in central Italia, cresting the mountains down to Ausculum and then the eastern coast. By the end of the second week, they’d passed through Ariminum, Patavium, and Aquileia. The peaks of the eastern Alps were still covered in snow, though the roads themselves were clear. It was still an arduous climb for both men and beasts until they reached the Alpine city of Emona, near the borders of Noricum to the north and Pannonia to the east. Trajan allowed his men two days to rest and refit before continuing on. He then ordered his column to take the road due east, following the River Savus through southern Pannonia. This took them through a low valley, where they could travel at over twenty miles per day.

    It was during the final week of March that they reached the Pannonian capital of Sirmium, inexplicably located in the southeast end of the province, near the Upper Moesian border. Pre-written despatches were sent ahead to both Pompey and the division commanders. These were kept brief, simply informing them of the emperor’s whereabouts and when to expect his arrival.

    
    As commanding officer of the household division’s advanced party, Tribune Gavius Lucifer also received a personal despatch from the emperor. He summoned Tiberius Artorius, along with all praetorian and horse guard officers, to relay the orders.

    “It seems we will not be waiting for the rest of our division to reach the Diana Fortress,” he said. “Caesar has ordered us to relocate to Viminacium. He intends to cross with the first wave and sees no reason for us to tarry here.”

    “If I may, sir,” Centurion Axius spoke up. “Has he restored the praetorians to our position as his personal guard?”

    “From what his instructions state, I would guess no,” Lucifer replied. “We’re still part of the imperial household division, but only the horse guards are to act as his bodyguards. The praetorians will serve as a heavy infantry reserve to the main army. Though with eleven legions, additional vexillations, and an equal number of auxiliaries, the army will be in a right fucking mess if our blades are needed.”

    Axius frowned but nodded in understanding. Like Lucifer, he was part of the loyal delegation who tried to prevent what amounted to the kidnapping and abject humiliation of the late Emperor Nerva. Trajan knew this. He also asserted that, since the degradation of his predecessor had still occurred, the entire Praetorian Guard shared in the disgrace. Lucifer speculated the only reason Trajan had not simply sacked the lot of them was he did not wish to have 5,000 armed men in Rome suddenly unemployed and perhaps not so eager to hand over their swords. The symbolic demotion and public shaming, coupled with the possibility of redemption, aided in restoring discipline.

    Both Tiberius and Prefect Vorenus sought to avoid any hostilities between their men and the praetorians. The Imperial Horse Guards were now the emperor’s personal guard, but they were also a new regiment with no history or traditions as yet. Though competitive rivalries were expected and encouraged, Vorenus many times berated his troopers against taking on airs of superiority.

    “Each of you received your place because you showed potential,” he’d stated. “Now you must earn that place and write a worthy history for the Imperial Horse Guards.”

    That Vorenus was also friends with the praetorian prefects, Suburanus and Claudius, helped suppress feelings of animosity or resentment. The two were expected to work in conjunction, both to protect the emperor, and turn the tide of battle, should the need arise.

    It was on a mid-spring day, the brisk morning air giving way to the warming rays of the sun, that Emperor Trajan reached Viminacium. Soldier and citizen alike thronged the road to greet their ruler as he marched off to war. Though he never said so to anyone, Trajan felt the difficulty in maintaining his humility. While he’d led a respectable career as a soldier, governor, and patrician, as emperor his achievements thus far were limited. Three years had passed since his rise to Caesar, and Trajan felt he had little to show for it. The suppression of troubles from a few barbarians along the Danube and extending welfare programs for the poor were hardly enough to earn one’s name mentioned in the same company as the divine Augustus.

    “The people’s affection comes from your intentions and potential, not your achievements,” he told himself. “You have yet to earn their true respect. Never fall victim to your own propaganda.”

    

  
    Chapter XIV: Of Mules and Mushrooms

    

    Roman Encampment, north of the Danube

    May, 101 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    Soon after Trajan’s arrival, construction began on a second pontoon bridge across the Danube. The emperor not only wanted to expedite the crossing of his vast army, but to enhance the stream of logistics wagons, which would be constantly passing between the advancing army and the Diana Fortress supply depot.

    It was now early May, three days after he’d reached Viminacium. Trajan stood with his arms folded as he apprised the makeshift bridges spanning the river. The spring air was fresh, and the emperor breathed in deeply through his nose. This was the first morning when he’d donned his armour. Despite the presence of around 3,000 soldiers across the river, of whom a third were cavalry, there were still plenty of places for enemy skirmishers to spring an ambush. Even if they did not know the Emperor of Rome was personally leading his armies into their lands, his attire, be it civilian or military, denoted him as a man of importance. A rich target for a well-placed arrow or throwing spear, to remain devoid of his armour was a foolish tempting of the fates.

    The robust force already deployed near the north bank would remain in place, as the Danube crossing was the most vulnerable point of the entire invasion operation. Should the Dacians destroy the bridges and cut the army off from friendly territory would prove disastrous. Given the need for similar fortified depots along the axis of march, Trajan speculated he might lose a third of his army to protecting their supply lines before they even reached Tapae. And that was just the first strongpoint along the fortified mountain road to Sarmizegetusa.

    “We’re ready, Caesar,” Licinius Sura said from over his shoulder. “All forces are assembled, present and correct. We await your orders.”

    Trajan turned and gazed down the long columns arrayed along the river. The colossal imperial army stretched to halfway between Viminacium and Diana. The pontoon bridges were each wide enough for around ten soldiers to march abreast. Mounted regiments would cross six troopers wide. Because of their cumbersome weight, baggage carts and wagons would have to make the trek in single file.

    “Deploy the vanguard,” Trajan declared. He then looked to Vorenus. “Prefect Vorenus, kindly take us across.”

    The prefect saluted and climbed into the saddle. “Horse Guards! Assemble on me!”

    A spontaneous cheer came from the emperor’s regiment. Troopers eagerly donned their helmets and took to their mounts. This enthusiasm spread along the massive column, with soldiers hoisting their weapons, shouting ovations to the emperor as cornicens sounded the call to march.

    Trajan climbed into the saddle, a servant handing him his helmet. Mounted guardsmen filed to either side of his entourage. The emperor was joined by Longinus, his staff officers, the legatus pro praetore, and his division commanders. Prefect Vorenus and his deputy, Tiberius Artorius, rode with the emperor, as did Prefect Claudius of the Praetorian Guard.

    Perhaps most eager of all was Aelius Hadrian. Though he preferred scholarly study to soldiering, he was proving a quick study under the tutelage of Pompey Longinus. Since their journey to Diana, the chief-of-staff had entrusted the young man with numerous administrative, fiscal, and logistical tasks. Hadrian proved extremely adept at the latter two. His efficiency with disseminating supply requests from the quartermaster-general to the procurement sources had attained the army supplies in iron and leather quicker and at a reduced cost.

    During a private meeting with the emperor, Pompey told Trajan, “Soldiering suits your former ward. He has no self-important delusions of winning military glory, though in time I think he’ll be ready to command a legion.”

    “Whatever keeps him out of trouble and distracted from his worst vices,” was Trajan’s reply.

    At the sounding of trumpets, the advance guard stepped onto the bridges. Two regiments of auxilia cavalry rode at the head, followed by a double-strength miliaria auxilia infantry regiment, and four more regular-sized cohorts. Legio I, Adiutrix, supported by additional mounted troops, formed the remainder of the vanguard, followed by the camp surveyors and engineers, with additional legionary support. Within the first hour, this force was across. Guides from across the river led them to the army’s next encampment, located a mile to the northwest.

    Trajan, his senior staff officers, and the upper half of Imperial Horse Guards, then began crossing on the right-hand bridge, with the flying column on the left. The bridge wobbled slightly yet seemed secure as Tiberius’s horse gingerly stepped onto the first planks. The far shore was now ringed with forts and intimidating defence works, a far cry from the encampment his small force had occupied the previous autumn. He scanned the tree lines, which were now about half a mile further from the river than before. Part of him expected to see the Dacian hordes swarming from the woods to repel their crossing. He then grinned and subtly shook his head at the foolish notion. Hundreds of imperial cavalrymen patrolled the nearest forests, with picquets posted along every hilltop within three miles of the crossing.

    The Dacians would have to be completely mad to attack us here, he thought to himself.

    It was slow going across the river, as they were following columns of marching infantry. Sturdy though the bridge was, the footing left much to be desired. Numerous soldiers had gathered near the riverbank. They raised their weapons in salute, shouting, “Hail, Caesar!” For them, this would be their only chance to greet the emperor during this campaign. Theirs was the tedious task of protecting supply lines and the river crossing. No martial accolades awaited them. Yet without their protection, the army risked being cut off and starved into submission. Trajan understood this, and in a sign of respect held his hand up in salute as he rode at a slow trot past the gathered river garrison.

    Upon reaching the designated marching camp, each division arrayed themselves as they had at Diana. The emperor and senior officers reached the site where the large principia tent was already being erected an hour after sunrise. It wasn’t until nearly midnight when the last of the rear guard, who’d had to trek more than twenty miles just to reach the crossing, marched tiredly to their bivouacs. Due to the army’s size, it was estimated that the lead elements of each division would reach their destination just as the rear guard was finally departing.

    “Were we not contending with steep mountains covered in forests, with only one viable road to travel, we would envelop the Dacians from multiple fronts,” Licinius Sura noted.

    The senior officers were still awake, discussing the day’s activities and any issues from the march. Trajan had also made it clear he would not rest until the last of his men were safely encamped.

    “The terrain works against them as much as it does us,” Pompey Longinus reasoned. “Though they may attempt to slow our advance by emplacing ambushes in the woods, once we’re compelled to take the eastern road towards Tapae.”

    “We must use our light auxilia infantry and skirmishers to keep the flanks clear,” Trajan stressed. “It will mean slow going. But, then, we were never going to sprint to Sarmizegetusa.”

    “If I may, Caesar,” General Proculus said. “Our pace of march is not only going to be slow, but if the passes are as fortified as we’ve heard, then we’ll be laying sieges every few miles. To be completely honest, sire, I don’t see how we can reach the Dacian capital by winter.”

    “Most likely, we can’t,” the emperor concurred. “Which is why we’ve brought such a robust army to fully garrison every depot and marching camp along the way. Should winter come before we reach Sarmizegetusa, I have no intention of sending the army back across the Danube, only to start again the following spring. We are not going anywhere except forward.” He looked to his quartermaster-general. “Felix, your task is the most crucial of all. Convoys between the army and Diana will be constant. A convenience is the empty wagons can be used to transport any sick or wounded unable to continue the fight.”

    “We have numerous carts just bearing the timber and iron fittings to repair any broken wagons,” Felix remarked. “And I’ve requisitioned replacement mules and oxen be herded to Diana, when the need arises.”

    “And it will,” Trajan said. “Even without an enemy to fight, this journey will be difficult enough on men and beasts of burden. Tomorrow, we will take the time to perform the suovetaurilia and attain Mars’ blessing for this campaign.”

    The suovetaurilia was an ancient rite in Roman religion involving the sacrifice of a boar, a ram, and a bull. A variant specific to agriculture and the blessing of the harvest sacrificed a pig, a lamb, and a calf. The ritual was always dedicated to Mars, as the Roman god of both war and agriculture. On the morning after reaching their first marching camp, Trajan donned the priestly robes of Pontifex Maximus, his head adorned in a plain cloth. Rather than carrying a heavy stone altar on campaign, a simple wooden one with a metal brazier was used. The emperor reasoned Mars would appreciate the simple practicality.

    The embers glowed and all was solemn as the three sacrificial beasts were unwittingly brought forth. The commanding generals and staff officers stood in formal togas for the ceremony, the only time they would don such attire during the campaign. The beasts were led in turn to Trajan, who gazed down, chanting a rhythmic prayer to Mars. As he cut the throats of each, he ended the prayer with, “To this intent, deign to accept this sacrifice.”

    As was customary in Roman augury, the entrails were then examined, particularly the liver. If there was no spotting or signs of disease, the omens were deigned favourable. Trajan saw no signs of blemish.

    “Mars is pleased,” he proclaimed, holding aloft each for the witnesses to see. “Through this sacrifice, the divines have blessed our cause. Mars calls upon Minervia, Bellona, and Victoria to grant their wisdom and guidance as we unsheathe our blades against the enemies of Rome.”

    What Trajan thought of augury, and whether such sacrifices actually pleased the gods, he would never say. Whether divine providence, or superstitious nonsense, the ancient rites kept the masses appeased. If being told the auspices were favourable, the assured morale surge amongst the ranks made it worthwhile. Confident in the arms of his men and support of the gods, the armies of Rome prepared for the long trek towards the Iron Gates.

    
    The following day, the army began its first full trek through Dacia. Each division advanced in two columns, six in all. The flat lands of the Apus plains allowed the army to advance at a quick pace, skirting the western edge of the Carpathian Mountains. It was about eighty miles from the Danube crossing to the Timus River. The Timus ran east to west, flowing out of the mountains before merging with the River Tisza, which bisected the Iazyges Kingdom, running north to south, into the Danube.

    Trajan journeyed with Liberius Maximus’ Lower Moesia division on the extreme right. Trajan ordered the praetorians to act as a reserve legion, supported by the horse guards flying column, should they come under attack. This seemed unlikely, as the ground was open, with flanking cavalry squadrons seeing no traces of the enemy.

    “They’re out there,” Trajan said when Licinius Sura made note of this. “It’s easy to mask a few scouts in the trees, who can observe our journey from miles away.”

    “My concern is once we turn east and head into those trees,” Sura remarked, nodding to the forested mountains looming ominously to the northeast.

    “Mine, too,” the emperor candidly admitted.

    He then noticed a rider galloping from the direction of the second column’s advance guard. The man was a Mauritanian trooper, whose regiment had proven an invaluable reconnaissance asset since the previous year.

    “Hail, Caesar,” he said with a sharp salute. “Compliments of General Quietus. We’ve captured a barbarian who comes with a message for you.”

    Sura cocked his head slightly and asked, “You say ‘barbarian’. Do you mean Dacian?”

    “No, sir,” the trooper replied. “He looked more Germanic than Dacian. He said his message was for Caesar alone, and that he came from the north.”

    “My thanks to General Quietus,” Trajan replied. “Have this messenger sent to me.”

    “So, Decebalus is able to call upon the Germanic tribes,” Pompey Longinus said as the trooper rode off. “But who?”

    “I think we’ll have our answer soon enough,” Sura remarked with a nod to their front.

    Anticipating Trajan’s response, Lusius Quietus had already dispatched the barbarian messenger to him. He was a lean, older man with a greying beard. His skin was much fairer than the typical Dacian. He also rode a mule, which caused a few chuckles amongst Trajan’s senior officers. A pair of troopers rode to either side. One kept his lance lowered, pointing towards the man’s back. They halted when a few paces from Trajan, as did the emperor and his officers. The man said nothing, but held up an absurdly large, dried mushroom cap.

    “For Emperor, from High Chief Diotrih of the Buri and friend to Decebalus,” the man said in a heavy accent.

    “Is he offering this for supper?” Sura asked.

    Pompey took the cap and glanced at it before handing it to Trajan. “There are words scrawled on this.”

    “Interesting,” the emperor replied as he accepted the strange token. “Who knew any Germans or Dacians could read.” The top of the fungal cap was gouged in many places and the writing poor. In a deadpan voice he slowly read, “Turn back and live. Stay and be sacrificed to Tyr and Zalmoxis.”

    “Rather short and concise,” Sura remarked.

    Trajan handed the mushroom to an orderly, then looked to the messenger for a few moments.

    “Tell your chieftain he shall have Caesar’s answer at the Iron Gates.”

    Whether the man was fluent enough to understand the words, Trajan’s demeanour was unmistakable. The man gave a short bow, with his escorts taking him back to the head of the column.

    “So, the Buri have aligned themselves with Decebalus,” Sura remarked.

    Pompey pointed towards the tall mountains to the north. “And the snows have already melted. If this man came from their high chieftain, we should assume they are already on the march.”

    
    Much to Decebalus’ relief, the early snow thaw had allowed his Buri allies to begin their long trek a month earlier than anticipated. The king had not expected to see his northernmost allies until well after their first clashes with the Romans. He’d thought to use the Buri as replacements for his dead and wounded, or to reinforce the mountain passes, should the Romans drive them from the Iron Gates. Instead, two days before the Buri chieftain’s messenger reached Trajan, the allied force of 5,000 spearmen reached Sarmizegetusa.

    Their chieftain was a well-built warrior named Diotrih who looked about the same age as Decebalus. He wore a bronze skull cap and scale armour, with a large sword hung off his left hip. A servant carried his large, circular shield, painted a deep, blood-red with black circular decorations. A Dacian courtier from the northern mountains acted as interpreter.

    “Hail Decebalus, King of Dacia, and most noble ally,” Diotrih said with a deep bow.

    Decebalus returned the courtesy, albeit with a much shorter bow that was more of a slow nod.

    “And, in the name of both our peoples, I bid you welcome. The divine Tyr and Zalmoxis bless our alliance. They’ve cleared the snows, and now we shall drive the Romans from our lands. Your people will be well rewarded, their names revered in the halls of the gods.”

    Between the Buri and Bastarnae warriors, Rhoxolani heavy cavalry, and an assortment of small tribal peoples from the northern Carpathians, Decebalus had around 20,000 allied fighters to support his army. This helped negate the Romans’ numerical advantage. And as his brother’s scouts had informed him, Emperor Trajan was compelled to establish numerous forts along the march to keep his cumbersome army supplied and fed. These required thousands of soldiers to protect, with similar numbers used to escort the continuous convoys of supply wagons. Decebalus understood that such a huge army devoured tons of grain and other food stores every day. Such was the case with his own army. However, they were closer to home and carried enough supplies to see them into late summer. The king hoped to have this matter with Rome resolved before the next harvest. Just like the previous clashes against Domitian, Decebalus needed to break Trajan’s army once they reached the Iron Gates.

    

  
    Chapter XV: To the Iron Gates

    

    ***

    

    On the third time since the crossing, a supply and communications depot similar to that along the Danube was established. Viewing the location as safer than the fording site, with the valley’s open ground laying within Iazyges territory, Trajan deployed a garrison of just three auxilia infantry cohorts and a half-regiment of cavalry. Two days later, they reached the Timus River. This flowed through the valley ahead of the relentlessly lumbering imperial army. Another supply depot was established near the crossroads which paralleled the river and lead east towards Tapae.

    Tiberius and the lead elements of the flying column watched as the three vast divisions began their slow pivot eastward.

    “It’s so beautiful,” he heard Fosselius say. “Flowering trees, deer grazing, waterfowl flying just above the river.” He then let out a sigh and gazed upon the sinister mountains. “One could almost forget the bloody maelstrom we’re stubbornly marching into.”

    Tiberius didn’t reply. He was troubled at another revelation. Since their entire journey thus far had taken them through Iazyges lands of the Apus plains, their entire reconnaissance expedition from the previous year was for naught. They’d killed a couple hundred enemy warriors and sold twice as many to the slave traders. Strategically, however, it accomplished nothing. Tiberius winced at the thought of the soldiers who died on a mission that proved meaningless. His stomach then turned, knowing the losses suffered by both Roman and Dacian the previous autumn was paltry compared to what surely awaited them.

    
    Prince Diegis consented to take his nephew, Prince Razvan, as his squire, though only after the army began mustering near the Iron Gates pass. Razvan, who showed greater maturity than one would expect from a boy of fourteen, proved a diligent aid to his uncle. He rose each morning before Diegis, saw to his arms and equipment, before cooking their breakfast. He kept close wherever his uncle went, ready to offer whatever assistance he may, while absorbing all that was said between the king’s brother and his war chiefs.

    Scouts led by Catullus returned every day to report on the enemy’s movements across the Apus plains. They confirmed the vast size of the imperial army and the emplacement of forts along its route. Diegis sent word to his brother that the enemy was near.

    Five nights after the enemy crossed the Danube, with their camp at the crossroads near the Timus River, the two princes sat around their campfire. King Decebalus had sent word of his approach with the rest of the army, including their host of welcome allies.

    “Soon we will face the Romans in battle,” Diegis said to his nephew.

    “I am ready, uncle,” Razvan said, his gaze fixed on the fire.

    “When the time comes, stay close to me,” Diegis stressed. “We draw our blades only when necessary. You will be my extra eyes, ears, and voice. Keep your wits about you. Know at all times where we, our friends, and especially the enemy are. I may call upon you to deliver messages to our captains, and perhaps even the king. Though in that case, I hope it will be to tell your father the Romans are beaten.”

    Razvan smiled but then gave a shudder, which his uncle pretended not to notice. The preceding months were a blur, consumed with his duties as Diegis’ squire as the nation prepared for war. The conflict with Rome had not seemed real to him. The only Romans he’d ever seen were Tertius and a few of the other turncoats his father allowed in court. He’d never seen a legionary, let along the tens-of-thousands reputedly just a couple days’ trek to the west. He silently thought the first of many prayers, which every Dacian and allied warrior would send to their respective gods in the coming days. Razvan prayed not for personal salvation, but for the strength to do his duty to king and people. If a Roman blade sent him to Zalmoxis, so be it. But he would not succumb to fear!

    
    As intimidating as the path to Tapae appeared, the route Trajan chose was proving strategically and logistically fortuitous. Skirmishers and light horsemen patrolled the woods on the army’s flanks as they trekked eastward into the mountains. The Tapae battlefield was closer than initially anticipated, less than two days’ journey from the supply fort near the Timus River. This area, known as the Banat region, was of great strategic importance. The woods were less dense, with plenty of open fertile ground suitable for farming.

    When they were within a few hours’ march of the Iron Gates pass, Trajan ordered the army to encamp and build one more fortified stronghold. In addition to logistics stores, a large field hospital was erected. Every officer, particularly the handful of veterans from the last Dacian War, expected high casualties in the coming days.

    The total garrison would number 4,000 soldiers, of whom a quarter were cavalry. Half of the infantry were legionary cohorts from three separate legions. Trajan reasoned these men would eventually rotate to the front, replacing cohorts which suffered the heaviest losses. Two companies of archers, each numbering around a hundred men, supplemented the garrison. Scorpion ballistae and even a few smaller onager catapults were added to the defences. Both the wounded and their stores required the utmost protection.

    

  
    Chapter XVI: Finding Favourable Ground

    

    ***

    

    There was no subtlety in the Romans’ reconnaissance missions. Entire regiments rode through the woods, ready to clear away Dacian scouts and any potential ambuscades. There were two waves. The first consisted of light horsemen, notably from the Mauritanian and North African auxilia regiments. These kept a loose dispersion, riding in sections of nine troopers across a wide frontage extending well over a mile in each direction from the road. They were followed by squadrons of lancers from the Gallic, Germanic, and Danube regiments.

    The pace of this reconnaissance in force was measured, yet relentless. Surveyors, engineers, and general labourers, closely guarded by escorts of legionaries and flanked by mobile light auxiliaries, followed the mounted contingent. Smaller hand carts carried a litany of saws, axes, pitchforks, and all manner of tools necessary to clear the ground nearest the battlefield. Large stands of undergrowth were uprooted, with chains hooked to fallen trees and hauled away by teams of men and mules. Dead trees were cut down and dragged away. It was a strenuous undertaking, yet one asset Emperor Trajan did not lack was manpower.

    Overseeing the left-wing of the endeavour was Aelius Hadrian, with Licinius Sura taking the right. The young Hadrian was initially surprised when Pompey sent him and a trio of staff orderlies to ride behind the cavalry and just ahead of the sapper teams. A centurion primus ordo from the Fourth Flavia Legion led the engineers. Hadrian acted as a liaison between the reconnaissance and clearing teams. Cavalry scouts came to him, rather than ambling through the woods trying to find the nearest sappers. Though not a difficult task, it showed a measure of trust from the emperor’s chief-of-staff. The frontage they covered felt even wider when riding amongst the trees and undergrowth. Obstacles that would not create a large break in the formations were left alone.

    During the first hour, there were several clashes between scouts of both sides. The Dacians had not expected the Romans to act so brazenly in their reconnaissance and were caught off guard. A North African trooper galloped over to Hadrian from the left-front, well ahead of the supporting lancers.

    “We came across a contingent of enemy horsemen, sir,” the trooper reported. “We surprised them and cut down six of their number, but also suffered a few losses.”

    “How far?” Hadrian asked.

    “About two miles northwest.”

    Hadrian glanced about and quickly assessed the current operations with the clearing teams. The sound of saws and axes echoed across the woods. Behind them, a fifty-foot-long briar patch was being ripped from the ground by a dozen mules and thrice as many men pulling on chains and long ropes. Pulleys and tackle could also be hastily employed, should obstacles prove immovable by simple brute force. Hadrian reckoned it would be another half hour until this barrier was cleared and the sappers’ tools returned to their carts, ready to continue.

    “Hold here,” he told two of his men, directing the third to follow him.

    He informed the engineer centurion he was inspecting the site of the skirmish and would return shortly. He explained it would be quicker to see for himself, rather than relaying the message second-hand. The centurion’s expression denoted he felt the legatus pro praetore should content himself with trusting the judgment of his scouts. Hadrian would usually agree; however, he also felt there were times when an officer needed to personally assess the situation.

    The woods thinned the closer they came to Tapae. Hadrian made note of some well-hidden earthworks which could potentially hide ambushers. They soon reached a large clearing with a rocky drop-off to the north. Jagged hills lay directly east, angling towards the pass, which was currently obscured by scattered groves.

    A squadron of light horsemen were arrayed in an arc facing the direction of Tapae. One in every five was armed with a short bow. The rest carried smaller oblong shields and throwing spears. A dismounted section, along with the squadron’s curator, tended to three wounded men. One was the decurion, who had a thick bandage wrapped around his right thigh. There was a wide splotch of blood, and he was clearly in pain. Three dead soldiers were placed off to the side, their cloaks covering the face and body. Six slain Dacian troopers lay nearby. These were light scouts and not the dreaded armoured lancers.

    “We got the jump on them, but they put up quite the scrap,” the curator said. “Somehow, they managed to scarper with their own wounded. Ten of our lads also got injured but are still able to fight. We didn’t think it right to leave our commander and the worst of the wounded.”

    “Lay them across the backs of their horses,” Hadrian directed. “And have three of your men guide them to the main army. The rest of you need to carry on with your mission.” He followed the curator’s gaze to the dead troopers. “There’s nothing more you can do for them. We’ll return for them after the enemy is driven from the woods.”

    “Yes,” the curator said with a few quick nods. “Their spirits are in Elysium.”

    Hadrian glanced down at the wounded decurion. His face was pale, eyes shut, and he was breathing deeply. Even when bandaged, it was plain he’d lost a lot of blood. He would need every measure of personal fortitude, and perhaps the mercy of the gods, to survive the shock and possible infection.

    Hadrian was troubled by the sense of inaction from the curator. Was he new to his position? He looked pretty young, scarcely older than he. Yet even a section corporal should have known that they needed to press on. Sudden duress could cause inaction in even the most disciplined and brave. It was something every fighting man understood, be they imperial soldier or barbarian adversary.

    “Carry on, then, curator,” Hadrian stressed to the man, who seemed to snap out of his stupor.

    Without further delay, Hadrian and his two orderlies rode swiftly back the way they’d come. Clouds rolled in, masking the sun, and making it difficult to keep one’s bearing. He was thankful when one of his men spotted the earthworks, and soon they rejoined their comrades. The clearing teams had worked quicker than anticipated. Though he’d been away for no more than thirty minutes, they’d pressed ahead another hundred meters, with saws and axes cutting through a swath of trees that lay directly in the intended path of an assault cohort. He found the centurion and informed him of the potential ambuscade they’d found.

    “Have one of your men act as a guide and I’ll send a dig team forward,” the centurion said.

    It was a suggestion, though it sounded like an order. Hadrian knew it was best to not question the centurion’s tone. He relayed the message to the orderly who’d accompanied him.

    
    Further clashes ensued along various points of the Roman advance. As they drew closer to the Iron Gates, the more heavily armed imperial cavalry closed the distance, keeping the light scouts in sight. A brazen band of thirty comati foragers thought to slay what appeared to be a wayward band of imperial horsemen. Two were shot by mounted archers before their quarry hastily fled into the woods. In their wake, two squadrons of Roman lancers fell upon the militia fighters. Eight were quickly brought down before their companions fled. The imperials did not pursue, unwilling to risk falling into a similar trap.

    Several of these encounters happened near the very edge of the woods, within full view of King Decebalus and his war chiefs.

    “You can hear the sounds of their axes,” a captain muttered. “They’re depriving us of one of our greatest tactical advantages.”

    “Which is why we must face them in the clearing beyond these woods,” Prince Diegis stressed. “We still hold the high ground, but even that will be of little value, should the enemy completely clear the forests before the Iron Gates.”

    A few captains then urged Decebalus to deploy the Rhoxolani, and let their heavy cavalry drive the Romans from the woods. Yet even their general agreed with Decebalus’ caution.

    “The denseness of the woods works against us,” he said. “We rely on mass and numbers, as much as our superior armament. Our nine-foot lances are ill-suited to fighting in the dense brush. Let the Romans come into the open, and we shall trample their bones to join their comrades who bled here before.”

    “We shall meet them upon the fields beyond the woods,” the king said. “The pass is even better defended than when last we met the Romans on this field thirteen years ago. Should we be forced to cede the field, Caesar’s army will go no further.”

    The Dacians had made thorough use of the imperial engineers sent by Domitian under the terms of the previous treaty. Fortifications and small strongpoints were emplaced upon patches of higher ground. There was plenty of open terrain directly west of the pass, suitable for the Rhoxolani heavy cavalry. Hills to either side were extremely steep and rocky, with sheer cliffs lining the narrow gorge leading further into the mountains.

    In adapting another tactic learned from both his turncoat Roman advisers and his own experience, Decebalus would deploy the bulk of his army to fight the imperials in the open, using the woods between the plains and Iron Gates pass for cover should they need to retire back towards defensive lines.

    The king briefed his captains, “Should you drive the Romans from the field, pursue and annihilate them. But if you are hard pressed, do not be afraid to return to our strongholds. The Romans will find themselves under a storm of arrows and ballista bolts. We must fight them with our minds as much as our blades.”

    
    Tiberius found himself struggling against restless impatience. Though the flying column could be used in battle, their purpose was still protecting the emperor. They were most certainly not to be used as reconnaissance cavalry, General Proculus’ previous mission notwithstanding. During his time with Legio XXI’s mounted wing, Tiberius proved adept at commanding scout missions. But now his responsibilities were far greater. He would remain with the flying column, ever by the emperor’s side until such time as they were needed in battle. This did not make it any easier when he listened to reports from those mounted units reconnoitring towards Tapae.

    A growing thought in his mind was knowing his father had fought on that same ground under General Julianus, when Tiberius was just a boy of thirteen. While prefect of the famed regiment, Indus’ Horse, Gaius Artorius was appointed general of cavalry for the entire army. Did Gaius and his wife, Aula Vale, know their son now marched against the same foe? It seemed likely. Tiberius wrote to his parents a few times a year, and they were most proud of his appointment as Deputy Prefect of the Imperial Horse Guards. Since Emperor Trajan was personally leading the campaign, it stood to reason Tiberius would accompany him.

    Tiberius wished he could speak with his father, learn what he could about the enemy he faced and the ground on which they would fight. But what could Gaius really tell him? He’d spent the years since last donning his armour trying to forget the horrors endured during three decades of fighting the Empire’s endless wars. It was the same for Tiberius after the Pannonian Revolt and destruction of his former legion. His parents knew of Legio XXI’s annihilation, and that Tiberius was among the few survivors. He’d sent them a short message during the aftermath, letting them know he was alive. His father never asked questions, and likely prevented his wife from doing so. Even when he eventually did see them again, provided a Dacian spear or falx did not send him on the painful journey to Elysium, Tiberius would never speak of it. Much like how his father never talked about Armenia, Judea, the Flavian-Vitellian Civil War, the nightmares of Jerusalem, the Caledonian War, or his final campaign in Dacia. Father and son both understood why soldiers rarely, if ever, spoke of their wartime experiences with loved ones.

    The hour grew late. Tiberius leaned against a large oak tree which grew in the middle of the regiment’s encampment. He folded his arms and stared into the woods and mountain peaks.

    “We never spoke of our experiences, yet I’m beginning to understand you, Father,” he said quietly.

    
    Trajan’s principia was alive with activity. Reconnaissance patrols returned every hour or so with fresh reports of Dacian positions and estimated strength. During the final day before the emperor would order his army to advance on Tapae, teams of engineers and surveyors accompanied scouting patrols to the very edge of the woods. Their reports detailed how the ground could best be used to the Romans’ advantage, and where they might alter said terrain to suit their purposes. They even identified knolls and other high points where Trajan could establish his mobile headquarters to observe the battle and adjust to the changing situation. The emperor, as a highly experienced general, appreciated his sappers’ initiative. For while every soldier who marched into battle would know his intents, rarely did any plan last beyond initial contact. After all, the enemy had a voice in the battle’s outcome. Every man, from the division commanding generals down to individual legionaries and auxilia troopers, had to be flexible and ready to adjust to any sudden changes.

    Orders of battle were compiled, with assignments given to every element in both the main assault and reserve forces. The auxilia corps and allied contingents would lead the attack, with six legions and large supporting elements of cavalry in the second wave. The remaining five legions, attached vexillations, and the Praetorian Guard would be placed at various intervals behind each division in reserve. The flying column from Imperial Horse Guards would keep close to the emperor, ready to deploy as shock troops or to plug any breaks in the lines. The upper tier would never leave Trajan’s side, only charging into battle should the emperor himself deem it necessary to join the fight.

    The principia was extremely crowded, as every legionary legate, corps commander, and staff officer gathered around the large table where an oversized papyrus was stretched out. Crude charcoal sketches denoted the placement of the Roman camp, the locations of woods and hillocks, plus known emplacements of enemy regiments and their defensive strongpoints.

    “The ground gradually begins to climb, about a hundred meters from the scattered woods leading up to the pass,” the army’s chief engineer stated. “The enemy will have the advantage of the high ground. This becomes more prevalent the closer we get to the pass. There is a sharp rise and a narrowing of traversable ground. They’ve also fortified the pass.”

    “How do you propose we negate the enemy’s terrain advantage?” General Maximus asked. “We can’t be expected to risk everything on a simple throw of the dice, in the hopes they break before us.”

    “If we attach sapper teams to the first wave, we can clear away many of the obstacles with the support of archers and ballistae cover,” the chief engineer said. “There are a few places where we can deploy onagers. It won’t take many to set alight some of the dryer patches of dead trees and brush.”

    Pompey Longinus observed, “This could also deny both sides the ability to manoeuvre and redeploy forces.”

    “We’ll keep the onagers in reserve,” Trajan decided. “I do not wish to completely discount their use. However, they and their ammunition wagons are extremely cumbersome. They’ll be better served to break enemy strongpoints near the pass, after we drive their army from the field.”

    
    The army was now encamped within two miles of the Tapae pass. Elements that would form the reserve on the morrow were given the sentry shifts. Not that anyone slept well on either side. Every Roman soldier and Dacian warrior was lost in their own thoughts, each processing in their own way what the following day would bring. Would this be their last night in this world? If they fell, would it be over quick, or would there be endless hours of bitter agony? And what of the afterlife? None could prove whether the Fields of Elysium or the Halls of Zalmoxis even existed, let alone the gods whose names they invoked before battle. Many clung to their beliefs, as they were all they had. Others thought of family and other loved ones. Some came to a fatalistic conclusion that, if the following day was to be their last, so be it.

    Just after dusk, Tiberius volunteered to check the picquets deployed directly east of the right-flank camp. It was completely dark, with clouds blotting out most of the star and moonlight. It took him nearly an hour just to find the first of the four vedettes, even though they were located within a few hundred paces of the encampment. Two were manned by auxilia cavalry troopers, the others by mounted legionaries. Though he was not their officer, each seemed grateful that the deputy prefect of the emperor’s personal guard was checking their welfare. He spoke quietly with each man. Since the enemy was as blind during cloudy nights as they, there was little threat of incursion. However, Trajan was taking no chances. The picquets became more listening than observation posts. They would hear the enemy long before they saw them. If they could see them at all.

    By the time Tiberius returned to the encampment, it was nearly midnight. After tethering his horse near his tent, he took a walk. It was better to clear his mind in the night air than make any vain attempts at sleep. The Praetorian Guard’s camp was nearest to Imperial Horse Guards. A few guardsmen sat staring into the glowing embers of campfires. The tents belonging the commanding tribunes lay to the right of their respective cohorts. This made it considerably easier for Tiberius to find his friend, Gavius Lucifer. If there had been a campfire next to his tent, it was long extinguished. Lucifer’s silhouette was barely visible, seated on a campstool. He was hunched over and appeared to be staring at something invisible clutched in his hands. Tiberius hesitated, unsure if he should say anything or simply keep walking.

    “You’re not disturbing me,” Lucifer said, not looking up. “I envy those able to sleep this night.”

    “As do I,” Tiberius replied.

    He then noticed a second stool, likely one used for Lucifer’s manservant. Had he left it out, knowing his friend would come see him?

    “When I was a legionary, sleep was never difficult on the eve of battle,” Lucifer said. “I trusted in my training, had my mates to either side, and I knew the centurion would sort out any trouble we fell into. After I was promoted to decanus, it became more difficult. It wasn’t simply a matter of protecting my friends. I had men I was directly responsible for. Still, unless our lines completely collapsed, which thankfully never happened, I had little control over the battle’s outcome. I had to simply relay orders and keep an eye on my soldiers to make certain they didn’t break formation. Then I reached centurion and became that officer giving the orders. I still managed well enough, as I trusted my decani and principal officers. And then ...”

    He did not finish his sentence. The two sat in silence for a few moments. Tiberius knew exactly what his friend referred to. He didn’t need to speak it. He felt he needed to say something in return. All he managed was, “Everything changed.”

    “Of the fifty-nine centurions in Legio XXI, I was the only survivor,” Lucifer muttered. “They gave me the civic crown, saying I saved the lives of numerous soldiers. I was simply the last one who could still stand that made it across the bridge. I know we did all we could. Nothing could have saved the legion. Yet part of me refuses to let go; a gnawing doubt keeps saying I was somehow responsible.”

    “And you fear succumbing to that doubt,” Tiberius replied candidly.

    “Ridiculous, I know,” the tribune said. “We have a huge army and the emperor himself leading us.”

    “What’s that in your hands?” Tiberius asked.

    Lucifer was clutching something, though he could not see what in the darkness. His friend handed it to him. It was a small medallion, about twice the size of an aureus, though this was made of silver. He held it up to the faint light from a torch stand. On one side was the side portrait of a woman, the other the image of what looked like a child.

    “Just a little memento,” Lucifer said. “Though the image doesn’t really look like Herminia.”

    “It’s something to keep your family close to you,” Tiberius said, handing the medallion back. He then let out a yawn much deeper than he’d intended. “I suppose I will get some sleep tonight after all.”

    “I was thinking the same,” Lucifer replied. He stood and said quietly, “Thank you.”

    It was a strange feeling as Tiberius returned to his tent. Gavius Lucifer had been a mentor figure since they first met nine years before. The arrangement of appointments had even placed the praetorian tribune as his superior, after Tiberius’ elevation into Imperial Horse Guards. Yet in that moment, the old soldier had needed him. He could have voiced his troubles to any of his peers, or even his friends, Vorenus and Claudius. Instead, it was the young former staff tribune, with whom he’d shared his darkest and most harrowing of ordeals, that Lucifer needed to confide in.

    Tiberius was grateful, for he found their talk to be equally cathartic. He reached his tent, where Visellius was curled up on his sleeping mat near the half-open flap. Tiberius carefully crept inside, sat on the edge of his cot, removed his sandals, and, within moments of laying his head down, was fast asleep.

    

  
    Chapter XVII: Into Battle

    

    
    Optio and legionaries advancing

    “The enemy approaches!”

    The alarm sounded throughout the great Dacian encampment. Like the Romans, their warriors had slept little, and most were roused before dawn. Comati and professional soldier alike paraded before their officers. The past few days, with the two armies gradually converging, had felt like an eternity. At last, they were bringing arms to bear against the hated Empire!

    Decebalus had every confidence in the bravery and skill of his warriors, yet the Romans still unnerved him. By Zalmoxis, there was so many of them! The last times they battled at the Iron Gates, the Dacians held decisive numerical superiority. This time, even with their Buri, Bastarnae, and Rhoxolani allies, that advantage was minimal, if at all. As best his scouts had estimated, despite leaving thousands of men to protect their supply forts, Trajan still had triple the soldiers Tettius Julianus previously brought against them. Even if he could not defeat the Romans here, he was determined to make them suffer. Should they capture the Iron Gates pass, the armies of Caesar would find no reprieve on the long gruelling road to Sarmizegetusa.

    Despite the reservations of his councillors, and the umbrage of many lesser-nobles, Decebalus had consented to appointing Roman turncoats as captains within the comati. As they were leading the attack, it was deemed necessary that they be commanded by men who best understood how the imperials fought. The king was adamant, however, that only those who’d learned enough of the Dacian tongue to relay and receive orders be granted such appointments. There were still plenty of suitable volunteers, for their subversive campaign to bribe wayward imperial soldiers had proven more effective than the king had hoped. The number of deserters were but a tiny fraction of the imperial forces in Moesia, yet they were sufficient that over a third of comati captains had once served in the armies of Caesar.

    Decebalus suddenly had a passing thought as to what would happen to these men, should the Dacians lose, and the traitors be captured by their former comrades. To be taken alive was the worst fate which could befall them.

    
    Like Decebalus, Trajan had also placed his heaviest soldiers in the second wave. While the emperor despised the notion of considering any of his men expendable, Roman society valued the lives of its citizen legionaries far more than non-citizen auxiliaries. He was reminded of Julius Agricola’s victory over the Caledonians at Mons Graupius, where the only citizen killed was an overzealous Equus officer. Historians recorded “only one Roman died,” as the battle was won by auxilia forces while the legions remained in reserve.

    Trajan’s use of the auxilia in the first wave was simple pragmatism. Legionaries were the Empire’s best shock troops. If the first wave could grind down their foes, once they withdrew, the brutal assault of the legions would break the enemy. At least that was his intent. By placing his better equipped professional corps behind the comati, Decebalus was of similar mind.

    The emperor was pleased with the position cleared by his engineers, which gave him a commanding view of the battlefield. He could see the formations on the far wings, even if he could not discern the details. The legates and auxilia regimental commanders knew where to find the emperor, with staff officers ready to relay reports and receive orders as the situation developed.

    “The skies grow dark in the east, Caesar,” Pompey Longinus said with a nod towards the far horizon.

    “Then let us see what Jupiter brings to the field this day,” Trajan replied.

    Under his breath, Pompey remarked, “If it is Jupiter who lords over these lands.”

    The emperor then raised his hand, ready to commence the attack. As it dropped, cornicen horns echoed across the valley. Below the imperial entourage, soldiers of the first wave stepped off towards their foe. They kept in close order battle lines. Allied troops emplaced between the infantry cohorts showed surprising discipline, keeping to their own formations, rather than seeking to rush the enemy. The Dacians, even the comati militia, were a dangerous adversary. The Roman infantry rightly feared the dreadsome falx and the imposing warriors who wielded them. They also trusted in their training, their discipline, and–above all–each other.

    The Dacians were also advancing across the field. They shouted and beat weapons against their shields in sharp contrast to the silence of the marching imperials. Allied slingers and light skirmishers were the first to engage. While not possessing the same overwhelming shock of a pila barrage, it was nevertheless effective in inflicting the first casualties of what historians recorded as the Second Battle of Tapae. Though actually the third time Dacia and Rome had faced upon this very field, the previous two encounters were viewed as a single engagement, despite taking place several years apart.

    Of the munitions used by imperial skirmishers, the sling bullet was proving a deadly, if oftentimes underappreciated, weapon. Made of polished stone or lead, with enough velocity it could shatter bone or cause internal trauma. The Dacians had slingers and dart throwers of their own. The armour, helms, and close formations of the Roman auxilia lessened their effectiveness, yet Trajan still winced as he watched the first of his men fall. The deafening battle cries of the Dacians drowned out their screams of pain.

    Across the entire frontage, there was a sense of hesitation by both sides, as the converging advances slowed. The lead ranks on each side were debating whether to seize the initiative or wait for the enemy to come to them. His years of experience along the frontiers had taught Trajan the notion of massed hordes of barbarians charging suicidally into legionary blades was largely myth. While both Roman and Dacian hoped their gods of war would welcome them, should they fall in battle, few were keen to test this notion.

    With the distance between each force closing fast, centurions blew their whistles, signalling the charge. Trust in their commanders, and the skill of their companions, carried the auxilia into the assault. The Dacians in turn executed their own charge. Shields in the lead ranks clashed together, like opposing tides. Dacians swung their axes, swords, and dreaded falxes. The imperials assailed them with gladius and spear, depending on each regiment’s speciality. Roman armour, discipline, and training gave them the advantage. Yet so great was the Dacian flurry that imperial soldiers fell with severed jugulars, impaled guts, and severed limbs, even as they buried their weapons in the unprotected flesh of their foes with greater effectiveness. The bloody grind had commenced.

    
    Trajan deployed the Praetorian Guard into a reserve position near the right flank, directly behind the Fourth Flavia Legion. Their purpose was not only to support the second wave but to counter possible threats of Sarmatian heavy cavalry. Scouts had reported seeing bands of the dreaded armoured horsemen in recent days, though their present whereabouts were unknown. Tiberius Artorius and the Imperial Horse Guards’ flying column acted as their mounted support.

    Though the ground did eventually rise towards the Tapae pass, the battlefield beyond the nearest woods was relatively flat. With the praetorians and Legio IV each arrayed two cohorts deep, plus the battle lines of the auxilia infantry to their front, Tiberius could see little of what was transpiring. He wondered how nerve-wracking it was for infantrymen, standing shoulder-to-shoulder, unable to see beyond the helmet of the soldier to their front. Even as they rotated closer to the front, there was no way to tell how the battle progressed, as they were blind on their peripherals. Were they winning? Losing? Not knowing was the worst. Tiberius glanced over his left shoulder to where the emperor and his senior officers sat astride their horses atop the hillock.

    “At least Caesar knows what’s happening, and he doesn’t look worried,” he said.

    “What was that, sir?” Centurion Fosselius asked.

    “Merely an observation. The emperor is one of the only people on this entire battlefield who can actually see more than a few feet in front of his face or a few dozen paces to either side.”

    His gaze shifted to their far right where scattered trees dotted the landscape. They’d not seen any signs of heavy cavalry, but he knew that, if they tried to flank, that’s where they’d approach from. After all, it’s what he would do. To their right-front he could only see the jagged rocks of the mountains a couple miles south of where he knew the pass lay obscured by the woods behind the Dacian army. He then turned his attention to their front. From behind, all the mounted praetorian tribunes looked alike, and he wasn’t sure which of the ten cohort commanders was Gavius Lucifer. Prefect Claudius, his staff orderlies, cornicen, and standard bearer, were mounted behind the rear cohorts.

    Though the skies were mostly clear overhead and behind them, the midmorning sun in front was blotted out by advancing black clouds. This darkened the field, casting an illusion the hour was much later. Those on the battle lines appeared not to notice. Though he could not see the actual fighting, the increasing volume told of a growing intensity. The Roman auxilia infantry and Dacian comati were now pressing much harder. Every man fought an internal struggle of rage and bloodlust against their discipline and self-preservation. There was little room for manoeuvre, complicating the passages-of-lines.

    Tiberius unconsciously felt a chill run up his spine, despite the warmth of the late spring morning. With sudden fear nearly immobilising him, he slowly forced his head to look to the right once more. The bronze scale armour worn by hundreds of men and horses was unmistakeable. He was struck with crippling dread and nightmarish flashbacks to the last time he’d faced this foe. He slammed his fist into his thigh, regaining his composure.

    “Centurion!” he said.

    “I see them,” Fosselius replied. His voice was calm, though with obvious tension in his expression.

    “General Claudius!” Tiberius shouted, turning his attention to the praetorians. Despite being within thirty paces, he had to bellow at the top of his lungs to be heard over the din of battle.

    Claudius saw the approaching horsemen and turned his mount towards them.

    “Praetorian Guard! Action right!”

    The order had to be relayed by the triple blast from his cornicen. He then galloped towards Tiberius and the flying column as his rear cohorts deployed into battle lines to face the fast-approaching threat. The armoured horsemen were within a quarter mile as they converged their formations. Tiberius ordered the flying column to withdraw fifty meters. They were completely outmatched, and to charge the superiorly equipped heavy troopers was suicide. His men would join the fray once the enemy was completely engaged with the praetorians. He hoped their enemies were overzealous and didn’t have reserve squadrons lingering in the woods. He had just 500 troopers, and their adversaries numbered several thousand.

    Without the need for subsequent orders, guardsmen formed into repel cavalry formation, once they were in position. The first two ranks knelt, shields overlapping and pila protruding. The third and fourth ranks readied their javelins to throw. The third rank would only loose a single volley, using their second pila as stabbing spears.

    A centurion in the lead praetorian cohort quickly relayed the danger to the rear ranks of the Fourth Legion. There was less room between them, with only the right two cohorts able to reform and face the approaching threat. As the armoured cavalrymen lowered their lances, their own horn blowers sounded the charge, Tiberius could not fathom how such a large force had practically crawled right up on them unnoticed.

    
    Unbeknownst to Tiberius and the entire Roman army, a wide gorge remained hidden to the southeast, allowing the Rhoxolani cavalry to advance unseen. Even from Trajan’s position, the shape of the ground and smattering of trees masked the large defilade. The Rhoxolani began their advance soon after the Dacian army formed for battle. Their pace was measured, as they were accompanied by several hundred mercenary archers. These men were of Syrian and Parthian origins, possessing similar composite bows used by Roman archers. Since the majority of imperial bowmen were Syrian, Catullus, the Roman turncoat acting as their guide, wondered how many of his archers were facing their own kinsmen?

    The Romans’ own archers were arrayed behind the first wave of auxilia infantry, meaning Dacia’s mercenaries could bombard the flanking legions and praetorians with little opposition.

    When he reached where he presumed was the rally point, Catullus rode out of the gorge alone, knowing he’d be harder to spot. Once satisfied they were in position, he raised his blade, signalling the Rhoxolani captains. With an echoing call, “For Zalmoxis!” they surged forth from the defilade. To their extreme right, the mercenary archers scrambled out of the gorge, formed into a wide skirmishing formation, and unleashed their first salvo upon the unsuspecting legionaries and praetorians in the second wave.

    
    “Damn it all!” Centurion Fosselius swore. “Where in Hades did they get those?”

    As soon as the lead ranks of heavy cavalry smashed into the praetorians and Legio IV, a deluge of arrows rained down upon them.

    “It seems we’re not the only ones who employ eastern archers,” Tiberius grumbled.

    While Roman helmets and segmented plate armour were impervious to arrows, except when loosed at very close range, unsuspecting soldiers were brought down with shots to the exposed faces, necks, and limbs before they could heft their shields into a hasty testudo. This formation also greatly limited mobility. The situation was made worse by fallen soldiers, their shields, and weapons creating obstacles.

    Tiberius and his men were now in a pair of columns, preparing to ride out against the Sarmatian cavalry. The threat to their right-front changed this.

    “Commander Artorius!” Claudius shouted. Pointing with his spatha, he ordered, “Ride through the woods and sort out those damned archers!”

    “Sir!” Tiberius gave a quick nod and drew his own blade. “Flying Column, follow me!”

    
    Emperor Trajan was not easily shaken, even when the tide of previous battles seemingly turned against him. He’d faced many capable foes, and always bested them in the end. Yet even he was not prepared for this latest revelation. He could not see the enemy archers, but the volume of their salvoes told him they numbered in the hundreds. The Praetorian Guard was completely immobilised and being hard pressed by the enemy’s armoured cavalry. The long-range arrow bombardment also pummelled Legio IV, hampering their ability to support the main attack.

    Though it was difficult to discern, it did appear the auxilia was gaining the upper hand against the Dacian comati. With only a modest edge in numbers, their citizen militia were outclassed by professional soldiers with superior training and protective armour. Once able to deploy forward, the legions would completely break them and threaten to overwhelm the Dacian professionals. The cavalry assault that now threatened the right flank and their reserves demonstrated why a skilled tactician like Decebalus had consented to facing the Romans in the open.

    “Caesar!” a voice shouted. A messenger galloped up the fill from Trajan’s left. “General Maximus reports the enemy has dispatched heavy cavalry against the left.”

    This was not surprising, though from his position commanding the left wing, Maximus would not know what was transpiring on the right. He needed to know the situation quickly.

    “Inform the general that the enemy is pressing the right with both cavalry and archers,” the emperor said. “He’s to continue with the plan and send his legions into battle at his discretion. Make certain he knows not to press forward until we sort out the right.”

    The messenger saluted and galloped away.

    “They’re shifting their heavier troops towards our right,” Sura then noted.

    The keen-eyed officer pointed to what looked like cohorts of bronze-clad soldiers shifting to the right, behind their comati. If the Fourth Flavia Legion was paralysed, the auxiliaries to their front risked being overwhelmed by heavier Dacian troops, who were near equal in skill and armament. Plus, they were fresh. The emperor turned to Pompey.

    “We need to sort out those archers, immediately.”

    “It appears General Claudius is seeing to it,” the chief-of-staff remarked.

    They watched the interaction between Claudius and Tiberius. The flying column was now riding with great speed towards the woods to their right. Trajan hoped they were pursuing the archers, and not trying to flank the Sarmatian horsemen. That task now fell to other troops. He looked to Prefect Vorenus.

    “Our cavalry regiments are supporting the main attack. Those in reserve will take too long to bring forward.”

    “I understand, Caesar.” The prefect called down to the upper tier, arrayed in a long column behind the ridge. “Centurion Syphax!”

    “We’re with you, sir,” the African centurion said.

    Troopers quickly mounted and followed the officer around the southern end of the hill. The emperor, horse guards’ prefect, and most of the imperial staff accompanied them. Trajan left Sosius Senecio and several orderlies atop the ridge. Someone in a high level of command needed to be ready to redeploy reserve forces should the situation worsen elsewhere. For Trajan, this was an appropriate time for the Emperor of Rome to inspire his men by his own example.

    

  
    Chapter XVIII: The Power of Jupiter and Zalmoxis

    

    
    Relief from Trajan’s Column, depicting Roman auxilia infantry attacking the Dacian comati

    The battle between the Romans on the right flank and Rhoxolani cavalry was a grinding stalemate, though Catullus was certain the imperials would break first. Many breaches had already occurred in their lines. The Rhoxolani were relentless, charging in constant waves, never allowing the Romans time to reform or extract their fallen. Dead and physically broken legionaries and praetorians lay in grotesque heaps where the lines had buckled. Their armour had only delayed the inevitable. Lungs punctured by broken ribs caused them to slowly suffocate. Better they’d been naked, that they might be killed quickly when trampled into the earth!

    The Rhoxolani had suffered as well, especially during the initial clash. The Romans waited until they were close enough for their heavy javelins to pierce the scale armour worn by troopers and their mounts. The screams of men and horses were mercifully drowned out by the deafening ongoing clash along the main battlefront. Blood streaked the numerous rocks protruding through the hard earth. After their initial salvoes, the Romans were forced to use their javelins as stabbing spears. These paled in reach to the nine-foot lances wielded by Rhoxolani horsemen, though these relied mostly on the weight of their armoured horses to crack enemy lines.

    Catullus was at first troubled when he saw the column of imperial cavalry riding behind their ranks. He was puzzled when they rode directly through the woods, and he soon lost sight of them. A second column now emerged from behind the ridge to his left. He noted the scorpion standard, as well as the officers riding with it. One man especially stood out. His helmet crest was dyed purple. Could it be? Was the emperor himself leading this attack? The Dacians had heard rumours that Emperor Trajan was personally commanding the imperial army. These had not been substantiated, and those Dacian scouts who’d attempted to spy on the advancing army did not know what Trajan looked like. Nor could they get close enough to lay eyes on him, even if they did.

    There was nothing Catullus could do as the mounted column assailed the Rhoxolani flank. They had seized the initiative, though they were badly outnumbered, at least five-to-one. Having learned the rather painful lessons of the past, the Romans kept close to their adversaries, rather than breaking away to charge again. Sarmatian horsemen, be they Rhoxolani or Dacian, were far superior in armament. But in close proximity, their lances became a hindrance they were forced to drop. Each carried a hand axe as a secondary weapon, though none bore shields. Alerted to the danger, Rhoxolani captains ordered a dozen squadrons to break away from the attack on the Roman infantry and deal with this latest threat. Then, without warning, it started to rain.

    
    Lightning flashed across the sky, with cracks of thunder resounding above the din.

    “Jupiter himself is upon the field!” Trajan proclaimed, pointing his sword towards the heavens.

    A torrential downpour ensued. While this made the ground slippery, with riders thrown from their floundering mounts, the Sarmatian cavalry were more greatly afflicted. They could no longer use speed and momentum in their charges, relying only on the reach of their lances. Both Prefect Claudius of the Praetorian Guard, and the legate of Legio IV, Flavia Felix, seized the advantage. Legionaries and guardsmen attacked, flinging their javelins before engaging at close quarters with their gladii. Blades plunged beneath the scale coats of their foes, with heavy chops cleaving through shin and thigh. Shields were used to topple men and horses, with the imperilled riders shown no mercy. Vengeance consumed the imperial soldiers. They were still less sure of footing, with reckless clumsiness rewarded with Sarmatian lances and hand axes.

    Sensing a loss of advantage, the armoured horsemen gradually withdrew from the Roman infantry. Towards the left of their line, squadrons were still heavily engaged with the upper tier of Imperial Horse Guards. Emperor Trajan rode amongst his men, spatha held high as he exhorted his soldiers. Several times he brought his sword into the fight, attacking enemy riders engaged in close combat with his troopers. He caught one on the side of the neck with a sharp slice. Trajan knew he’d fatally stricken the man even before Sarmatian was aware of the cascading flow of blood running from his severed artery.

    Centurion Syphax and several sections of troopers were heavily engaged with a similar number of Sarmatian riders. Like his infantry counterparts, the distinct transverse crest denoting him as an imperial officer made him a sought-after target for enemy fighters. Rain impeded the vision of all combatants, and Syphax saw neither the trooper to his immediate right–being knocked from his horse by an enemy lance–nor the axe blade which first hacked against the chest protection of his hamata armour. Before he could react, his assailant swung again, this time embedding his weapon in the centurion’s neck. The spray of blood was whipped away by the deluge of wind and rain as Syphax fell from his horse.

    Enraged troopers attacked with greater frenzy, driving the Sarmatians from their fallen centurion, with two of his assailants brought down in the process. One soldier leapt from his horse, quickly removing his neck scarf, and holding it over the centurion’s bleeding neck. It was a vain effort, yet the loyal trooper refused to give up, even as Syphax’s eyes rolled back, and his jagged breathing grew shallow. As the frenzied battle raged around them, the trooper clutched his centurion, the rain masking his tears. His spirit departed; Titus Flavius Syphax led his recently fallen companions to Elysium.

    
    If the enemy had reserve squadrons of heavy cavalry, they were not in the woods or the gorge. Using their enemy’s own tactic against them, Tiberius led his men into the low ground, riding with all speed towards the host of Dacian archers. The ground was muddier, which threw up clods of filth, but allowed greater purchase for their horses’ hooves than the slippery, rocky ground they’d previously trodden.

    The frequency of arrow volleys had slackened, with the rains soaking Dacian bowstrings and inhibiting vision. This did nothing to sate the Romans’ desire for retribution as they emerged from the gorge. The flying column was upon the archers before they had time to react. They were scattered about in loose array, hunted down individually rather than trampled in large numbers. Their companions fled towards the relative safety of the Dacian battle lines. At least a score were skewered in the back with lances or chopped down by spatha blades before the flying column retreated.

    Tiberius took a few moments to survey what he could see of the ensuing melee. The auxilia and comati continued to engage with astounding ferocity, yet both sides were beginning to tire. He then saw a rather grotesque display, and he squinted to make sure his rain impeded vision wasn’t playing tricks. A few Germanic auxiliaries carried the decapitated heads of slain Dacian fighters by the hair, clutched in their teeth. Despite serving in the imperial army, many of the Rhine natives held to their more macabre tribal traditions. While Tiberius found the scene repugnant, it was no worse than the endless suffering both sides continued to inflict upon each other. Perhaps it might even help unnerve their enemy?

    Returning to his men, he ordered them back into the gorge. He hoped the Sarmatian cavalry threat was broken. Otherwise, they might find a host of bronze-clad enemies awaiting them.

    
    While the attack to the enemy right flank had caused great havoc, the onset of foul weather, and the counterattack by imperial cavalry, had disrupted King Decebalus’ plans. Had the Roman god, Jupiter, breached the realms of Zalmoxis, unleashing the heavens upon the field to aid his chosen people? Decebalus refused to believe the Roman deity was greater than his own. This was simply the onset of a typical thunderstorm in the Dacian spring.

    The rains continued to fall, though less torrentially. Gaps were now forming between the cohorts and regiments of the Roman first wave. Legionaries now joined the fight, their assault preceded by storms of heavy javelins. Dacian soldiers tried to surge past the battered comati, but they were less experienced and had not practiced these types of drills like their enemies. Within minutes of the heavily armoured infantrymen smashing into the Dacian front line, the comati began to break. Like the collapse of a swamped riverbank, the entire front melted away as exhausted warriors fled for their lives. There was still the Dacian professional corps to contend with. These men numbered less than a third of the comati’s strength, though they matched the current wave of legionaries in terms of numbers. However, there were still the enemy’s reserves ready to deploy. Decebalus’ own reserves were already committed. The rain had left the rocky ground on the wings slippery, rendering the Rhoxolani cavalry near useless. The Bastarnae and Buri allies joined the fray. They battled with the same tenacity as the Dacian soldiers, yet it was too late to turn the tide. Decebalus knew a decisive victory was now impossible. His men had plenty of strength remaining and they would need it to save as many lives as possible.

    “Withdraw towards the Iron Gates,” he directed. “Make the Romans bleed for every step of ground.”

    
    Tiberius was relieved when the only Sarmatian cavalrymen he came across were either the dead or badly wounded unable to quit the field. The rains had slackened, yet the ground remained slippery. Twice his horse lost its footing and nearly threw him off. He scabbarded his spatha, needing both hands to keep hold of reins and saddle pommel.

    The imperial entourage was still gathered near the site of their own recent struggle. Prefect Vorenus was getting accountability from his decurions. There was little time to sort the wounded from the dead. Tiberius’ heart stopped when he saw the body of Centurion Syphax lying off to the side. Several dead troopers laid next to him.

    “Commander Artorius,” Vorenus said, quickly catching his attention. “I take it you sorted our archer troubles?”

    “The rains did most of the work, sir,” his deputy replied. “But we put a few to the lance all the same.”

    “Reform in support of the praetorians,” Vorenus ordered.

    Tiberius nodded.

    “I caught a glimpse of the right flank,” he added. “The Fourth Flavia was deploying its cohorts to relieve the auxilia. The rain was still intense, but I believe the relief is happening across the entire front.”

    “Splendid!” Trajan proclaimed, having overheard the two. “I shall return to the ridge and assess the situation. Prefect Vorenus, if you will kindly join me.” He then gestured with his head for the prefect to follow him.

    Vorenus ordered the upper tier to reform and follow him. He briefly looked to Tiberius and said, “Carry on, commander.”

    He hated leaving the dead, but there was nothing to be done for them. The far more numerous wounded needed their help. Some were suffering from substantial blood loss. Others bore terrible injuries where their armour broke from the sheer weight behind Sarmatian lances. A few of these would inevitably die from their wounds. Those pleading for death were hastened into the afterlife by their mates. Tears streaked the otherwise stoic faces as soldiers cut the throats of their dying friends.

    As Fosselius received accountability from the flying column’s decurions, any wounded able to still walk or ride made their own way behind the ridge, where a casualty clearing station was established. As the reserve cohorts advanced, their officers detached soldiers to assist with the wounded. There were many amongst the praetorians and Legio IV. The ground near their flanking cohorts was covered in arrows stuck into the mud. Tiberius let out a sigh and muttered, “It could have been much worse.”

    If not for their protective armour, there would be little left of the right flank cohorts except piles of bloody corpses and dying men.

    

  
    Chapter XIX: Last Stand at the Gates

    

    ***

    

    It seemed as if an age had passed, yet it was not even noon. The armies of King Decebalus and Emperor Trajan continued to batter one another. The Dacian soldiers and imperial legions were relatively fresh, the fighters from the first wave completely exhausted. Despite the severity of losses, Trajan was pleased how well the auxilia corps and allied contingents fought.

    The Dacians retired slowly and deliberately into the woods. The legions pressed forward, keeping their enemy from utilising the reach of their long spears and dreaded falx polearms. The woods caused breaks in formations on both sides, though more so amongst the Dacians. Fighters in the front ranks struggled against the press of legionary shields and probing gladii thrusts, while scarcely able to see what was behind them. Any who tripped over tree roots, protruding rocks, or fell into brush entanglements were quickly impaled by legionary blades. It was still anything but a rout. The Dacians were well-trained and disciplined, having been schooled by Roman turncoats over the past decade. Their scale armour also afforded significant protection, stopping many a gladius thrust.

    Recent improvements to Roman armour were also evident. The Dacian falx, be it the one-handed variant or great polearm, was still able to reach around and over shields. Many a legionary’s arm manica bore gouges and dents which should have resulted in a punctured or severed limb. Cross braces atop helmets stopped numerous chopping blows, leaving their wearers with headaches and jarred necks, rather than split skulls. None were completely impervious, however. The sharpened tip of a curved falx could still pierce the shallow crest of a helmet, if it missed the cross braces. Necks, legs, and unarmoured lower abdomens were still vulnerable, should a Dacian strike manage to get past a soldier’s large scutum shield.

    Despite their own losses, legionaries diligently surged into the fray, replacing the fallen in the lead rank as they pressed forward. Centurions, options, and decani in the rear reorganised sections to prevent any gaps in the formation once they reached the front during passages-of-lines.

    The Dacians were skilled fighters and proficient in individual drills. Their instructors had tried teaching them the art of replacing exhausted ranks during battle, but they did not have the infinite practice and experience of legionaries. Their helmets and smaller oblong shields also offered less protection than those of their adversaries. While they were making the Romans bleed for every step of ground, as Decebalus had spurred them, those defending their homeland were suffering worse. It was with a paradox of frustrated admiration from the Romans that they did not break.

    From his position on the ridge, Emperor Trajan watched as the Dacians slowly melted into the woods. He could just see the gap in the cliffs another mile beyond.

    “The ground prevents either side from flanking the other,” Pompey reminded him. “It’ll be difficult, if not impossible, to deploy our third wave of reserves.”

    “And Decebalus has fortified the ground nearest the pass,” Trajan added. He turned to Sura. “It’s time to bring our heavy engines forward.”

    
    Decebalus had accepted this would not be a decisive victory. The Romans were too numerous, and far better led than before. But perhaps they could stop them from completely breaching the Iron Gates. A battle ending in a grinding stalemate before the pass would be a great victory for Dacia. Messengers from his captains kept him abreast of the battle beyond the woods. Comati bands were limping their way back towards the pass. Many were bloody, all were filthy, soaked, and utterly spent. Decebalus took to his horse and rode down from his overwatch position to meet with their surviving captains.

    “Reform on the high ground to the flanks,” he ordered. “Be ready to protect our ballistae. We’ll channel the Romans towards the pass itself.”

    He was relatively confident the enemy would have little choice in the matter. The terrain to either side of the pass was rocky and steep. A man or horse could climb it, but not with any measure of speed. Bombardment from bolt throwers and archers, supported by massed ranks of warriors, would render direct assaults impossible. They couldn’t hold forever, and, like the previous battle more than a decade ago, eventually Decebalus might have to cede the Iron Gates. But if they inflicted severe enough losses, they’d immobilise Trajan, like they did Julianus before him. While not as deciding as halting the Romans before the gates, it was still a measure of victory.

    Nearest the pass, Prince Diegis commanded the few remaining reserves. All were experienced veterans, and each wore the finest armour. Every man carried a falx; the lead ranks wielded shields, with the remainder bearing two-handed polearms. They numbered a thousand in all. And on the narrow ground leading into the pass, whatever superior numbers the Romans might bring to bear would mean nothing.

    Prince Razvan rode next to his uncle, who’d personally procured him a set of fine scale armour and an ornate conical helm. The armour was loose fitting and had to be belted tight around the middle. Diegis had told his nephew, “You’ll grow into it within a year.”

    That he’d spent his own coin to purchase Razvan’s armour was Diegis’ way of acknowledging his service as squire. The royal heir was very young, but–provided he survived–Diegis knew he had the potential to be a great king.

    They watched Decebalus ride amongst the retiring comati. The king lauded their bravery and sacrifice, while telling them the day’s bloodletting was not yet finished.

    “I’ve never even seen a Roman,” Razvan said quietly.

    “You will,” his uncle replied. “Very soon.” He then turned to the young lad. “Remember, whatever happens, stay close to me. I need my squire at my side.”

    He measured his words carefully, imploring Razvan’s sense of duty, while subtly reminding him not to rush impetuously into the fray. The young prince slowly nodded.

    “My place is with you, uncle. Wherever you go, I will follow.”

    The clash of arms to their front grew louder. Small groups of Dacian soldiers emerged from the woods. These were carrying or otherwise assisting the wounded. There were hundreds of them. Diegis speculated how many they were forced to leave where they fell. Certainly, all of the dead. He knew there must be hundreds, perhaps thousands, of wounded left to the pitiless Romans.

    A few minutes later, the rear ranks of the professional corps emerged. Behind them came the first lines of imperial soldiers, marching at a quick pace behind their shield walls. Prince Razvan was uncertain what he should think. There was nothing remarkable about their appearance, other than all wore armour. Their shields were painted to denote their legions, like the Dacians’ were to distinguish between various clans.

    They’re just men, he thought.

    He then looked to the battered regiments attempting to reform along the slopes. True, the Romans were just men, yet they’d driven Dacia’s best fighters from the field. He hated to think what a gory sight the field beyond the woods must be. Taking a slow breath, his fear turned to anger, and then to focused rage. It was time to avenge the fallen.

    
    The imperial reserves did not simply sit idle and watch the battle. They dispatched additional troops into battle, plus stretcher teams for the wounded and manpower for siege engines. The deployment of onagers was a laborious detail, requiring many men with hundreds of hours in training. Anticipating the inclement weather, Trajan ordered the catapults disassembled and left on their carts. Extra care was taken with the torsion ropes, which were left under leather tarps until needed.

    Once General Pompey relayed the emperor’s order, dozens of carts were brought forward. In addition to the artillery crews, ten men from each of the reserve cohorts set down their weapons and helped the overburdened draught mules bring the heavy engines and ammunition wagons across the broken and muddy ground. Entrenching tools hastily dug sunken wheels out of the much, while others simply heaved the wagons over rocks through brush stands.

    “Sometimes, brute force does win the day,” Licinius Sura said with a grin.

    Another rider approached from the east. It was Aelius Hadrian, along with several horse guardsmen.

    “We found a suitable position for the emperor, sir,” he said to Pompey before addressing Trajan. “By your leave, Caesar, we shall escort you forward.”

    “Splendid,” the emperor said. He then gestured for his entourage to follow Hadrian down the ridge.

    It was a sobering sight as the emperor and imperial staff walked their horses slowly across the sorrowful battlefield. The closer they came to the woods, the more difficult it was to avoid treading on broken bodies. Medics accompanied the teams of reserve soldiers. For every fallen soldier whose spirit had already departed this mortal world, three to four still drew breath. These bore injuries varying from minor cuts to severed limbs and broken bodies. Aids carried bags of bandages and other supplies. When there was a risk of injured soldiers bleeding out before they could be carried to the clearing station, their wounds were immediately stitched and bound. The filthy conditions and soiled rags hastily used as bandages left great risk for contamination. For many, it was either accept the risk of infection or certain death from blood loss.

    Little mercy was shown to the Dacian fallen, except a hasty passing into the afterlife. Throats were cut and blades plunged into hearts to make certain the dead were as they seemed. This was not out of an unusual sense of cruelty. Were the roles reversed, the Roman fallen would expect no mercy. This was a battle where neither side expected quarter. And with the losses they’d suffered, the Romans were feeling anything but merciful.

    Bodies were fewer in the woods, though still numerous. Just beyond the outskirts, sappers were clearing the last of some brush stands and fallen trees from a tall hillock that gave an impressive view of the Tapae plain and Iron Gates pass. Hadrian sprinted his horse to the top. As Trajan reached the summit, the young officer pointed towards the plain and rocky cliffs beyond.

    “Behold, the Iron Gates of Tapae, Caesar.”

    Both elements of Imperial Horse Guards rode around the rise, forming into protective ranks at its base. Below and to their left, the Dacian army continued backing away from the pressing onslaught of the legions. The leading cohorts were now being replaced by those in the rear. The Dacians took this opportunity to sprint away from the Romans before the replacement legionaries could unleash their pila volleys. Behind the legions, the sounds of men and protesting beasts of burden echoed from the woods. Orders were shouted, and Trajan could just see the carts bearing the army’s onager catapults. It would still take a few minutes to emplace, assemble, and set the torsion ropes. Meanwhile, the legions continued to advance.

    Squadrons of cavalry deployed between the cohorts, ready to support the infantry and exploit any breaks in the enemy ranks. Frustratingly, there were none. Even when withdrawing in haste, the Dacians kept their formations tight, weapons brandished to ward off mounted assaults.

    Near the wide, jagged pass, Dacian soldiers were reassembling into battle lines. Archers and ballistae lined the high, rocky ground to either side of the valley. A sputtering volley of heavy bolts and ballista stones flew towards the advancing legions. They were engaging at maximum range, and the effects were minimal. Centurions shouted the order to halt, with legionaries dropping behind their shields into a series of testudo formations. A few ballista bolts and stones did manage to breach the shields and inflict casualties, though most fell well short of the formation.

    “Jupiter’s blessings are even more pronounced,” Trajan declared. “The rains have soaked our enemy’s engines, rendering them near useless.”

    “And soon, ours will unleash Mars’ fury,” General Sura added.

    Nearly a hundred onagers were arrayed in a long line near the woods. These varied in size, with perhaps ten being the heavy siege variants capable of hurling stones up to sixty pounds. Half the crews loaded stone shot, including the heavy engines. The rest brought forth clay pots filled with a mixture of oil, tar, and water. Section leaders shouted orders for their crews to load the great weapons. Tension cranks pulled the throwing arms and slings until it seemed the torsion ropes would snap. Fire pots were lit, and all section leaders looked to the artillery centurions, who turned their attention to Trajan. The emperor drew his spatha and raised it high. He paused for a moment and then lowered his blade with a long swoop.

    “Fire!” came the repeated command down the line.

    An unholy barrage of stone and flame arced towards the Iron Gates. Most landed short or smashed against the stone cliffs. The flaming pots shattered, momentarily dousing the landscape in flames. These lasted only long enough for the oil to be consumed, as there was little to burn along the rocky ground, which was completely soaked from the recent storm. One stone shot did smash into an enemy ballista, with another landing just in front of the Dacian soldiers, bouncing off the ground and crashing through their compressed ranks. A flaming pot also smashed amongst the archers, though, dispersed as they were, the effects were insignificant.

    “Bring up our archer reserves and continue the advance,” Trajan directed.

    “Archers, forward!” Pompey bellowed down the slope.

    Several hundred Syrian and eastern archers, who’d kept with the reserve legions during the first stages of the battle, now rushed forward, past the bombarding siege engines, forming skirmishing lines behind the legions. The blaring of cornicen horns ordered the infantry to attack. This was unnerving, as the Dacian ballistae continued to unleash. Despite the rains soaking the torsion ropes, the closer the legions came, the more effective the barrage. Their archers also had soaked bowstrings, yet still were able to unleash a hail of arrows upon the legions. Auxilia archers returned the favour, focusing their efforts on all Dacian missile troops. Because they were kept in ready reserve during the initial clash, their bowstrings were also subjected to the effects of rain. The decisive factor proved to be the onagers. Section leaders ordered adjustments made after every salvo, and their accuracy began to improve. The twenty engines in the centre concentrated their bombardment on the Dacian infantry. The battered comati arrayed upon the wings were mostly ignored, albeit stray stone and fire shot burst amongst them.

    With their men taking the worst of the missile exchange, Dacian captains ordered the charge. Their war horns were of a lower, menacing tone compared to the Roman cornicen. The legions still advanced in close order, as they continued to feel the effects of Dacian ballistae and archers. This gave their lead ranks little room to fling their javelins before the enemy smashed into them. Many had to simply drop their pila or else momentarily use them as stabbing spears before drawing their gladii. As they’d just replaced their leading cohorts, all were energetic and eager to brawl. Their enemy fought with equal valour and tenacity, but fatigue was sapping their energy. Falx, spear, axe, and sword swung with less fervour. Tired shield arms were knocked away, exposing them to legionary strikes. Gladii found the warmth of Dacian guts beneath their scale shirts, impaled necks, thrusts beneath the armpits of weapon arms, punctured eyes, shattered faces, and hacked off limbs. With their enemy starting to break, the Romans renewed the ferocity of the assault with a unified howl of rage.

    A pair of mounted Dacian officers rode near the centre column of bronze-clad soldiers. One was targeted by a legionary with a strong throwing arm. The pilum sailed high over the heads of their enemies, smashing into the man’s scale cuirass. Though the strike had landed true, the range was too far for the wound to punch clean through. Still, there was some satisfaction in seeing the other mounted officer rush to the aid of his companion.

    “Have the reserves clear the wings,” the emperor ordered.

    Despite the difficult terrain, the reserve legions now hastened forward, defiantly assailing the rocky high ground. Though the comati had them outnumbered, exhaustion and wounds left their morale shaken. Archers and ballistae numbered too few to even slow the attack. The Dacian leaders saw the overwhelming danger to their men, ordering their horn blowers to sound the retreat. The rocky ground was all that saved the comati and missile troops from being swarmed by rampaging legionaries. Broken ground impeded the use of cavalry, with imperial regiments only able to engage the Dacian centre. The narrowing pass and incessant brandishing of weapons by their enemies rendered a mounted pursuit impossible. Like during the previous battle against Julianus, the Dacians were beaten, but not broken.

    

  
    Chapter XX: The Pain of Victory

    

    ***

    

    Princes Diegis and Razvan were among the last to leave the battlefield. Though the battered comati militia had fled in disorder, the professional corps of Dacian soldiers kept their bearing and discipline as they filed into the mountain pass. Beyond lay the Hateg Plain and the road to Sarmizegetusa.

    “You did well today,” Diegis said to his shaken nephew.

    Razvan kept a hand over his stomach, where his armour was ruptured by a Roman javelin. It felt damp and was painful to the touch, but it didn’t feel as if blood were gushing from the wound. Likely, it was a superficial injury.

    “You didn’t allow fear or anger to cloud your mind,” Diegis continued. He reached over and placed a hand on his nephew’s shoulder, causing him to jolt. “It’s okay,” he then said softly.

    “I thought I knew what to expect in battle,” Razvan said, his voice almost a whisper. “Believe me, uncle, I had no delusions of personal glory. But to see so much suffering. And for what?” He quickly looked around at the tired and agonised faces of the beaten warriors who marched around them. “What was it for? We lost ...”

    “We were never going to best the Romans on this field,” Diegis said. He gave a sad smile when Razvan shot him an incredulous look. “Your father will tell you as much. Our purpose was to bloody the Romans and stop them from marching straight to Sarmizegetusa. We achieved that. So, one could argue the victory was ours.”

    “Victory,” Razvan scoffed. He then waved to a pair of soldiers who were helping a badly injured companion with a blood bandage around his head. “Is this victory?”

    Without hesitation, his uncle answered, “Yes.”

    
    No matter how Diegis wished to rationalise the battle’s outcome to his nephew and future king, there was no mistaking who commanded the field. Light auxilia troops scaled the cliffs to either side, while reserve cohorts prepared to conduct a cautious pursuit through the pass. Trajan did not wish to risk his men marching into an ambush. He ordered their legates to press no further after they found defensible ground just beyond the pass.

    Those who bore the brunt of the fighting were awash with emotions; fatigue, sorrow at the suffering and deaths of friends, but most of all, relief. As he rode across the ground near the pass, soldiers spontaneously raised their weapons with chants of, “Hail, Caesar!” and “Roma Victrix!” The emperor saluted his men as he passed each assembly in turn.

    It was now early afternoon. The battle had lasted nearly four hours and his army was completely spent. Yet their day was far from over. Their victory came at a huge cost. Trajan did not know the extent of their losses yet, only that the dead and wounded numbered in the thousands. That the Dacians suffered far worse did little to salve the pain of the dying and the grief of their friends.

    There were also now prisoners to deal with. Thousands of comati, and even a few hundred Dacian soldiers, were unable to retreat through the pass before the way was closed by the legions. These threw down their arms, exhaustion sapping the will to fight to the end. There was no sign of the Sarmatian heavy cavalry. It was assumed they retired through the pass during the rainstorm.

    Adding to the labours of an exhausted army, the entire camp needed to be broken down and brought forward. Once the pursuit cohorts reached the Hateg Plain, surveyors would determine how much of the army could encamp beyond the pass, and how many would have to remain at Tapae. Trajan determined that, at minimum, the field hospital and forward supply depot would remain on the west side of the pass.

    He ordered his staff officers and division commanders assembled to discuss the battle and its aftermath.

    “We need time to rest and refit,” Pompey Longinus surmised. “The Dacians put up a stubborn fight, and we paid dearly for capturing the Iron Gates.”

    “We must make certain we do not give them up again,” General Proculus stressed. “It was an unfortunate turn of events that the noble Julianus was forced to cede this same battlefield so soon after winning his victory against Decebalus.”

    “His army was also much smaller than ours,” Trajan noted. “He would have been hard pressed to hold this ground, even if Emperor Domitian wasn’t compelled by disruptions along the Rhine to cease hostilities.”

    “The campaign season is also young,” Pompey remarked. “We are still four weeks from the summer solstice.”

    “True, but old age comes early to summer in these lands,” Sura reminded them. “Winter snows will fall here before the leaves turn colour in Italia.”

    “We must be both cautious and relentless,” the emperor said. He then scrunched his brow. “The divine Augustus addressed this once, though I forget his exact words.”

    “Make haste slowly,” Sura recalled. “In the same speech he said that we ensure haste by performing our tasks correctly the first time.”

    “Simple, yet wise words,” Proculus said. “We would do well to remember them. Decebalus has suffered a defeat, but his army is far from broken.”

    “And even if they were, we’d still be hard pressed to reach Sarmizegetusa before the autumn snows fall in the mountains,” Sura noted.

    “Which is why maintaining our supply and communications lines will be even more crucial,” Pompey said.

    As his generals and senior advisers discussed the next phase of the war, Trajan stood with his hands on the table, staring at the markings on the crude map laid out before him. Reconnaissance beyond the Iron Gates was previously impossible. And the engineers sent to Dacia by Emperor Domitian could only give the broadest descriptions of the road and terrain over the fifty miles between Tapae and Sarmizegetusa. The emperor muttered under his breath, causing his officers to cease in their debates.

    “What say you, Caesar?” Sura asked.

    Trajan looked up.

    “Aggression and prudence are a delicate balance,” he said. “We must not be reckless, needlessly throw away lives, or risk defeat. Nor can we allow caution to give way to cowardice, enabling our enemies to seize the initiative. We will take as much time as necessary to rest and refit the army. That does not mean we shall sit idle. Once we have our forward camp established, cavalry regiments who did not take part in the fighting will start reconnoitring the region. We have far more than just the road to Sarmizegetusa and its rumoured citadels ahead of us. The Hateg Plain that lies between is a complete unknown.”

    
    Honouring the dead and saving the wounded were the most crucial and painful aspects of battle’s aftermath. The Imperial Horse Guards’ foray into the fighting was brief when compared to the legionary and auxilia forces from the first and second waves.

    “Brief, yet brutal,” Tiberius said quietly as he and Vorenus read the final assessments from the various squadrons.

    Twenty-five were dead, including Centurion Syphax and three decurions. Another hundred were wounded, twenty severely. One had his right forearm severed by a Dacian falx; another lost his lower left leg in the same manner. The hasty use of sword baldrics and belts as tourniquets saved their lives. As soon as the Sarmatian cavalry retreated, several of their companions dragged them to the artillery line, taking burning pitch from the fire pots to cauterise the mangled stumps. The man who’d lost his leg fainted from the pain and loss of blood. His friends lamented he would likely never wake. All but five of the dead and twenty wounded came from the upper tier, during their horrific clash with the Sarmatian heavy cavalry.

    “We’ve suffered twelve percent casualties,” Prefect Vorenus said. He shook his head. “And all from a single engagement.”

    “The army as a whole suffered similar losses, albeit disproportionately amongst the first assault waves,” Tiberius said.

    An official tally was never posted, but from what the two officers gleaned from the legates and auxilia regimental commanders, the imperial army suffered over 10,000 casualties at Tapae, around 3,000 fatal. A disproportionate number of these were officers. While roughly one in every seventy imperial soldiers held the rank of centurion or above, they made up one in every ten of the fallen. The distinctive armour and helmet crests, coupled with expectations of leading by example, ensured many paid for the privilege and prestige of their rank with their lives. A flanking cohort from Legio IV, subjected to both arrow barrage and Sarmatian lance, lost three of its six centurions; one dead and the two permanently injured. Battlefield promotions and officer transfers between legions were an unfortunate common occurrence in war.

    Owing to the army’s massive size, Emperor Trajan left the oversight to each of his division generals. Proculus, Maximus, and Agricola each met with their subordinate legates and auxilia commanders. The legate of Legio II, Adiutrix, was among the dead, with Sosius Senecio appointed by Trajan to replace him. The legate from Legio IV, Flavia Felix, had taken an arrow to the left arm. He insisted he could still ride and lead his men, even with his arm in a sling. Once it was confirmed which centurions were dead or permanently incapacitated by wounds, transfers and promotions were sorted. The replacement of decani and principal officers fell to their respective centurions.

    The entire Tapae plain was deforested to provide sufficient timber for so many funeral pyres. The rains of Jupiter may have helped turn the tide of battle, but they made lighting the fires far more arduous. Soaked timber refused to light, with initial attempts creating little more than thick columns of black smoke.

    The Romans took some solace in knowing their enemies had suffered worse. The proportion of Dacian dead to wounded was unusually high, owing to the slaying of those stricken and unable to retreat during the initial clash. The comati militia had expectedly suffered the most. They greatly outnumbered the Dacian soldiers, were unarmoured, less trained, and in the fray for most of the battle. Disposing of enemy corpses proved a monumental task. Some estimates placed the number around 10,000. Another 5,000 Dacians were taken prisoner, fated to be sold to the slave traders waiting just across the Danube in Moesia. Their first task as men of bondage was burying their fallen brothers. Since the Romans were establishing a lasting presence on the site, the dead could not be left to rot. Mass graves were dug into the hard ground. The gorge used by the Sarmatian cavalry and mercenary archers was filled with corpses and covered in earth.

    Imperial soldiers first swept the field, gathering up all weapons, shields, armour, and helmets. These were laid out in rows or great piles. Many were claimed by each legion and auxilia regiment as trophies to be displayed at their respective garrisons. The best was gathered to form a great monument to be paraded through the streets of Rome. The remaining bronze helms, scale armour, and iron swords could either be repurposed or melted down for the armourers. Soldiers who distinguished themselves in battle were offered Dacian swords or falxes as personal trophies. The remaining shields and weapons were used as kindling for the pyres.

    Funerals took place over the following week. The skies had cleared, the air humid as the approaching solstice sun heated the soaked earth. This also dried the timber enough that pyres could now be effectively lit. Fallen soldiers were laid together in rows, both for expediency and efficient use of timber. By the time the last of the imperial dead was sent to Elysium on a column of fire and smoke, not a single tree or brush stand remained within two miles of the Iron Gates pass.

    One pyre was set aside for a lone fallen soldier. His memorial was presided over by the emperor himself. Centurion Titus Flavius Syphax was carried on a litter by four of his decurions. His body was wrapped in his travel cloak, arms folded across his chest, eyes shut, and a single coin in his mouth. His armour would be repurposed or melted down. Prefect Vorenus kept the harness with his decorations from decades of service, along with his spatha. These would eventually be returned to his family. Syphax had long been a widower. His eldest son resided in Corinum in the Britannia midlands. Tiberius thought perhaps his father could help locate him.

    The deputy prefect stood with Vorenus and the imperial staff to either side and a pace behind the emperor. Trajan’s head was adorned with the simple cloth he wore as Pontifex Maximus. His head was bowed slightly, hands folded in front. Behind the officers, the entire Imperial Horse Guards stood in a large square. All were mounted with heads uncovered. Once the centurion’s body was placed on its pyre and the decurions returned to their place behind the emperor, Trajan spoke.

    “Titus Flavius Syphax was not born a Roman. He became a Roman by choice. His journey began before he’d reached manhood, travelling from the remote lands of Ethiopia, far to the south of Egypt. He learned to ride as soon as he could walk. Once of age, he sought to serve the Empire and win that cherished franchise of Roman citizenship for his family. His travels took him to the furthest ends of the Empire, serving with Indus’ Horse along the frontiers of Britannia.”

    Tiberius gave a sad smile. He’d met Syphax, or rather seen his face once or twice when his father was commanding prefect of the famed cavalry regiment. He was just a small boy then, but the black complexion of the African soldier was unmistakable. How fitting this was what Trajan mentioned next.

    “His complexion terrified many, for it was the colour of death. Emperor Domitian even addressed this, during the very ceremony where Syphax was awarded the civic crown for extreme bravery during the last Dacian War. Syphax’s response was perfect, for he declared his complexion was, ‘Death for the enemies of Caesar.’”

    A few smiles and sad chuckles at the memory came from the ranks. Trajan continued, his voice hardening. “Domitian personally awarded Syphax his citizenship, nine years before eligibility, in light of his extreme bravery and service to Rome. He’d earned his rest and could have left the army to a much-deserved retirement. But when the Imperial Horse Guards needed leaders, he did not hesitate to continue serving the Empire he so dearly loved. Though we mourn the passing of so valiant and great a man, a true hero of Rome, it is perhaps fitting that he gave his life on the very field where he was awarded the civic crown saving the lives of fellow soldiers and granted his citizenship. Titus Flavius Syphax, your duty is done. May Mars and Victoria welcome you into the Fields of Elysium.”

    Trajan turned to Vorenus and gave a slow nod. The prefect performed a sharp about turn and faced his regiment.

    “Horse Guards!” his voice boomed. “Salute!”

    The entire regiment raised lances and spathas in the air. As one, they together called out their fallen centurion’s name three times while a torchbearer lit the pyre.

    “Titus Flavius Syphax! Titus Flavius Syphax! Titus Flavius Syphax!”

    

  
    Chapter XXI: The Fate of Traitors

    

    The Hateg Plain, east of Tapae

    June, 101 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    The ground just beyond the Iron Gates pass proved quite favourable for the Romans to encamp. It was less forested and relatively flat over the first few miles. The towering mountains still loomed further ahead to the east, as well as north and south of the plain. The five reserve legions from the latest Battle of Tapae occupied this encampment, which spanned across numerous forts over the space of several miles in each direction. They were supported by cavalry regiments who’d also been kept out of the fray. The auxilia infantry, having endured the brunt of the fighting at Tapae, remained on the west side of the pass, resting and reconsolidating.

    Despite their own losses, most of the Imperial Horse Guards and Praetorian Guard redeployed to the eastern camp with the emperor. As Vorenus had stated, wherever Trajan went, so did they. Eight mounted squadrons, plus Gavius Lucifer’s Fourth Praetorian Cohort remained at Tapae to oversee resupply operations for the imperial household division. Though the surgeons said the tribune’s foot wasn’t broken, it had remained purple and swollen after being trod upon by a Sarmatian horse. Being immobilised was maddening for the old soldier. For him to comply took a direct order from Prefect Claudius that he remain off his feet and rest for two weeks before attempting any return to full duty.

    Tiberius was thankful to have remained relatively unscathed. There were numerous scratches along the sides of his helmet and a bleeding gash to his upper right arm. It didn’t hurt, and he had no idea when it occurred. He reckoned it was more likely from riding too close to a stray tree branch than an enemy blade. He forced himself not to consider that an enemy warrior had attacked him unseen and, only by the grace of Fortuna, failed to land a killing or crippling blow.

    One practical–if uncomfortable–necessity was finding a replacement for Centurion Syphax. Though the regiment was raised just three years earlier, the fallen African soldier was revered by both peer and subordinate alike. The depths of his experience were unmatched, though it was quietly felt the inevitable slowing of age contributed to his death. Trajan left authority to the selection entirely with Vorenus. While he considered promoting a decurion already with the regiment, the prefect decided to allow applicants from across the army. Candidates were required to hold a minimum rank of decurion, with at least ten years of experience as a cavalry soldier.

    Though he conducted every interview, Vorenus directed Tiberius and Fosselius to observe, offering their input. After several days of vetting candidates, the three agreed upon a centurion from the mounted wing of Legio V, Macedonica, named Tiberius Colabella. Colabella was in his early thirties, had served four years in the ranks before selection of the legion’s cavalry contingent. Though only recently promoted to centurion, his service record bore several commendations from previous legates. What’s more, he’d earned both the silver torque for valour and the hasta pura during the last Dacian War. He was articulate and confident, without vanity or false modesty.

    “My predecessor was a great man,” Colabella said after being informed of his selection. “But I am not him, nor will I attempt to be. Flavius Syphax cannot be replaced, only succeeded.”

    “And Caesar expects you to bring your own experience and leadership to his regiment,” Vorenus replied. “You have my every confidence, and by, extension, his.”

    
    Though they sought to avoid another decisive engagement right away, this did not stop the imperial army from hunting down scattered bands of Dacian fighters. With few exceptions, these were comati militia who became separated from the main army during the retreat from Tapae. Leaderless, with their captains either killed or missing, they knew not whether to return home, undertake the gruelling trek to Sarmizegetusa, or wait for instructions from the king or their generals. Many assumed the Romans would not venture forth from the pass. During the two weeks following the battle, a score of skirmishes occurred, as scattered war bands who’d encamped too close to the pass were assailed by imperial cavalry. Casualties were minimal when compared to the suffering at Tapae, as warriors scattered into the nearest woods or scaled the rocky slopes.

    During one such skirmish, a Batavian cavalry regiment managed to capture an enemy captain whose injured leg prevented him from retreating more than a few miles from the pass. Though he wore a full, thick beard, ethnically, he looked nothing like their Dacian adversaries or their barbarian allies. What’s more, he spoke perfect Latin.

    “Fucking traitor!”

    The curse was screamed into the terrified man’s face by a hundred enraged soldiers as he was dragged into the eastern camp of Legio I, Minervia. Their legate was summoned, with a messenger sent for General Maximus, the division commander. A centurion had to verbally restrain his men from beating the prisoner to death before the senior officers arrived.

    “If this man is a traitor, he will meet a fitting end,” the centurion said calmly. The prisoner met his gaze, eyes filled with horror. The centurion grinned, recognising a look of understanding.

    The man was lifted to his feet as the two generals and a host of staff officers approached. His head was bowed, arms bound behind his back, with two legionaries gripping him by each shoulder. The centurion saluted and nodded to the captive.

    “This is an enemy captain captured by one of our mounted patrols,” he said. He then nodded to the cavalry corporal, who also came to attention.

    “We found him in a clearing a half mile northeast of the camp. Bastard was lurking in the undergrowth, hoping to hide from us. His horse gave him away. The beast bolted when he tried remounting to escape. Idiot started calling to it in Latin. And when we surrounded him, he pleaded for his life with nary a trace of an accent.”

    The stone-faced Maximus gave a snort and brief grin. He then looked to the centurion, who smacked the prisoner beneath the jaw with his vine stick, forcing him to meet the general’s stare.

    “You should have used Greek,” Maximus said. “It’s a common enough language in the eastern provinces, and we know many Dacians speak it. That you spoke Latin tells me you’re not only a Roman, but quite possibly a legionary.”

    When the man did not reply, the centurion smacked him across the back with his vine stick. The prisoner’s eyes clenched shut and he gritted his teeth, stifling a cry of pain.

    “Best you tell us who you are,” Maximus said. “It’ll make your passage to Tartarus quicker.”

    “I know what fate awaits me,” the man said through gritted teeth. “And quick does not mean painless.”

    Maximus grinned.

    “Oh, it’s going to hurt. But at least you’ll be spared torture and crucifixion. If you are a legionary, then as a Roman citizen I cannot order you crucified, despite your treason.”

    The man looked down and thought for a few moments. He knew his death would be painful. There was no avoiding that. He closed his eyes for a moment then looked at the general once more.

    “If I give you information about the enemy, may I be spared strangulation and instead die by the blade?”

    “Intelligence is perishable,” Maximus said. “Even if you told the truth, once your masters know you’re missing they’ll make a hasty departure.”

    “Please,” the man said quickly. “I know where a company from the king’s professional corps is encamped. My company served beside them. We were separated from the army after the battle. My injuries kept me from travelling further. The Dacians promised to send aid once they found a way past your patrols.”

    “How many?” Maximus asked, his brow furrowed.

    “A couple hundred. Around a third are wounded.”

    “Wouldn’t hurt to do away with a few more of their better fighters,” the legate said with a shrug.

    Maximus looked to the cavalry section leader, who stood next to the centurion.

    “Gather what information you can from this wretch. If his intelligence proves sound, we’ll dispatch a couple of cohorts to deal with them.”

    “And what of your promise to me?” the prisoner asked hesitantly.

    “I haven’t promised anything yet,” Maximus said. “We shall see what comes of this. Should your double-treason prove correct, then you will not be tortured before execution. As to letting you die by the blade; you will provide us with names of every traitor serving Decebalus and where they can be found. Only then shall we sully our weapons in your flesh and spare you the torment of being bludgeoned to death or strangled. You shall also give us your name and former legion, that we might prove whether you are a Roman citizen and exempt from crucifixion.”

    
    Taking the word of a traitor was always risky, even more so when he’d so quickly given up those he now supposedly served. Light scouts from one of the Moesian cavalry regiments soon proved the turncoat’s story. A previously unseen gorge deep in the woods a couple miles northeast did indeed hide around 200 Dacian soldiers. This was a paltry figure when compared to the tens-of-thousands who’d engaged in gruesome savagery at Tapae. Yet neither could the Romans allow them to remain free. As Maximus informed Trajan, “Every professional soldier is worth three militia.”

    Two cohorts and half the mounted wing from First Minervia were dispatched to deal with the small company. Both the emperor and General Maximus stated they cared not whether they were killed or captured, but simply wanted them disposed of. At the request of the centurion pilus prior leading the raid, twenty archers were attached to his force. These were ordered to leave their armour and helmets behind, as they needed to be as quiet as possible. Reconnaissance patrols were maintained beyond the camp, with reserve squadrons ready to aid the infantry, should the enemy prove more numerous than expected.

    It was an hour after dawn when the detachment departed. The scouts had left two men to watch the enemy’s camp. The woods and undergrowth were thick, greatly impeding the infantry mobility and formations.

    “There’s a clearing just up ahead,” one of the scouts reported to the ranking pilus prior. “Their camp itself is in a narrow ravine. The undergrowth is thick on three sides, making an infantry assault impractical.”

    “And there is only one way in or out?” the centurion asked.

    “Only one that’s practical, unless completely unencumbered and able to climb up steep rocks covered in briars.”

    “My archers will assail them from above and drive them into you,” the Syrian section leader said.

    “We’ll form battle lines in the clearing,” the centurion said. “If they wish to fight to the death, so be it. But if we can avoid risking our men’s lives and gain a few coins from the slave traders for prisoners, so much the better.”

    “They do look in pretty rough shape,” the scout’s corporal remarked. “I suspect they’ve had little to eat over the past few days, and many are wounded.”

    The senior pilus prior then ordered the archers to follow the lead scout while he and his legionaries assembled in the clearing. It was twenty minutes later, with the marching columns still clawing their way through the dense woods, when shouts in both Latin and Dacian echoed from ahead.

    “Fuck,” the centurion swore under his breath. He then looked over his shoulder. “No sense in trying to act sneaky, lads. At the quick step!”

    Hundreds of legionaries crashed through the brush and piles of fallen branches. Javelins and armour constantly snagged, eliciting every known profanity in Latin and Greek. The lead elements of the two columns burst into the clearing as the section of archers fled past them. Scouts were riding in either direction. Two were missing.

    Dacian soldiers spilled forth from the gorge. They were filthy, haggard, and exhausted, while possessing that last surge of energy brought by the desperate instinct to survive.

    “Form ranks, javelin volley by sections!” the centurion bellowed.

    The clearing was wide, yet short. There was room enough for two centuries to stand abreast, with only around fifty feet between them and the gorge. The Dacians were in a panic. Had they massed for a concerted attack, the centurion felt they could have cracked their as yet unformed battle lines and escaped. A few legionaries emerged at a time, hastily attempting to assemble, often not even waiting for the decani to order them to throw their pila.

    Desperation overcame thirty or so Dacian fighters, who charged the line. One lunged for a legionary, whose feet were entangled in tree roots. The Dacian grabbed him by the shoulder plates of his armour, wrenching him down and slicing his falx blade across the side of the neck. The dying soldier collapsed, crying out in terror and pain as the side of his neck and chest plates were soaked in blood. His killer was met with quick gladius thrusts from one of his vengeful mates. The first two struck the Dacian in the stomach. Though his scale armour withstood the blows, the impact doubled him over. A third thrust plunged under his chin, through the mouth, severing the tongue, and into his brain. Death claimed him even as his convulsing corpse continued to spasm.

    The subsequent clash lasted only a minute before overwhelming numbers of Romans had formed into battle lines. They had the Dacians terribly outnumbered, their survivors frantically looking to flee. A few of their most nimble runners leapt over and through the undergrowth, able to escape from the legionaries. Cavalry were also greatly impeded, only able to pursue those who fled to the left of the cohorts. The Dacian remnant, less than a hundred, of whom half were injured and being helped by their friends, backed towards the gorge. The leading centurion sheathed his gladius and held up his hand. The cornicen sounded the order to halt. The centurion then gestured to the Dacians, as if asking their intentions.

    An older fighter, who was helping carry a man with a badly injured leg, looked to his companions. He then shouted a few words and with a great showing threw down his sword. Half of those still standing remained defiant. But as their friends dropped their spears and falxes, there was nothing to fight for. The centurion pilus prior then gestured for them to step back away from their weapons. The beaten Dacians were sullen as legionaries quickly surrounded them. In a gesture that surprised both sides, the centurion ordered their injured enemies to not be put to death but have their wounds bound.

    “That was a bit merciful,” his fellow pilus prior said. “Growing a bit soft, are you?”

    “Mercy has nothing to do with it,” his friend replied. “Caesar may very well order this entire lot crucified. Though I will, naturally, petition they be sold into slavery, and we be given a suitable share of the coin.” Her then sought out the archer section leader. “What in Hades happened?”

    “Bad timing, sir. We were just starting to disperse to either side of the gorge when they came marching straight out. Our hidden scouts couldn’t sound the alarm until it was too late.”

    “They’d likely grown tired of waiting for their traitorous friend to turn up,” the scout’s section corporal surmised. “Out of food, with no one coming to aid them, they thought to take their chances in the woods.”

    The pilus prior nodded and signalled for the men to continue binding the prisoners. The centurions of both cohorts then reported their losses.

    “Three dead; one legionary, two arches. Four legionaries with minor injuries. We killed twelve of their lot. Three more were impaled by javelins through the guts and won’t be with us much longer.”

    “Shall we finish them, sir?” his optio asked.

    The centurion gestured to the older enemy soldier. “Let him do it.”

    The old warrior was handed his sword and roughly led over to the dying men. He understood and quickly cut the throats of his fallen warriors, quietly speaking to them, and praying to their gods. Even as he was gruffly led away, his sword taken once more, he stopped and looked to the centurion. He gave a nod, as if thanking the Roman for allowing him to send his men to the afterlife.

    
    At the encampment, the captured traitor was taken to Legio V, Macedonica, where he claimed to have been a legionary.

    “He says he served for five years before deserting seven years ago,” Maximus informed Trajan.

    “Did he give his name?” the emperor asked.

    “Oh, yes. And every traitor serving the Dacian king that he could think of. There’s quite a few, and it wouldn’t surprise me if some of the names were simply made up.”

    “He claims the senior ranking is a former centurion named Tertius,” Licinius Sura said, looking over the tablet from the interrogators. “I did confirm there was a centurion of that name from Fifth Macedonica who deserted about thirteen years ago. Their primus pilus said, ‘I’ll have his balls on a platter when I see him again’.”

    “We’ve spoken with the centurion and optio from the cohort and century our prisoner claims to have served with,” Maximus said. “The optio verified having a soldier of his name when he was still a decanus. Whether he can confirm his identity, we’ll have the prisoner disposed of soon enough.”

    “Do you wish to oversee the punishment, Caesar?” Sura asked.

    “No. The execution of deserters does not require my presence, unless we manage to capture this Centurion Tertius. Let the Fifth handle it.”

    
    The deserter’s cohort from Legio V paraded in a large square, along with the commanding legate and primus pilus. His hands were bound behind his back, two soldiers holding onto a pole that was wedged between the arms and back. He kept his eyes fixed on the ground, unable to look at his former comrades. Many of those from his former century talked quietly amongst themselves. Under half had served with him, yet years and a thick beard made it difficult to know for certain if it was their errant legionary.

    As his former decanus, the century’s optio was given the task of verifying, as well as the privilege of carrying out the sentence, regardless of identity. The officer stepped slowly forward, two legionaries from his former section to either side. The prisoner did not look up, even as the three men stood just a couple paces from him. The optio placed his staff under the man’s chin, forcing his head up.

    “Bastard,” a legionary muttered under his breath. “I know that face, even hidden behind barbarian shag.”

    “Even I didn’t think that pile of shit would turn traitor,” the other said through his teeth.

    “You disappoint me,” the optio said, his voice calm but loud enough for the cohort to hear. “Unlike your former mates, I saw potential in you. I put your lapses of judgement down to a lack of age and maturity. We thought you merely a coward when you abandoned your post. But to turn to treason? I hope Decebalus’ coin was worth it, for it will not buy you mercy in the afterlife.”

    He shook his head, then handed his optio’s staff to one of the legionaries. The prisoner closed his eyes as the officer drew his gladius and placed the edge of the blade alongside his neck. His heart was pounding, and he was on the verge of hyperventilating. He just wanted it to end. What was his former section leader waiting for? He opened his eyes as the optio withdrew the blade and stepped back.

    “No.” The officer shook his head. “You were promised you would not be tortured, and that you could die by the blade. But no one said it had to be quick.”

    Eyes locked on the traitor’s; he plunged the gladius into his guts. The prisoner screamed; his bowels ruptured as the blade came out his lower back. The soldiers holding the binding staff forced him to remain upright as the optio withdrew his gladius. The man continued to cry out, unable to stifle the pain and not caring about his dignity. He knew he’d sacrificed that when he betrayed his legion.

    “Just finish him already,” the legate said. “His pitiful shrieks are so unbecoming.”

    In his agony-stricken mind, the turncoat thought a word of thanks to the officer. Death did not come immediately when his jugular was severed, but it was still far more expedient than the slow torture of dying with one’s guts impaled.

    

  
    Chapter XXII: Wall of Skulls

    

    ***

    

    Prince Razvan said very little once they returned to Sarmizegetusa a few days after the battle. He emphatically refused his mother’s care when she asked to see his injury. His armour had prevented the Roman javelin from penetrating more than an inch into his flesh, just beneath his right ribcage. It was still rather painful, but at least it scabbed over. There were some signs of infection, though the royal surgeon reassured him that, if he cleaned the wound daily, his youthful constitution would sort it out. Queen Zina fretted over her son’s morose state. King Decebalus assured her he just needed time.

    “I was scarcely older than Razvan when I fought my first battle,” he said.

    His emotionally stricken gaze told his wife that he, too, was both concerned and remorseful at allowing their son to ride with them to the Iron Gates. Prince Diegis strongly reassured Decebalus that Razvan had served well, being neither reckless nor self-seeking. There was no apology from Diegis about the prince’s wounding, nor did Decebalus expect one. The king’s brother was not there to be Razvan’s minder. Both princes had performed their duties, and Razvan was injured in the fray. It paled compared to the ghastly injuries suffered by thousands that day. Both allowed the young prince time with his thoughts, reasoning the lessons learned were his alone.

    The only one who Razvan allowed to see him was his sister, Cristina. Though twelve, like her elder brother, she was also mature beyond her years. She found him sitting on a wooden stool on a secluded balcony overlooking the city. It was where he’d spent most of his days during the past week. A servant was walking to the balcony, carrying a tray bearing sesame and honey cakes of a Greek recipe called itrion and a cup of watery wine. Cristina took the tray and dismissed the servant.

    “Here you are, brother,” she said, trying to force a smile.

    “I’m not hungry,” Razvan said, his gaze still fixed on the distant mountains.

    Cristina set the tray on a table next to him and dragged over another stool. She expected her brother to demand she leave, but he simply continued to stare. After a moment, she noticed a change in his demeanour. It was very slight, but he appeared to relax slightly.

    “So much death,” he whispered softly. “Is this suffering what Zalmoxis really expects us to eagerly embrace?”

    “I cannot pretend to understand what you went through,” his sister replied softly. “Nor can any of us fathom the will of a god. You’re a child, Razvan, but you are still the king’s son. The people look to you for inspiration, whether you see it or not. Your courage ... true courage, not selfish glory seeking, gives them the strength to keep fighting.”

    Razvan turned to face her. His facial expression remained hard, though Cristina could see the tears in his eyes.

    “You and I can no longer cling to childhood,” he said. “We must lose our youth, so our brothers may keep theirs.”

    “It is our duty,” Cristina affirmed. She then took one of the seed cakes and offered the tray to her brother. “As it is your duty to regain your strength and keep fighting.”

    Razvan took a cake and bit into it. Sesame and honey cakes were one of his favourite treats since he could remember. In that moment, it never tasted better.

    
    Two legions, First Minervia and Thirteenth Gemina, were encamped near the bottom slope below the ramparts of a Dacian fortress. A single rampart was accessible, and this was covered with heads in varying states of decay. Some were rumoured to belong to imperial soldiers killed during the First Dacian War, sixteen years earlier. The locals simply called it the Wall of Skulls. Three regiments of cavalry were held in reserve past the right flank, ready to pursue should the garrison flee. The three vexillation cohorts from Legio XII, Fulminata, established a fort along a ridge to the left of the stronghold, preventing any escape in that direction.

    Trajan was personally overseeing the assault. He and several engineers observed the heights while a surveyor used a measuring tool to estimate the distance.

    “The defences are roughly 400 feet in elevation above the base,” the man said. “At a distance of 1,000 feet.”

    “That ground is too steep and rocky to bring our siege engines within range,” an engineer officer concluded.

    “Certainly not before they’ll be bombarded with whatever missiles lurk behind those walls,” the surveyor said.

    The legate from Thirteenth Gemina was indignant at this assessment.

    “Are you suggesting we attack over steep, rocky terrain, straight to our deaths without any support?”

    “How soon can you build siege platforms?” Trajan asked the engineer.

    The officer glanced at the ground and nearby woods. “A few days, if given sufficient labourers,” he said. “This rocky ground is impossible to shift. Any support structures will have to be wood, devoid of post holes, which means only light onagers and scorpions.”

    “It will do,” the emperor said. “That fort is only large enough to house a cohort, maybe two. I estimate our assault force outnumbers them fifteen-to-one. But we’ll not lose men foolishly, committing the same follies as our enemies, thinking we can win with sheer numbers alone. You have four days, commander. Create sufficient scaffolding for six onagers and twenty scorpions.”

    “Yes, Caesar.”

    Trajan then remarked, “I am as eager as any to see those ramparts taken, the bones of our dead given proper internment. We shall replace them with the heads of our enemies.”

    
    The narrowness of the defences was both a help and hindrance to the Dacian garrison. This gave them a smaller frontage to hold, funnelling their enemies into a narrow space, where numbers meant little. But it also clustered the defenders, making them vulnerable to enemy missiles. This was never a concern before, as the stronghold was placed where it could protect the road, while remaining out of range of enemy siege engines.

    What the Dacians had not anticipated was relentless Roman ingenuity. On the first day, protective shelters were constructed of latticework branches forming a partial shell to repel Dacian arrows and ballista shot. Scaffolding was soon constructed and brought into place. With the hard ground impeding the digging of post holes, additional braces at the bottom of each support pole became necessary. Defender attempts at harassing the building efforts proved fruitless. The Rome scaffolding was at the maximum limit of their bolt throwers, which had limited ammunition.

    Desperation overcame the defenders even before the first catapult stones and ballista bolts were fired from the hastily constructed siege platform. Without waiting to see the effects of bombardment, two assault cohorts from each legion were ordered to take the heights. Knowing escape was impossible, the Dacian captain shouted encouragement to his men to fight to the last.

    “Zalmoxis awaits us! We shall not meet him with Roman swords in our backs!”

    
    Eight ladders were borne by the assault troops. Their bearers carried shields overhead, though this was extremely difficult, give the jagged, and, in places, slippery rocks they scaled. Despite the support from the siege platform, enemy warriors stalwartly manned the ramparts, flinging spears and loosing arrows down on the attackers. Shield cover and protective armour greatly minimised casualties. Yet once an imperial soldier did fall, mostly on the ladder teams, he became an added stumbling block for his mates to climb over, leaving them vulnerable.

    The bravest, and often youngest, soldiers were at the head of the ladders, eager to be the first over the wall and earn the coveted rampart crown. With gladius hand grabbing the rungs, and shield held awkwardly overhead, the first legionaries raced each other to the top. Two of the ladders slipped as the rocks they were braced against broke. Three other initial assaulters were either knocked from the ladders, or, in one case, took a spear to his exposed face. Two men, one from each legion, did reach the top at practically the same time. As he watched the ensuing melee, Trajan knew that, should both survive, each would have legitimate claims to the rampart crown.

    Though assaulting an enemy fort from a ladder seemed suicidal, one soldier was all that was needed to create a temporary breach. Attackers directly behind the first wave hastened up behind them, hands sometimes being stepped on by the sandaled feet of those above them. Fighting atop the ramparts was savage and pure chaos. These were situations where individual skill and valour won the day. Like the breaching of a dam, the force of imperial soldiers surging onto the ramparts drove the defenders into the fort below. Legionaries hastened down the steps, which were essentially oversized ladders, while others sat on the edge of the ramparts and jumped the short distance into the open square. The Dacians fought with admirable ferocity, sometimes able to mass their numbers against individual legionaries. But, as more soldiers clambered over the wall and into the fort, it was the Romans who regained the numerical advantage.

    Unlike the soldiers who captured the errant company in the woods, those assaulting the wall of skulls were unforgiving. After several days of preparation and building a siege platform, the actual capture of the fort took less than half an hour. Not a single prisoner was taken.

    Per the emperor’s instructions, the skulls were removed and placed on a funeral pyre. It was unknown whether these were all Roman dead from the previous war or perhaps executed Dacian criminals. It didn’t matter. Trajan reasoned the gods would sort any Romans from the rest. All structures within the fort were put to the torch. Half of the wall was demolished. The remainder was topped with the heads of decapitated Dacian corpses.

    That evening, the emperor met with the two legates, plus his division commanders.

    “They fought savagely, but, with Mars and Victoria’s aid, we took the fort quickly,” Thirteenth Gemina’s legate said.

    “This was just the first stronghold of many,” his division commander, Agricola, said. “And I doubt they’ll fall so easily.”

    “Many are said to be much larger,” the legate of First Minervia remarked. “Much will depend on both terrain and tenacity of the defenders. These were comati militia, who I expect are manning most of the forts. The closer we get to Sarmizegetusa, the more professional soldiers we can expect to face.”

    “We knew this was going to be a difficult campaign,” Trajan admitted. “Our enemy is both fierce and competent. We won a victory at Tapae, and I daresay Decebalus did not expect us to press through to the Hateg Plain. But now we are entering a new phase in the war. Most of his army is still intact, even if many elements were scattered and able to be hunted by our pursuers. That time is likely over.”

    “Caesar, we must be careful not to stretch our supply lines too thin,” Felix, the quartermaster-general, said. “Even without enemy attacks, wagons break, draught animals fall sick or injured. Maintaining logistics lines from Diana has our convoys hard pressed. We need time to repair carts, rest, and acquire more beasts of burden, and increase the stockpiles at our forward depots. Right now, the Tapae fortress storehouses are mostly empty. As soon as supplies reach them, they’re needed at the front.”

    While not something an attacking general wanted to hear, especially given the risk of losing the initiative, Emperor Trajan knew the danger was too great to ignore.

    “When they were re-conquering Galilee and heading towards Jerusalem, Vespasian told my father, ‘I have the most powerful army in the world, but they will starve in a matter of days.’ We shall take this time to consolidate and make certain our ration and supply convoys continue unimpeded. Whatever you need, Felix, you have my full support.”

    The quartermaster-general nodded and gave a sigh of relief. Like all logisticians, his was the most thankless job in the entire army. Their names were mostly forgotten, with the histories rarely acknowledging those who kept the armies fed, lest hunger defeat them when the enemy could not.

    Despite the difficulties from the first phase of the war, there was cause for Trajan to remain optimistic. Mounted troops pursuing a band of comati fighters located a rather prosperous settlement hidden in a large valley north of the Tapae pass. The hasty deployment of two milliaria auxilia infantry regiments and two cohorts of legionaries allowed them to quickly overrun the farming community. The town itself was only protected by a ten-foot wall and a few militia. Roman officers leading the assault assumed most of the town guard had fought at Tapae and were either killed or scattered. During the sacking of the great hall, a well-dressed noblewoman was captured and brought before the emperor.

    She was taller than most of her captors; her wavy brown hair braided at the crown and pulled back. She wore a two-layer dress, the undergarment of dark red, the outer layer blue. A silver chain with a carved dragon’s head adorned her neck.

    “Clearly one of the Dacian nobility,” the emperor said appreciatively.

    “That was our guess, sire,” the centurion of the prisoner detail said. “We captured her in the great hall, along with around fifty women, who, by their manner of dress, are likely servants. There were only twenty children. We think the rest were spirited away.” Nodding in the direction of the woman, he said, “No idea why this one didn’t scarper off.”

    “She didn’t wish to abandon her people,” Trajan said, speaking in Greek. The woman’s eyes lit up in understanding. The emperor’s expression was cold, yet his tone depicted a trace of admiration.

    The centurion, who also spoke Greek, stated, “She said she would only speak with Caesar. I didn’t let the lads play too rough with her, as she might be a useful hostage.”

    “Indeed.” Trajan steepled his fingers and leaned forward in his chair, addressing the woman. “And now you stand before Caesar. Tell us who you are.”

    “My name is Camelia. I am the sister of King Decebalus.”

    This caused a few murmurs amongst the Greek-speaking members of the imperial staff. The woman spoke again before Trajan could answer.

    “I may be sister to the king, but I am not what you would call a ‘useful hostage.’” She quickly glanced at the centurion before addressing the emperor once more. “My brother will not negotiate for my safety or freedom. Nor would I expect him to jeopardise the welfare of a single subject for my well-being. Whether you release or crucify me matters not.”

    “I can respect you and your brother’s stance on the matter. It would give me great pains were my sister–who I love and revere–captured by my enemies. As sovereigns, your brother and I cannot place family sentiment over the welfare of our people.”

    He sat back in his chair, appraising the woman for a brief moment. He believed her claim to be Decebalus’ sister, for she had nothing to gain from making a false claim.

    “Know you shall be neither freed nor crucified. For you are wrong to claim you are of no use to me, even if your brother will not negotiate for your freedom. You shall be sent to Rome as a special guest of Caesar, placed in the care of one of our noble families. Five of your servants may accompany you.”

    “And what of the rest, including the children?” Camelia asked. When Trajan did not answer, she closed her eyes, understanding their fate.

    “Your behaviour will determine their treatment while under my care,” the emperor said. “If there is no trouble, I will not allow them to be mistreated.”

    “But you cannot make the same promise once they are sold into slavery.” Camelia stared into Trajan’s eyes, fighting to hide the pain in her voice.

    The emperor respected the compassion she had for her people, even the lowliest servants. He therefore would not disrespect her with a falsehood.

    “No,” he said plainly.

    

  
    Chapter XXIII: Counterthrust

    

    ***

    

    By the summer solstice, the armies of Rome had penetrated ten miles beyond the Tapae pass. Forts housing both legionary and auxilia cohorts were strategically placed along ridgelines, near river crossings and mountain passes where an enemy counterattack may emerge. Any village they came upon was completely ransacked and put to the torch. Few men of fighting age were taken prisoner, with most being either the old or infirm who’d refused to flee. Those unfit to be sold as slaves were put to the sword.

    With Trajan heeding the advice of his quartermaster-general, the Roman advance halted to consolidate their gains. The emperor stated he did not intend to conquer Dacia, yet the numerous garrisons told a different story. A concentrated assault force was maintained, consisting of three legions and an equal number of auxilia and allied troops. The rest of the army was either sweeping the Hateg Plain, fortifying encampments, or undertaking convoy escorts for the endless columns bringing food and supplies from the Diana Fortress in Moesia.

    Reconnaissance was made difficult by the rugged, heavily forested mountains beyond the plain. Scouting through dense woods was extremely hazardous for horses, leaving much of the work to lighter auxilia infantry. This greatly lessened reconnoitring further afield, with foot soldiers only able to safely scout a few miles from the forts. Specialised spies called speculatores were used, though they numbered just one per cohort. However, there were few signs of any enemy activity since taking the Wall of Skulls. Trajan, therefore, summoned his generals to the imperial principia.

    “With a lull in the campaign, and our supply lines requiring at least a month to consolidate, the Empire needs its emperor more than the army at the moment.”

    “Will you be returning to Rome, Caesar?” General Proculus asked.

    “No,” Trajan replied. “I’m only travelling as far as Viminacium. I need to be ready, should a crisis arise. But for now, I must see to the greater affairs of state. Generals Servianus and Sura will remain and act as my intermediaries. All divisions will continue to strengthen our current positions and seize the initiative against enemy incursions. I expect Decebalus will spend the rest of the campaign season licking his wounds, though we should remain cautious. We’ve annihilated the occasional wayward warband since Tapae, yet most of their army appears to have successfully disappeared into the mountains. Remain vigilant.”

    
    The halt in the Roman offensive gave King Decebalus and his battered army a much needed reprieve. Losses at Tapae were severe, yet most of his army was still intact. A few companies were routed during the pursuit, though losses were mitigated by use of familiar terrain. At a meeting of councillors and generals, the king implored them to keep fighting, regardless of losses, lest the invaders subjugate the entire kingdom.

    “Terrible sacrifices were made by both sides,” he said. “Neither we nor the Romans will see this war ended without greater suffering. But sacrifice we shall, to keep our families free from imperial subjugation.”

    “Even now, more volunteers arrive from the outer territories,” Prince Diegis said. “That the neighbouring Bastarnae fight beside us lessons the threat to our northern borders. Men of fighting age from even the remotest corners of the realm now take up arms, their wives and children taking up the plough in their absence.”

    “This will not be enough to make good on our losses from Tapae,” General Bicilis said. “But I’ll grant you it will make the Romans think twice when they see our army is not as defeated as they presume. It does seem odd that they’ve only taking a few minor forts; the Wall of Skulls being more of a symbolic–rather than strategic–outpost.”

    “Their supply lines are stretched thin,” Tertius then spoke up. “Trajan has a huge army, and his greatest challenge is keeping it fed. I speculate he’s committed a third, possibly even more, of his forces to keeping their logistics columns moving.”

    “Can we strike at these columns?” a councillor asked.

    “We could,” Bicilis said, “though it will be difficult. The Romans control everything west of the Iron Gates, and ten miles to the east.”

    “There is the southern pass,” Diegis suggested.

    “That is rarely used and is completely overgrown,” Bicilis countered. “Farmers rarely utilise it because it goes straight over the highest mountains. It is covered in snow from before the autumn harvest until midspring.”

    “But we are not in spring,” Decebalus said. “And because the trail is rarely used, I expect the Romans are not even aware of its existence. Otherwise, they may have tried using it. Or in the least kept it under watch.”

    “Trajan will not be taking any chances, even in Roman territory,” Tertius cautioned. “The moment a convoy departs their depot in Moesia, which we’ve learned they named after the huntress goddess, Diana, it will be escorted by hundreds of imperial soldiers.”

    “Even if we cannot stop their supplies, we can impede them,” the king reasoned. “Kill a few escorts and draught beasts, break wagon wheels and perhaps set a few alight, and they’ll be slowed to a crawl.”

    “We can use the pass for the next two, possibly three, months,” a general said. “It’s narrow much of the way, but I daresay even our allied heavy cavalry could make use of it.”

    The Rhoxolani general nodded approvingly.

    “Regrettably, we only made minimal use of our armoured lancers at the Iron Gates before the rains rendered the ground impassable. And there is little we can do against fortified positions. We could smash their forces in the open plains, but not without robust infantry support.”

    “We shall still need at least half of your corps kept here in reserve,” Decebalus said. “It is only now the summer solstice, and we cannot know when–or if–the enemy will continue its advance. What we do know is many of their forts are small watch posts of perhaps a few hundred soldiers. They cannot guard against every approach through the mountains, even if they knew where all of them are.” He nodded to Diegis. “Brother, you shall organise our freshest troops into assault divisions and strike at the Romans where they are most vulnerable.”

    “By your will, sire,” Diegis said with a bow.

    As the king’s brother departed the chamber, he was surprised to see his nephew, Prince Razvan, waiting for him. He was bathed, dressed in a fresh tunic, and stood more erect than he had in months. There was a dark determination in his eyes. Diegis felt he was looking into the eyes of an old man, set in the face of a boy.

    “If you will have me, uncle, I’d be honoured to return as your squire,” Razvan said.

    Diegis placed a hand on his nephew’s shoulder.

    “And I am honoured to have you beside me again.”

    Though Diegis was organising the raids, he would not be taking part. He was still responsible for the ongoing reconnaissance missions across Hateg Plain and any assaults on their outposts. He instead escorted a Rhoxolani division, around 4,000 lancers, through low country masked by forested hills and away from the prying eyes of imperial scouts. A few miles southeast of the easternmost Roman forts, they came to a gorge that appeared to head into a dense thicket and then end.

    “That is our way south?” the incredulous Rhoxolani captain asked.

    Diegis nodded.

    “You’ll need to walk your horses single file a few hundred paces until you’re beyond the thickets. The path does not end, but curves around to left of that jagged hill. Come, I’ll show you.”

    He and Razvan dismounted, leading the captain and several of his senior officers through the thickets. Progress was slow, and, even with sending men to clear away the overgrowth and hanging branches, it would take at least a day for the entire force to make the short trek around the hill. Upon crossing over a narrow spur, the path curved and opened considerably. It was still overgrown, with hanging branches creating obstacles every few hundred paces, but it was visible.

    “A half-day from here you’ll come to a river,” Diegis said. “Continue following the path south. In about four or five days, you’ll reach the southern plains just north of the Danube. There’s a farming community tucked away in the hills that, as far as we know, the Romans remain unaware of.”

    He further informed the captain of suitable places to encamp every night. Once they reached the southern plain, they would have free reign to assail imperial convoys and patrols in the region.

    “May Zalmoxis guide you in your hunt,” Diegis said, clasping the Rhoxolani captain’s hand.

    
    Despite suffering injuries from falling off his horse during the battle at Tapae, the Roman turncoat, Catullus, had eagerly returned to service with Prince Diegis. Other imperial traitors had not fared as well, particularly those serving as captains within the comati. Several were killed, and at least one was taken prisoner. Catullus shuddered when considering the man’s fate. He was determined to take his own life, rather than risk capture.

    Possessing knowledge of both the terrain and how the Roman military operated made him an invaluable asset. After the debacle near the Danube crossing the year prior, he and his men were even more cautious than before. They used game trails and hunters’ paths to cut through the woods and across the mountains. Extra care was taken with their horses. Broken ground, tree roots, fallen branches, and protruding undergrowth were hazardous to both men and beasts alike. Catullus consoled himself knowing that it worked even more against their enemies. If they were discovered, the Romans would find any pursuit near impossible without unnecessary risk to their own mounts.

    With July approaching, the former imperial cavalry soldier acted as lead scout for one of Prince Diegis’ assault companies. These needed to be large enough to capture the Roman outposts, yet still mobile and manageable when led by experienced captains. The number agreed to by the prince and his generals was five assault groups, each consisting of 500 soldiers, 1,500 comati, and 300 mercenary archers.

    Archers were crucial to the plan. They’d proven their effectiveness at Tapae, despite the rains soaking bowstrings and one of their companies being overwhelmed by imperial cavalry. King Decebalus was impressed enough to increase their donative. He gave several of their leaders his fastest mounts and a few sacks of coin to entice more of their brethren to fight the Romans. Because they came from as far as Parthia, Armenia, and even Roman Syria, with their only route following the northern Black Sea across Scythia and the coastal mountains, these messengers wouldn’t even reach their homes until autumn. Any reinforcements they did manage to secure would not reach Dacia until the following spring at the earliest. But Decebalus was playing the long strategic game with Rome. His mindset had changed little over the past sixteen years, before he even became sovereign.

    The king made similar overtures to the Buri and Bastarnae, who’d proven their mettle at the Iron Gates, despite the defeat. Both were determined to fight loyally beside Decebalus, particularly the Bastarnae, whose southeast lands bordered Roman Moesia. The Buri, who were far removed from Roman territory and under no direct threat, required additional bribes in coin. Each chieftain further stressed they needed a victory to show their people before more would join the fight.

    “Your gold is appreciated, though it does our warriors little good from the grave,” Diotrih of the Buri had said.

    The counterthrust organised by Prince Diegis would give their allies that victory.

    Catullus and an accompanying Dacian captain lay in the tall grass behind a short rise near a cluster of large oak trees. The fort before him was large enough to garrison a cohort of between 400 and 500 soldiers. Though he could not see past the ramparts, he could tell from its size this was strictly for infantry. He saw few mounted troops, and surmised there was at best one section of attached cavalry to act as scouts and messengers.

    “I see infantrymen along the ramparts, but no archers,” the captain observed.

    “Most of these forts have no more than twenty,” Catullus speculated. “We are only a couple miles from the Tapae pass. I suspect the Romans haven’t found the trails we’re using.”

    “They’ll know soon enough,” the captain said.

    “Then we’d best take the fort in the first assault,” Catullus stressed. “They’ll scour the area once we depart, and we’ll not be able to use this approach again.”

    “Four to one is a small advantage when attacking a fortified position, especially one surrounded by trenches and who knows what obstacles,” his counterpart assessed. “And I suspect there’s more waiting for us than just trenches and earthworks.”

    “You can expect to find buried stakes, tripping hazards, and all manner of traps,” the imperial traitor said. “It’ll slow, but not stop, your assault. But with our archers alone numbering over half their total strength, they’ll suppress the enemy long enough for you to take the ramparts.”

    The grove of trees they lurked in was too small and too far away to effectively hide their force, except perhaps at night. Night assaults, however, created as many dangers as benefits for the attackers. Dawn was the ideal time to strike. The enemy would expect it and be on his guard, yet it still offered the Dacians the best hope for taking the fort. Catullus and the captain scouted the area, keeping clear of any roaming patrols. The Romans had picquets placed near possible approaches within a half mile of the fort. This reduced their ability to sneak up during the night. They decided to establish a forward camp in the woods to the north, a mile from the fort. They would approach in three bands, comati on each wing, professionals in the centre, supported by the archers. The centre group also carried a crude battering ram, necessitating the added support of missile troops.

    “Tomorrow, we reclaim a piece of our land,” the captain said to his assembled companies that evening.

    There were no loud battle cries or ovations. Though they were several miles from the fort, voices echoed surprisingly far across the mountains. They would not let the Romans know of their approach until they came knocking on the front door.

    
    Outpost duty was among the most unnerving for imperial soldiers. Their purpose was to watch for approaching enemies and deny them the use of key terrain. They were also the most exposed to said hostile incursions. It was miles between forts and the larger encampments. There also were not enough cavalry and missile troops to support each outpost. If the Dacians attacked in great numbers, it would be several hours before any help arrived. And that was if they weren’t completely cut off and surrounded.

    The soldiers at this fort were from the Third Batavorum Regiment, a double strength milliaria cohort of around a thousand Batavian spearmen. Half their regiment was garrisoned ten miles west, at an overwatch near the Tapae pass. A section of Thracian cavalry from the Second Augusta Thracum Regiment acted as mounted picquets and messengers.

    The commanding centurion had just sent a despatch rider that very morning to report to the division commander, Atilius Agricola, expressing his concerns about possible enemy movements within the nearest woods. While the forests were thick with undergrowth, the Batavorum soldiers could only patrol a couple miles from the fort and were unable to ascertain if the woods were cleared further in. He understood that the cavalry corps was divided between reconnaissance, convoy escort, and serving as mobile reaction forces for the army. They were also contending with losses in men and horses from Tapae. This did not make his task any easier.

    “I only hope General Agricola is at least able to despatch a squadron or two to assist us,” one of his subordinate centurions said.

    The two stood atop the parapet facing the dense woods a mile to the north. The torches near their sentry posts were the only light to see by. It was a few days before the New Moon, with scattered clouds blotting out much of the ambient starlight.

    “Bastards could crawl right up on us, and we’d never know it,” the younger centurion added.

    His pilus prior gazed around the fort and surrounding darkness.

    “They could,” he admitted. “But I doubt they’ll attack. The darkness endangers them more than us, especially when attempting to navigate all the traps we’ve set for them. All the same, we should be extra alert. I want every man roused two hours before dawn. If they intend to attack, it’ll be over the next few days before the moon’s return.”

    
    Catullus allowed himself a few hours of sleep, hidden behind a small knoll within the woods. He woke with a start, not knowing what hour it was. He rubbed his eyes and gathered his bearings. Two of his scouts slept nearby. He quietly climbed the knoll and looked through the few breaks in trees. There was a faint glow lighting the ground a few hundred paces away, where the forest thinned.

    The Dacians should be in position, he thought to himself.

    Carefully waking his men, he directed them to tend to their horses and prepare to ride. They would observe the coming battle and report to Prince Diegis on its success or failure. The trio guided their horses down the slope, carefully stepping over fallen branches and protruding rocks. Shadows of the forest shielded their movement as they crept towards the large clearing, leaving their horses tethered behind a large hedge a few dozen paces from their observation point. The fort protruded dark and ominously, appearing closer than it was.

    Can’t see anything yet, Catullus thought.

    It was an hour, maybe two, before dawn. He reassured himself the Dacians were out there. If he couldn’t see them, neither could the Romans. Time crept by and slowly the ground grew more visible. It was just as the sun broke over the mountains to his left that he saw figures emerging from the low defilade. Around twenty were carrying the heavy and awkward battering ram. Roman sentries shouted the alarm even before Dacian war horns sounded the attack. Catullus let out a sigh of both anxiety and relief.

    Imperial soldiers manned the defences far quicker than anticipated. They were expecting an attack, which came as little surprise to the former auxilia trooper. The western drawbridge dropped, and nine horsemen emerged. Two galloped at a sprint towards the south, while the rest reformed a few hundred paces away at a rise to the southwest. Battle cries were accented with shrieks of pain as comati fighters fell victim to the array of obstacles scattered in front of the entrenchments. Men stepped into spike traps; others were snared in entanglements.

    As ladders were laid across the three rows of trenches, defenders hurled throwing darts and loosed sling bullets at their assailants. Even without supporting archers, Roman infantrymen still had plenty of missile weapons to defend themselves. These, however, were soon overwhelmed as the company of archers following the Dacian soldiers and ram bearers loosed torrents of arrows. The Romans had learned of the eastern mercenaries and their composite bows at Tapae. Without the rain to soak their bowstrings, their lethal effectiveness was magnified. Hundreds of arrows rained down in continuous volleys. Even if only one in every fifty managed to find exposed, unarmoured flesh, defenders began to fall. They were compelled to crouch behind the ramparts, shields overhead, unable to utilise their darts and slings.

    A Parthian captain ordered his men to cease their arrow volleys once Dacian ladders reached the ramparts and the battering ram slammed into the raised drawbridge. Attacking the gate proved particularly difficult, even with support from the archers. Half the initial bearers were badly injured by hidden obstacles as they heaved their heavy burden across the three lines of trenches. Their fellow soldiers formed a protective shell of shields overhead as they smashed the gate. There was a sense of determined, if desperate, fury. They had only moments before the renewed onslaught of Roman darts and sling bullets decimated them.

    The defenders carried mostly long spears, which created a second line of spikes behind the palisade stakes atop the ramparts. The comati were unable to utilise their numbers, with only those carrying falx polearms and long spears able to effectively fight back. This was awkward, as they still stood atop the ladders, unable to clamber onto the ramparts past the protruding palisade stakes and Roman spears.

    After what felt like hours, but was really only a few minutes, the drawbridge planks began to break. Bodies of the dead and maimed outnumbered the soldiers manning the ram and their protectors. Whistles and shouted orders from within the fort told Catullus the enemy was breaking. Once the Dacians breached the gate, the weight of numbers would consume the defenders. Imperial soldiers scrambled towards the south ramparts.

    Though Catullus could not see it from his hiding place to the north, the Romans had designated a path clear of obstacles with which to escape. Many were still killed, with others captured. Their mounted section was able to do little more than observe the fray. With just seven men, any support they rendered was futile. Those infantrymen still able to run fled down the southern slopes. Dacian fighters stood atop the ramparts, eliciting cheers and profane curses towards their fleeing foes.

    “The day is ours,” Catullus said as he emerged from his hiding place.

    
    Agricola greeted the frantic news with both anger and embarrassment. The army had seen little of the Dacians since Tapae, with the exception of those overtaken in the pursuit. One of their enemy’s mounted companies, nearly a hundred riders, were swept away when chased into a raging river. The Romans reasoned they took their chances with the river gods and lost.

    The recent slew of attacks on various outposts told them Decebalus was far from beaten. While some of the forts successfully repelled the attacks, the Third Batavorum’s was the fourth to fall in the past few days. Two hundred of their men were missing and presumed either killed or captured. Agricola summoned his legates and senior auxilia commanders as he drafted a message to Trajan.

    “I thought we had sufficient troops for each of the garrisons,” the commanding general said. “It fills me with bitter shame to confess I was wrong.”

    “Had we not halted to consolidate supply lines, it may have gone worse,” the legate of Fifteenth Apollinaris said.

    “Or we could have denied the enemy time to rally and redeploy,” his counterpart from Legio II, Adiutrix, countered.

    “It doesn’t matter,” Agricola said. “Decebalus has reclaimed the initiative. We shall consolidate forces into larger garrisons closer to Tapae, with archer and cavalry support. It means we cannot maintain as robust a presence in the region, but neither shall our forts be in as grave a danger of being overrun.”

    The Adiutrix legate added worriedly, “And if they are striking us here, gods only know if they’re using unknown mountain passes to attack at our supply convoys in the rear.”

    Agricola thought it unlikely Decebalus was able to coordinate such a massive, kingdom-wide counterthrust, even with access to mountain passes unbeknownst to the Romans. However, neither had he, his fellow division generals, nor even the emperor, thought they had such fight left in them after their recent defeat. He prepared additional messages for Maximus and Proculus, hoping they had fared better than his division.

    

  
    Chapter XXIV: A Short Reprieve

    

    Viminacium, Roman Province of Upper Moesia

    July, 101 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    Trajan did not like being away from the front. But he was no longer simply a commanding general. Matters of the imperial state were not placed in limbo while he battled the Dacians. Prior to leaving Rome, he’d ordered all correspondence from the capital sent to Viminacium. Only two months had passed since leading his armies across the Danube, yet Trajan knew the amount of work waiting for him was immense.

    Imperial Horse Guards and five cohorts of praetorians escorted the emperor to the Upper Moesian capital. The road from the crossing through the mountains, previously used by both Cornelius Fuscus and Tettius Julianus, was now under Roman control. This allowed a more expedited return. The journey still took just over a week, for there were many steep climbs along the mountain roads to greatly slow both the infantry and their baggage carts.

    As the Danube came into view on the sixth day, Tiberius thought back to his foray with the flying column the previous year. Though he’d considered the expedition a waste of lives and resources, there was at least some benefit, as Centurion Fosselius mentioned.

    “The Dacians thought for certain we would follow the same road as before, and our excursion confirmed this. Instead, while they established ambush sites all along this road, we raced along the Apus Valley unimpeded. Those who thought to ensnare us here had to withdraw hastily to Tapae and fight us in the open.” He then gestured around them. “And we have since been able to use this road without striking a single blow.”

    “It is still prudent that we’re taking no undue risks,” Tiberius said, nodding towards a long convoy approaching from the south.

    There were twenty wagons in all. Half carried grain and food stores, the rest an array of arrows, scorpion bolts, stacks of armour plates and mail, plus bandages and medical supplies.

    “We can certainly use more of those,” Tiberius said, looking to the cart piled in cloth for bandages, with amphorae of poppy juice.

    “Even with our extensive preparations, there weren’t enough,” Fosselius recalled grimly.

    “There never is,” Centurion Colabella said.

    The officer who’d replaced the fallen Syphax had said little. He spent most of his time with the upper tier, overseeing administrative and training matters. Like Fosselius, he stressed that training never stopped, even in war. In the evenings, he usually dined alone unless Prefect Vorenus invited him to the emperor’s tent. Tiberius wondered if that was his nature, or if he still considered himself an outsider to the emperor’s guard.

    Both sides of the Danube crossing were abuzz in activity. Trajan had not sent word of his approach, so when picquets north of the array of forts saw the standards for the Praetorian and Imperial Horse Guards, they immediately called to their mates, “Caesar approaches!”

    An irate centurion, thinking it a jest, angrily strode towards one of the outposts, vine stick clutched tightly in his hand. He was just a few dozen paces from the picquet, ready to unleash a torrent of profanity, and perhaps a few sharp blows with his stick, when he saw the standards. Then there was the unmistakable purple cloak worn by the emperor.

    His demeanour quickly changed, he said, “Right you are, lads,” before bellowing over his shoulder, “Stand ready to receive the emperor!”

    He and the men at the picquet then came to attention, the centurion saluting.

    “Stand easy, centurion,” Trajan said. “I do not require a formal parade. Tell the garrison commander I’ll meet with him at the Viminacium governor’s palace in three hours.”

    “Right away, Caesar.”

    Trajan’s countenance was sombre. His escorts knew he had a more important–and grim–matter to see to before meeting with the senior officers, magistrates, and imperial couriers. The entourage crossed the pontoon bridges, which had undergone continuous repairs and improvements since the army crossed over in May. One squadron from Imperial Horse Guards followed the emperor as he guided his horse to the southeast towards a huge array of tents that made up the army’s field hospital. The rest of the escorts were directed to make camp near the city’s eastern gate. Centurion Colabella took charge of this detail. Vorenus, Tiberius, and Fosselius followed Trajan.

    Rows of horse tethers were arrayed well away from the hospital. Trajan and his escorts dismounted, with the guardsmen remaining by the horses.

    “You don’t need to accompany me,” the emperor said, keeping his eyes fixed on the long rows of tents. “I know you’ll want to see to your men.”

    “Thank you, Caesar,” Vorenus replied.

    The hospital tents were arrayed by severity of casualties, rather than legion or regiment. The sides were rolled up, allowing the breeze from the river to flow through, aiding with the stifling heat. There were no beds. The wounded and sick were compelled to lie on the ground, with only a blanket or their travelling cloak between them and the earth. Many of the gravely injured, particularly those who’d lost copious amounts of blood, struggled with fevers and other ailments. There was the stench of bodily waste from some who were battling dysentery and unable to control their bowels.

    Vorenus and Tiberius soon found one of their decurions. Having seen his two officers approaching the hospital, he hefted a long stick he used as a crutch and limped his way over to them. His left leg was heavily bandaged, with a noticeable dark splotch where a Rhoxolani lance had punctured his flesh.

    “Prefect, sir,” he said, doing his best to stand to attention. He then nodded to Tiberius. “Commander Artorius.”

    “It is good to see you still among the living, decurion,” Vorenus said. “But please, sit down. Or at least stand easy.”

    “I’ve been lying around on my backside long enough,” the squadron commander grumbled. “Still can’t walk properly without risking tearing open the wound. Much less ride. Surgeon says I may miss the rest of the campaign season.”

    “There are worse things,” Tiberius said. “At least your wound hasn’t become infected.”

    “Oh, it has, sir. Great globules of puss created quite the sight. Surgeon wanted to take my leg off; said I was at risk of gangrene. I told him it was not happening. If Mars wishes to claim me, I will face him as a whole man. Dying from an infected leg would be embarrassing, but it’s better than being a hobbled cripple.”

    Such sentiments were not uncommon amongst the imperial army, as Tiberius had learned over the previous nine years. For some, the fear of being an invalid was greater than the natural instinct of self-preservation. Chances of surviving a severed limb were minimal, regardless, with many begging for death rather than survival.

    “But I’m still here, sir,” the decurion asserted. He then winced in pain and nearly doubled over.

    “Come on, you need to take it easy, man,” Vorenus said.

    He and Tiberius helped the decurion back to where his blanket and belongings lay. They eased him onto the ground, with Tiberius supporting his leg. The two then knelt to either side of him.

    “My apologies, sir,” the officer said. “Damn it all, I should know better. Just impatient is all.”

    “What of our men?” the prefect asked. “Have you seen any of them?”

    “Of course,” the decurion said, sitting upright. He then reached into his bag and pulled out a wax tablet. “Since I have seniority of the three decurions who had the misfortune of falling to enemy blades, I’ve been keeping accountability of the lads.”

    As he took the tablet, Vorenus asked about the trooper with the severed leg, whose mates had hastily cauterised the grievous wound with burning tar from the artillery. The decurion let out a melancholy sigh.

    “Regretfully, sir, he died. He’d fainted from loss of blood, and I don’t think he ever woke up. I’m surprised he lasted until we reached Viminacium. He departed for Elysium the next morning. Perhaps his spirit wanted to wait until he was in Roman land.”

    Vorenus bit the inside of his cheek and focused on the decurion’s notes. “I see three of our troopers are ready to return to duty.”

    “Four, actually. I hadn’t updated this yet. Trooper Valerius had terrible shits for about a week. Took longer to sort that than his wounded shoulder. He’s still in a bit of pain but can ride well enough. Give him a couple weeks of light duty and he’ll be ready to impale barbarians again. I’d planned to coordinate with the camp prefect about getting our lads back to the front with one of the supply convoys. But with the regiment having returned with the emperor, that simplifies things.”

    “I need someone to take us to see the rest of our wounded and sick,” Vorenus said, rising to his feet. Before the decurion could attempt to stand, the prefect quickly said, “Not you. Just tell us where one of the recovered wounded are.”

    “Of course.” The officer then shouted to a passing soldier, “Trooper Valerius! There you are, lad.”

    The soldier walked over, snapping to attention when he saw the prefect and deputy.

    “Sir, I didn’t think to see you again until I returned to the front.”

    “Caesar has business in Viminacium,” Vorenus explained. “Consider yourself returned to duty. Your first task is to take us to the rest of the lads.”

    One of Tiberius’ most painful duties as an officer was visiting the wounded and sick. He learned that another wounded trooper from the flying column, whose injuries were fairly minor, had died from fever. The grim reality, which historians rarely mentioned, was disease was a far greater killer than battle. The wounded who remained, even those with grave injuries, would likely survive. Several of those stricken with fever, stomach ailments, or any variety of infections, had a longer road to recovery. And not all would reach the end.

    Two hours later, having seen to their soldiers, while directing the recovered to find Centurion Colabella at the Imperial Horse Guards’ encampment, Vorenus and Tiberius reported to Emperor Trajan at the governor’s palace. Before seeing to the litany of civic affairs requiring his attention, Trajan signed several orders, rotating auxilia cohorts to the front, replacing those who’d suffered the greatest losses at Tapae. He further authorised individual transfers of volunteers who wished to serve as replacements in the depleted regiments. With all legionary forces either at the new castra named Tibiscum near Tapae, or at the forward camps along the Hateg Plain, their legates and division commanders would sort out replacements and transfers. Vorenus informed Trajan of the troopers returned to duty.

    “Splendid,” the emperor said. “Every spear and blade returned strikes a blow against our enemy. They may seem insignificant when viewed individually. But, as a whole, they are what holds the Empire together.”

    He then gestured for them to take seats along the back wall of the large office he now occupied. Their duty was done, and now they would simply observe the workings of imperial government, ready in case the emperor required them.

    Tiberius was mesmerised by the difference in scope between commanding an army and the mundane administrative tasks of daily governance. Though Trajan did have greater faith in the senate than Domitian, he was still the ultimate authority on all important matters of state. He trusted the consuls to know which tasks they could manage, and those that required the emperor’s input or authorisation.

    The emperor’s personal secretary, Octavius Capito, had remained in Viminacium since the army crossed into Dacia. It was he who kept all the administrative despatches and legislative reports, sending forward only those of critical or military importance.

    Listening to the two discuss various financial issues, particularly the alimentary which Nerva had promised, and Trajan hoped to expand, was intriguing for Tiberius. The emperor still intended to use the war in Dacia as a means of enriching the imperial treasury, yet for the moment it was proving an even bigger drain. Maintaining an army in the field was more costly than in garrison. There were also trade disputes between Armenia and Roman Syria, as well as in northern Britannia. Any news from his home caused Tiberius to perk up.

    Rome was compelled to cede most of the land captured during the Caledonian War, a part of which his father had taken, nearly twenty years before. Despite ongoing hostilities, a robust trade existed between Roman Britannia and various tribal kingdoms of the Highlands.

    “Not every barbarian in the north is our enemy,” Trajan observed. “Though Governor Marcellus is contending with hostile incursions since despatching auxiliaries and allied troops to Dacia. What troubles me is the free flowing of goods between their kingdoms and Roman Britannia that manage to avoid our customs officials. If our merchants and theirs are enriching each other’s coffers, then the Empire requires its share in taxation.”

    “One would have to build a wall across northern Britannia to achieve that,” Pompey said with a laugh.

    “It could be done,” Hadrian said. “Though I expect it would take 20,000 men about ten years to finish.”

    “The question then becomes whether the cost of construction would be offset by the additional revenue in trade tariffs,” Pompey noted.

    “We’ll save such hypotheticals for another day,” Trajan said, signalling for Capito to bring him the next despatch requiring his attention.

    The monotony, coupled with being suddenly very tired, soon caused Tiberius to nod off in his chair. As Vorenus’ deputy prefect, he had quarters within the palace, albeit one of the tiny servant’s chambers attached to the governor’s suite now being used by Trajan. Still, he was grateful to have a real bed to sleep on that night. It was one of the few perks of his rank that he fully embraced. In the morning, barring any urgent tasks from either the emperor or Vorenus, he would make use of the palace baths. The Second Dacian War was only a couple months old, and already he was spent.

    

  
    Chapter XXV: Endangered Supply Lines

    

    Twenty Miles north of the Viminacium drift

    

    ***

    

    Atilius Agricola’s fears of a Dacian strike to their rear were soon realised. Half the Rhoxolani contingent braved the narrow and treacherous passes between Tapae and the settlement of Dierna, near the River Danube and east of the Viminacium crossing. Detachments of comati with axe and scythe worked to clear the path of debris, overgrowth, and loose rock. If the Rhoxolani counterattack proved successful, Decebalus was determined to send as many troops as he could to assail the Roman convoys between the crossing fortifications and the Iron Gates. The Rhoxolani general divided his forces into eight regiments of around 500 men each. These could strike multiple points along the imperial lines of supply and communications.

    The most brazen of their captains led his contingent to within just a few miles of the Danube. With the river in sight, they turned west, keeping to a winding valley between the rolling hills.

    “The road north is just beyond that ridge,” a Dacian light scout reported.

    “Then here we shall wait for our prey,” the Rhoxolani captain said.

    It would not be a long stay. Two hours later, their scouts reported a convoy of twenty wagons laden with supplies heading north. Each cart was drawn by a dozen mules, the larger wagons a similar number of oxen. Fifty to a hundred feet were maintained between each, with the total convoy extending just over half-a-mile, not including escorts. These would prove problematic.

    “We estimate a thousand infantry and 200 cavalry,” the scout reported.

    “Damn,” the Rhoxolani captain swore. “The Romans are deploying far greater numbers to protect their supplies than we reckoned.”

    “Their numbers will matter not beneath the weight of our chargers,” one of his men boldly asserted.

    “They outnumber us more than two to one,” his commander emphasised. “And I expect their other convoys are equally guarded.”

    “If only we’d not divided our forces,” another man said.

    “Can’t be helped now,” their captain said. “The king asked us to delay their transports, even if we cannot completely destroy them. We will wreak havoc and then withdraw. Once we rendezvous with the other companies, we’ll see if our general wishes to consolidate the next wave of attacks.”

    He knew terrain would dictate future attacks. Even a force of just 500 horsemen was difficult to manoeuvre. Too many men and beasts in a confined space, and their numbers would work against them, especially if the Romans deployed their lighter, more mobile, mounted troops.

    “Distribute the torches to one in every ten men,” the captain ordered.

    
    For the auxilia infantry acting as convoy escorts, theirs was a war of tedium. These came from the Britannia division, who’d travelled the greatest distance just to reach Moesia. Eager to march into battle with Emperor Trajan, they were immediately relegated to guarding the supply depot on the north side of the Danube. They heard second-hand from their officers the official reports from the front. Caesar had won a great victory at the old Tapae battleground.

    Jealousy gave way to sombre contemplation when columns of wagons bearing the wounded reached the drift. They knew the Dacians could fight, but, by Minerva, none had expected such brutal effectiveness. Even the few older veterans of the previous war were aghast at the sheer number of gravely injured soldiers and seeing the lists of dead. Their only consolation was hearing the Dacians had suffered worse.

    “Step lively, lads,” the cohort’s centurion pilus prior said from astride his horse. “The army has a ravenous appetite and needs these grain wagons. When our turn comes to rotate to the front, you’ll be thankful to those who replace you on these escort details.”

    As the only infantry officers with mounts, centurions periodically rode up and down the long column, checking the welfare of their soldiers. Their options marched at the back, sorting out any stragglers. Strict disciplinarians, oftentimes brutal with the lash, the good leaders cared for their men. And as was a common refrain amongst Rome’s greatest military leaders, a broken soldier was useless in battle. This was why, as he glanced up at the sky and noted the position of the sun, the centurion ordered the column to halt.

    “Secure the flanks and ground your packs!” It was an order he did not need to repeat. He and the other centurions dismounted.

    Soldiers grunted as they dropped their heavy packs and stretched their lower backs. Aside from their hamata mail and older bronze helmets, they were equipped nearly identical to legionaries. Each carried two pilum javelins and a gladius. Their shields were the curved rectangular scutums, rather than the oblong variants more common amongst the auxilia. Rome allowed many of its non-citizen regiments to use traditional weapons from their native lands, especially if it was a speciality the army needed, like long spearmen. Others were equipped similar to legionary heavy infantry and indistinguishable to their enemies.

    This particular regiment came from Atrebates, an old tribal kingdom on the south coast of Britannia, who were Roman allies long before the initial conquest. Despite being culturally more Roman than Britons further north, their lack of citizenship denied them the right to enlist in the legions. Yet there was a great sense of pride, for they felt a shared bond between the Empire and their noble ancestors. Their green-painted shields even bore the gold stag across the upper and lower halves, a symbol of the Atrebates’ royal house.

    Without the need for orders, cavalry decurions ordered picquets deployed further to the column flanks. Several men galloped to a bare rise that gave a magnificent view of both the valley the column trekked and the rolling hills to the east. Infantry and cavalrymen alike hastily broke off chunks of hard bread and pulled dried pork sausages from their packs, washing it down with copious amounts of water or posca. Troopers gave their horses time to graze. Soldiers sat on the ground to rest their legs and feet. Some even removed their caligae sandals.

    “Don’t get too comfortable, lads,” an optio cautioned. “We only have about twenty minutes. Besides, we cannot be certain the enemy haven’t found a way south.”

    His words proved pertinent. While one of the gorges to the east remained hidden behind the nearest hills, troopers posted to the nearest ridge could look down into it. They caught the glint of sunlight reflected off bronze scales before the first enemy horseman emerged from the woods.

    “Sarmatian cavalry on the right flank!”

    The need to hastily deploy for battle left the column escorts no time to comprehend the dread of this revelation. The heavily armoured horsemen used by both Dacia and Rhoxolani were their most destructive nemeses. The broken and forested ground, coupled with the rain, had limited their usefulness at Tapae. The terrain here was open, with the hills giving their charges momentum. And it had not rained in nearly a week.

    “By Hades, where in the bleeding fuck did they come from?” the centurion pilus prior growled under his breath. He then bellowed, “Form to repel cavalry!”

    His fellow centurions echoed the order. Centuries to the left of the column kept detached sections to watch for enemy attack from multiple directions while redeploying the remainder to support the right. Cavalry squadrons formed into separate wings to the north and south. Given the length of the wagon column, infantry were spread thin into just four ranks. It was the same tactic employed at Tapae, with the lead ranks kneeling, shields interlocked and pila protruding. The rear rank shouldered their javelins, ready to throw. Extra pila belonging to the first three lines were stacked near the fourth, to also be thrown.

    Roughly 300 meters separated the arrayed infantry from the hill spur from which the long column of armoured horsemen emerged. They looked surprised, with their lead elements briefly halting. Their captains shouted orders the Romans could not understand. Groups of Sarmatian troopers galloped to the left and right, forming into five separate formations. The centre three advanced in wedges, those on the wings in columns. Some of the flanking troopers carried lit torches instead of their nine-foot lances.

    “They’ll try to burn the carts,” a signifier next to pilus prior stated.

    “We would do the same,” his cohort commander said. “But they’ll have to get through us first.”

    Centurions commanding infantry on the Roman flanks understood the threat and ordered their men out of the repel cavalry formation and into standard battle lines. They were now at greater risk but had to remain mobile. They simply numbered too few to completely encircle the long convoy in a wall of shields and spears.

    
    By halting the column and dispatching picquets to their wings, the Romans had denied the Rhoxolani total surprise. Their captain knew they were choiceless and had to attack. An order to retreat would likely lead to mutiny amongst his men. With a howl of fury, he lowered his lance, a war horn sounding the charge. The imperial infantry had pressed forward from the wagons.

    The captain gritted his teeth, eyes fixed on the slight gap between rows of linked shields in front of him. He hoped their horses would not panic in the face of protruding Roman spears. Mere seconds before they crashed into the imperial lines, hundreds of javelins pummelled his companies. Their scale armour was resistant, but not completely invulnerable to heavy pila flung at close range. Exposed legs and arms were also vulnerable. Momentum carried many stricken men and beasts smashing into the wall of shields. The curved scutum deflected many Rhoxolani lances, though some managed to punch through the layers of laminated wood and leather. The line broke in a dozen places along the battle front, yet now the Rhoxolani were being continuously subjected to javelin salvoes from mere feet away.

    Despite the ferocity of their charge, the heavy cavalrymen now struggled to extract themselves. Many were pulled from their mounts, with gladii or pilum thrust into their exposed flesh. It was impossible to tell who was getting the worst of the exchange. The Romans certainly bore the brunt within the initial clash, yet in close combat they held the advantage.

    Rhoxolani torch bearers galloped towards the wagons while their mates battled the flanking imperial centuries. Roman cavalry attacked their flanks, drawing away any reserves the Rhoxolani had. Mules and oxen brayed in panic, the servants acting as drivers struggling to keep the beasts contained. Several carts broke away from the column, bouncing uncontrollably across the rocky terrain to the west. Torches were flung at the remaining carts. Three wagon tarps started to burn. A rear axle wheel of another also caught fire. Yet the Rhoxolani could no longer press the advantage. The Romans simply had them too outnumbered. And with no infantry of their own to exploit the breaks in imperial lines, they had little choice but to withdraw.

    Their war captain had just shouted the order to retreat when a pair of hands grabbed him by his hip belt, wrenching him from the saddle. He landed on his back; his vision blurred for a moment. As his gaze cleared, he felt the point of a gladius against his throat. He looked into the eyes of a red-faced legionary, snarling in rage. Another soldier shouted an order to the man, who withdrew his weapon. The captain grimaced. The Romans wanted him alive. The enraged legionary then smashed the pommel of his weapon against his forehead, knocking him senseless.

    
    Fortunately for the Romans, fire damage to the wagons was minimal. A few pounds of scorched grain were shovelled onto the ground. Soldiers used their entrenching tools to knock away the burning wheel before the rest of the wagon caught fire. The corner dropped with a loud creak.

    “Nice work saving the cargo,” a decanus said. “But that wagon’s not going anywhere.”

    The entire clash between Rhoxolani cavalry and Roman auxilia had lasted just a few minutes. Fatalities were surprisingly few, given the ferocity of the exchange. Armour worn by all combatants had saved many from lethal injuries, though there were many wounded on both sides. Thirty Rhoxolani troopers were captured, all with various injuries. Nine were dead. The infantry cohorts had suffered a similar number of losses, plus several cavalry troopers who were either dead or wounded.

    The centurion pilus prior in command of the convoy sat with his back against one of the cartwheels. His helmet lay next to him. His breathing was painful, and he clutched at the left shoulder pauldrons with his right hand. It was all that gave him any reprieve from a rather painful injury. A Rhoxolani lance had driven into his right chest, where the shoulder pauldrons overlapped the torso armour. Though many links were broken, the added layers of mail likely prevented the lance from punching through the chest and into his lung.

    “Are you going to be alright, sir?” one of the subordinate centurions asked.

    “I don’t think so. Or at least I won’t be able to continue on. Just breathing hurts like a bastard.”

    “Broken ribs, most likely.”

    His fellow centurion, having seniority over their peers, took charge of the escorts. Two medics were assigned to the convoy, and they tended to the worst of the wounded. Soldiers disarmed the prisoners and stripped them of their armour. A few horses belonging to fallen Roman or Rhoxolani troopers were tethered to the rear wagon. Cavalry sections redeployed to overwatch positions along the flanks.

    “We have one broken wagon, and a lot of wounded,” the second-ranking centurion said to the pilus prior. “One in twenty of our men are now casualties. I’ve ordered a rider back to the drift. They’ll bring back a repair team, replacement escorts, and empty carts to retrieve you.”

    “Damn it all,” the pilus prior said through gritted teeth. “Looks like we’ll lose at least a day, probably more. And to think, I was urging the lads to make better speed to get these rations to the front.”

    His fellow centurion said with dark humour, “The lads wanted a fight, and they got one.”

    “Now they’ll want retribution,” his cohort commander said.

    His companion then nodded to the line of prisoners who sat with hands bound behind their backs. Many bore painful and bleeding injuries, though the Roman medics were not inclined to aid them.

    “Hopefully, we’ll get some useful information from this lot.” He then pointed to one whose tunic and trousers were of slightly better quality than his companions. “We’re pretty certain that one’s an officer. He had a nice longsword with a decorative scabbard on him. We’ll make sure he receives extra care.”

    “Offer the sword to Caesar,” the pilus prior directed. “He has the right to any trophies we claim. Of course, I expect you to request the soldier who captured this officer be allowed to keep it. Especially if he does provide useful intelligence.”

    Several hours passed. Riders from columns further up the road bore news of numerous additional attacks within a stretch of twenty miles. All had suffered casualties, with a few similarly broken or burned wagons. The one common factor was the attacks were all by heavy cavalry, who a quick interrogation of prisoners confirmed were Rhoxolani.

    “The enemy wished to disrupt our supply lines,” the injured pilus prior said. “And they succeeded.”

    Soldiers helped him out of his armour, albeit with much pain. A great bruising several times the diameter of the lance which struck him spread from the reddened point of impact. The skin was broken, with traces of blood. Medics agreed he had at least two broken ribs.

    “At least they didn’t fully break and puncture your lung,” one of the medics said. “You’ll still be out of action for at least a couple of months. Broken ribs take a bastardly long time to heal properly.”

    It was into evening by the time reinforcements arrived. The area was at the height of summer, and the sun would not set for at least a couple more hours. Two centuries of auxilia infantry arrived to provide extra security. A similar number of cavalrymen would escort the wagons bearing the wounded back to the drift. Once repairs were made, the additional empty carts and supply detail would accompany the main convoy until they reached the others who either required repairs or wounded to be extracted.

    Despite all their precautions, the Roman supply and communications lines were still at risk. Four convoys, totalling eighty wagons and carts of much needed supplies, were delayed for at least a day. Several had either fire damage or partially burned cargo. If their enemy consolidated his forces, they could easily overrun the convoys one by one. They needed more than just additional manpower to get their logistics moving forward.

    

  
    Chapter XXVI: Caesar’s Rage

    

    ***

    

    Word of the Sarmatian heavy cavalry attack on their supply lines reached Trajan around the same time as Agricola’s report from the northern front. Maximus’ and Proculus’ outposts were also assaulted, though not as vigorously as Agricola’s. Even more distressing was the recent attacks on their supply lines.

    “Damned Rhoxolani,” Pompey said. “We suspect they might be the same armoured horsemen we faced at Tapae. Though they and the Dacian cavalry look so much alike, it’s impossible to tell.”

    “And some of the attacks against the most northern convoys were supported by mercenary archers,” Julius Bassus, commanding general of the auxilia infantry corps, remarked. “They proved a real bastard for the cavalry to drive off. A couple of our troopers were shot at close range. The enemy is using specially designed, tapered arrows, meant for piercing mail. They’re near identical to what our own archers used in Syria against the Parthians. I daresay even segmented plate could be penetrated with such arrows loosed from composite bows from twenty feet!”

    “At least that captain the British auxiliaries captured has been rather forthcoming,” Vorenus said. “Didn’t even require any real torture, at least not to get him to confirm there is at least one pass through the mountains previously unknown.”

    “Of course there are!” Pompey scoffed. “The real question is, how many are there?”

    “General Quietus,” the emperor said. “Take every spare trooper not already on escort or patrol and find this path through the mountains.”

    “I can muster enough men for about six regiments,” the cavalry corps commander replied.

    “See to it.” Trajan then rested his hands on the table, closed his eyes for a moment and then slowly opened them again. “I thought the campaign season might be finished after we drove Decebalus from Tapae. Clearly, I was wrong. I’ve been careful not to underestimate our foe, but he has proven more tenacious than any of us expected.”

    “Caesar, we may have an opportunity,” Bassus said. “The Rhoxolani suffered losses and may join their regiments into a single force before striking again.”

    “If we can find them ...” Pompey said with a nod.

    “The woods are dense within ten miles of the drift,” Trajan said. “But they must be thin further inland. At least enough for them to come traipsing across the land with 4,000 men! They’re heavy cavalry, not exactly subtle or easy to hide.”

    “Caesar, we have around 2,000 infantry ready to be rotated to the front,” Pompey said. “They were scheduled to depart tomorrow. May I recommend adding them to whatever force we muster to strike at these Sarmatian raiders?”

    “Agreed,” Trajan replied. “I’ll need every man we can muster.”

    “You, sire?” Bassus asked.

    “Indeed. It is clear I need to return to the front. And since I already have the Imperial Horse Guards and half the praetorians, we may as well use them to smash the Rhoxolani.” He then looked to Tiberius. “Commander Artorius, you and Tribune Lucifer have some of the most experience facing Sarmatian heavy cavalry. Lucifer’s cohort will spearhead our infantry.  I want you with the flying column to lead our cavalry into the fray.”

    Tiberius thought his heart stopped at this order. It made sense the emperor wanted officers with experience against the Rhoxolani to spearhead any attack. It was still rather unnerving. He was not too proud to admit, at least to himself, that he feared the Sarmatian armoured horsemen.

    Is it fear or respect? He quietly thought before answering to himself, A little of both.

    
    Though most of their captives refused to break, even under torture and threats of crucifixion, several Rhoxolani troopers attested to a river called the Cerna, with a passable trail that stretched through the mountains. By the Ides of July, Lusius Quietus’ large reconnaissance corps located a mostly abandoned village called Dierna. The Diana Fortress lay just across the Danube ten miles to the south.

    “Had we known of this place, we could have cut a road from Diana to here,” Lucius Vorenus remarked.

    The few remaining locals were either elderly or beggars who cared little who won the war between Decebalus and Trajan. One man even guided Quietus’ lead scouts to the hidden path which ran parallel to the river. Several troopers rode a few miles ahead, confirming the path was wide and sturdy enough for infantry and cavalry alike. Pack animals carrying tents and camping equipment could traverse the mountain trail, though carts and wagons, including the emperor’s personal baggage, would have to use the main road from the Viminacium drift to reach the Castra Tibiscum near Tapae.

    “I can sleep in a common soldiers’ tent or under the stars,” Trajan stated.

    Between the five praetorian cohorts, auxilia infantry, the entirety of Imperial Horse Guards, plus additional cavalry assets from Quietus’ corps, the emperor led an imposing force of around 6,000 soldiers. Speed was crucial. Trajan wished to thoroughly reconnoitre the pass and reach Tibiscum by the Kalends of August. Equally crucial was locating and routing the roaming Rhoxolani corps.

    Tiberius and the flying column rode at the head of the long column. Auxilia cavalry regiments provided the lead scouts and secured the flanks. Emperor Trajan and the horse guards’ upper tier rode just ahead of the praetorian cohorts. These were followed by half the auxilia infantry, with the remainder protecting the host of pack animals and providing a robust rear guard.

    There were no roads leading from Dierna towards the Danube, which explained why it had not been found before. The scouts who found it guided the column across several large, grassy hills, with the high mountains and imposing forests on their left flank. Trajan ordered the town not be sacked. Given its proximity to the Moesian border, the emperor declared Dierna was now under the protection of the Roman Empire. The few remaining residents met this proclamation with complete indifference.

    There was a sense of urgency, not just from the emperor, but every soldier within the expedition. Despite the narrowness of the previously hidden trail, the contingent travelled at surprising speed. The path was broken, with many climbs through the river valley, yet even the infantry kept to a pace of around twenty miles per day. Each night, scouts found sufficient open spaces to camp, though entrenching in the woods proved difficult.

    By midmorning of the second day, Mauritanian scouts spotted a valley with a vast open grassy field hidden between several peaks. The surrounding mountains loomed several thousand feet above, keeping the vale cast in shadow, except when the sun was at its peak. What’s more, a large encampment lay stretched on either side of where the river narrowed.

    “By Mercury, we’ve found them,” a section corporal said.

    Trajan greeted the news with relief and determination. His unspoken fear was pressing through the pass, only to later learn the enemy was behind them and able to continue assailing their supply lines. All infantry were ordered to ground their packs and prepare for battle. The emperor, Vorenus, and auxilia cohort commanders rode to the crest of the ridge leading into the valley. They dismounted in a cluster of trees along the reverse slope, following a scout to where several others were crouching in the tall grass, behind stands of brush.

    “Such a beautiful sight,” Vorenus said appreciatively. “A pity we must soak the ground in blood.”

    The plain where the Rhoxolani and mercenary archers were camped was mostly trampled grass, dotted with flowering bushes in a variety of colours. Oak and various fruit trees ringed the open field. The river flowed through a narrow ford. Men and horses stood in shallow pools near the banks, taking water or bathing. Scores of wounded from the recent raids lay on blankets near the far end of the camp. Most of their companions were gathered around their small tents or tending to horses. The Romans estimated their strength between three and four thousand.

    “Their archers are mostly encamped on the eastern side,” a scout observed.

    Trajan gestured to the two auxilia cavalry prefects. “Your regiments will sort them out. I want their corpses trampled into the earth before they can notch a single arrow. Prefect Claudius, the praetorians will attack up the centre, with auxilia infantry on the flanks. I will follow in support with the upper tier of Horse Guards. Commander Artorius, take the flying column to the left and cut off their escape.” He then glanced up at the sky. “It’s not yet midday. The shadow of the mountains will shield us briefly, though total surprise will not be possible.”

    “Then we shall rely on speed,” Claudius replied.

    The emperor’s division hastened to their positions. Infantry were arrayed in three columns just behind the ridge. The auxilia cavalry deployed to their right. They would move the quickest, intent on disrupting the mercenary archers well before the praetorians and auxilia infantry reached the base. Tiberius and the flying column would follow the very edge of the woods on their left until well past the far edge of the large camp, where the road wound its way into the next range of mountains. Trajan took to his horse and stayed along the top of the ridge, masked within the trees to the left. He would observe the first phase of the assault, ready to react with the upper tier wherever trouble arose. He gestured to Claudius, who drew his spatha and waved the infantry forward.

    The sounds of water rushing through the rocky drift briefly masked the sound of the approach. Lead elements of the auxilia cavalry reached the base of the ridge, where the trees thinned out into the open field of the valley. Infantry advanced at a quick pace not far behind, the sounds of galloping hooves and thousands of hobnailed sandals soon became unmistakable. The Rhoxolani had only posted a few sentries, and these were just within a quarter mile of the camp. Clearly, they had not expected to be found.

    Men shouted in alarm, their companions quickly leaping up to retrieve their weapons. Only the few sentries wore armour, and there was no time for the rest to don their bronze scales. Nor could archers string their bows before hundreds of imperial lancers trampled through their camp. These proved the easiest prey. Men fell with necks, faces, hearts, and guts ruptured by lances. With their spathas, officers and section corporals hacked through torsos, severed limbs, and shattered skulls in a grotesque display of blood, viscera, and shattered bone.

    Shrill whistles from the centurions sounded the order for infantry to deploy into battle lines. The rear of each column swung to their left as those on the right slowed to a walk. Within moments, each element was formed into six ranks. It was as smooth and well-drilled as if parading before the emperor, which in a sense they were. Javelins were unleashed by the praetorians and right-flank cohort. Batavian spearmen on their left formed into a loose phalanx. These pressed further ahead, attacking the camp at an angle. With additional whistle blasts, the entire infantry force, numbering close to a legion, charged.

    Rhoxolani closest to their assailants could only defend themselves with hand axes and short swords carried as secondary weapons. Their cumbersome lances were useless in this engagement. Those towards the rear were able to mount but were still arrayed in a huge cluster as the flying column circled to the right and attacked them from the flank and behind.

    Tiberius was at the head of the flying column when he raised his spatha, signalling the order to pivot and attack. He was therefore on the extreme left of the formation when they charged. The standard bearer and his staff orderlies, also carrying spathas, rode beside him. Centurion Fosselius was at the centre, just behind the lead ranks. The deputy prefect gave a howl of fury, his spatha pointing forward. His rage surged, his hatred for the Rhoxolani unleashed. He saw an enemy horseman struggling with the reins of his panicked mount. Tiberius brought his sword arm back and swung with such force, had he missed, he would have struck his own horse! Thankfully, his strike was true. The spatha impacted just above his victim’s temple, the sharp blade cleaving through skull and brain, lopping off a bowl-sized chunk of the man’s head.

    He kept riding, sprinting his horse until they reached the edge of the river. He turned about and saw his orderlies and two squadrons numbering around sixty troopers just behind him. The rest were in a brutal clash of arms with the Rhoxolani. Tiberius gestured with his weapon towards the fray. By reaching the river, he and his troopers had cut off their enemy’s hope of escape.

    A few hundred paces to the south, the regiment’s upper tier galloped in a long column past their flanking auxilia infantry cohorts. Trajan’s blade was drawn, and he rode just behind the lead squadron, Vorenus by his side. Like his colleague in the flying column, Centurion Colabella took to the centre, directing his half of the regiment as they assailed the Rhoxolani on the right flank.

    With the fierce courage wrought by a spirit that knows its life is at an end, the Rhoxolani attacked the Romans with reckless fury. They were going to die, but, by Zalmoxis, they would take some of the imperials with them!

    A half-hour had passed from the time of the first assault, to when the last enemy horseman and archer lay dead or gravely wounded. The Romans did not trouble themselves with the injured.

    Trajan said, “If they survive, then Mars will have deemed them worthy. But I expect wolves will smell the blood and claim them before the morrow.”

    Nor would they be collecting arms and armour from the fallen. With all baggage carts taking the main road to Tapae, they had not the means to carry thousands of sets of armour. A few soldiers claimed swords and hand axes as personal trophies. The rest were thrown into the river.

    There was also the matter of their own casualties and their equipment. Despite the wholesale slaughter they’d inflicted, Trajan’s division still suffered around 200 dead and 700 wounded. Over half were cavalry, being less well protected than infantrymen battling behind their shield walls. There was no time for building funeral pyres, nor did Trajan wish to announce their presence to any errant enemy forces in the region. Each century or squadron buried their own dead, well away from the battlefield, and deep enough that indigenous beasts could not desecrate the bodies. They also took care of collecting the armour and weapons of their casualties, distributing them on pack mules or the backs of horses.

    Litters were hastily constructed for those injured who were unable to walk. These were mostly either dragged behind pack beasts or carried by their mates. As infantry soldiers were already encumbered by their own armour and packs, details were rotated every hour. This also meant the pace of their march slowed to a crawl. On the first day following the battle, with a series of steep passes to scale, the column only managed eight miles before needing to establish camp. Their numbing fatigue and inevitable grief at the deaths of friends was salved by feelings of triumph. The Rhoxolani, one of Rome’s most feared enemies, were caught completely off-guard. Several thousand lay either dead or maimed. Further impeding any hopes for their enemies’ survival, the Romans pilfered or burned all their food stores, while taking any horses that had not bolted. The howls of wolves in the night echoed Trajan’s prophetic words. Few, if any, of their hated foes would live to see their homeland again.

    
    Trajan ordered messengers sent ahead to inform his division commanders of their success against the Rhoxolani and securing of the Cerna River Valley. A despatch rider from Proculus awaited him at the Tibiscum fortress.

    “Our lead divisions have reinforced the lines of forts and prevented further Dacian counterattacks, though we had to reduce the ring to just two miles from the eastern gates,” he read. “And there are signs Decebalus is staging his forces for another great battle.”

    “They’re going to attack?” Bassus asked in surprise. “I wonder where.”

    “Here,” Trajan surmised. “Decebalus cannot simply march across the Hateg Plain, attacking our forts. We’d converge on him and chop his army to pieces in the open. Attacking strong points would be extremely costly and gain them nothing. But nor can we stop him from manoeuvring his forces around the plain and converging near the Tapae pass again.”

    “I expect he will attempt to drive us from the eastern gates, or cut us off from our western castra,” Pompey speculated. “We’ve scoured the entirety of the mountains within twenty miles north and south of the pass, and it seems unlikely he could march an entire army westward without us knowing it.”

    “All the same,” Trajan replied, “we need to learn where he is assembling and keep his men under watch until we know where they intend to strike.”

    

  
    Chapter XXVII: Return to the Field of Sorrow

    

    Castra Tibiscum, near Tapae

    August, 101 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    Elation at the routing of the Rhoxolani soon faded. They’d crushed a significant threat, but Decebalus was still a dangerous enemy. The successful attacks on several of their border forts proved as much. With their outposts reduced and consolidated, Trajan ordered a redoubling of reconnaissance patrols to find and track the Dacians. Intelligence gathered from prisoners gave the locations of various towns and farming communities spread across the Carpathians between Tapae and Sarmizegetusa. There was still only one viable road to the Dacian capital. Most of the local communities were only accessible by following narrow trails across mountains. Attacking all of these was simply not feasible.

    “It’d spread our forces thin, and there’s too great a risk of ambush,” Pompey Longinus said.

    Trajan met nightly with his staff and senior commanders. As they dined, despatches from scouts and border posts reported any movements from their enemy. It was now early August, and despite the heat of summer, they knew autumn came early to the mountains. It was Aelius Hadrian who made note of this.

    “If Decebalus did not wish to engage us in battle again, he’d simply withdraw his forces to their strongholds and let us come to them. That he still has armies in the field means he intends to fight.”

    “Well spoken,” Pompey said with an approving nod.

    The young man gave an inadvertent grin and turned slightly red for a moment. Campaigning clearly agreed with him, whether he actually enjoyed it or not. As Trajan observed, it kept him focused and less likely for his vices to cause trouble. Even though his staff position amounted to little more than a formal observer, he’d proven an astute student of both the emperor and his chief-of-staff. Hadrian viewed each as a mentor, though he shared a far more comfortable rapport with Pompey than Trajan.

    As Hadrian rarely spoke during formal meetings, his assertion intrigued his cousin. “And what actions would you dictate, were Hadrian in command of the army?” Trajan asked.

    Surprisingly, Hadrian’s mind did not seize up at such a direct question in front of the entire imperial staff. He took a minute to gather his thoughts and contemplate what he would do, were it him and not Trajan in command.

    “If Decebalus is looking for battle, we give it to him, but on ground of our choosing.” Before anyone could chastise him for stating the obvious, Hadrian quickly said, “He is no fool, and will attempt to goad us into doing likewise. They also know the land far better than we. The Hateg Plain means little strategically and will be difficult to garrison in winter. We’ll need to withdraw closer to the pass, and Decebalus knows this. He’ll not waste men and resources reclaiming land we already plan to abandon until spring. He’ll try to reclaim the Iron Gates.”

    This assessment caused a lengthy pause amongst the officers. None had spoken about abandoning the Hateg Plain. If Trajan intended to withdraw the army closer to Tapae, he had not said so. But upon silent reflection, Hadrian’s words made sense. There were no improved roads east of Tapae, aside from that which led to Sarmizegetusa. Keeping their border garrisons fed, equipped, and reinforced in an emergency, would prove nearly impossible during winter. And there was nothing to be gained strategically by leaving thousands of soldiers in a ring of forts scattered across the snow-covered mountains.

    “We are of a like mind, at least on this matter,” Trajan said.

    Though a compliment, the last half made Hadrian uncomfortable. Still, it was a far cry from the endless rebukes he’d received from his kinsman since before he even became emperor.

    “We must choose our ground carefully,” the emperor continued. “Decebalus is not foolish enough to attack fortified positions along ridgelines while exposed in the open. We fortify on impenetrable ground, and they will not give battle. And battle we want, even more than they do. We should expect he’s called up conscriptions and may have more allies from neighbouring Sarmatian and Germanic kingdoms. And with our own losses, plus having over a third of the army scattered along our lines of supply, I expect they will outnumber us.”

    “This will not decide the war, even if we do win a substantial victory,” Pompey cautioned. “Unless we manage to slaughter his entire army, without our own forces suffering unduly, we shan’t end this until next spring at the earliest.”

    There were a few murmurs of reluctant concurrence. The previous battle at Tapae had proven the Dacians’ tenacity and valour. That they’d rallied sufficient forces for a series of counterthrusts, despite their terrible losses, made clear they were far from broken. Any hopes of a quick victory were dashed once the first blow of the campaign was struck.

    “Continue in your reconnaissance efforts,” Trajan directed General Quietus. “We shall redeploy our forces as necessary once we confirm where they intend to fight. I expect we will know before the first leaves change colour.”

    
    Two companies of newly trained soldiers stood in parade formation along the great square outside the royal citadel. King Decebalus and General Bicilis stood along the steps in their finest armour. Instructors and recently appointed captains stood at the head of the formation.

    “They keep getting younger,” Bicilis whispered to his king.

    “Most of these will not see a beard for a few more years,” Decebalus admitted. “And many will not live to see the harvest. But our need is great. Once the Romans are finally crushed, years of toil will follow, with so few hands to till the land. But it will remain our land. We shall not be vassals of Caesar.”

    Bicilis did not answer, though he struggled with conflicting emotions. He was of similar age to his king. He’d ridden with him as a young captain when then-Prince Decebalus led his raids into Roman Moesia. That regions south of the Danube had once been Dacian, with many of its people sharing their blood. There had been territorial disputes between they and the Macedonians for centuries. With Macedonia absorbed by Rome three centuries before, that quarrel became theirs. The area now known as the Roman provinces of Upper and Lower Moesia had been controlled by the Empire since the rise of Augustus.

    At the time of their previous raids, Bicilis knew Decebalus sought military renown to secure his place in the succession, following the death of his cousin. And raids by both Sarmatians and Romans were not uncommon. Bicilis’ fierce loyalty to Decebalus and his prowess as a military leader had led to his rise as the king’s most trusted general. But since Decebalus’ ascension, the kingdom was in a constant state of conflict with the Empire. Decebalus had wisely sued for favourable terms when Emperor Domitian was compelled to abruptly end the previous war. Had he gone too far demanding what amounted to extortionate tribute? Or would this new Caesar have attacked Dacia regardless? At least Decebalus had used the intervening years to fortify the kingdom against the inevitable invasion.

    It was only after the Romans pushed through the Iron Gates and into the Hateg Plain that Bicilis began harbouring doubts. Could this war be won? Who was left more weakened after Tapae and the subsequent battles? And what of the Rhoxolani who were supposed to harangue the imperial supply lines? They had not been heard from in weeks. The remaining half of their force was still encamped near Sarmizegetusa, and their general feared his men had run afoul of the Romans in the south.

    The general’s thoughts were interrupted when a young captain stepped forward and bowed before the king.

    “Your Majesty, the newest companies of your personal guard are ready for inspection. May Zalmoxis guide them in protecting you and the people of Dacia.”

    Decebalus nodded and strode down the steps. He slowly paced in front of each line, not inspecting their weapons and armour, for he knew their equipment was sound. It was their faces he stared into. They were very young, the oldest in their early twenties. The king suspected some had lied about their ages. In their eyes he saw those of his sons. Razvan, their future king, had already faced the Romans as his uncle’s squire. The wound to his side was a mark of honour to the young men, eager to follow the prince’s example. Soon, many would have similar marks of their own.

    Regardless of the number of harvests they’d seen, or lack thereof, each had endured the months of gruelling training required of a Dacian soldier. In many ways it mirrored that of their enemy. Roman turncoats provided instructors for weapons drill, tactics, and physical conditioning. Those with the quickest minds were taught leadership and placed over sections of soldiers, similar to the Roman decani. It wasn’t a perfect system, nor was Decebalus naïve to think these men were peers of imperial soldiers. But they were enough. They had to be.

    
    Two weeks had passed since Emperor Trajan’s return to the front. Despite reports of the comati assembling once more at the muster fields, noblemen whose lands lay nearest the Hateg Plain were growing fearful of the continued Roman presence. Several emissaries were escorted across the Tapae pass to Trajan’s headquarters at Tibiscum. All were well dressed in colourful tunics, with dark blue or red cloaks hanging off the shoulders. The eldest of the group, a man with a greying beard in his late fifties, came before the emperor and bowed.

    “Most noble Caesar,” he said. “We come on behalf of our respective clans to seek a solution to this tragic conflict.”

    Trajan contemplated the words for a moment before answering.

    “You come on behalf of your people, but not your king.”

    “No,” the man admitted, his countenance deflated.

    “You can only speak for a few vassal states near the Hateg Plain, scarcely the entirety of a kingdom.”

    “I care only about the safety of my people,” the emissary said. “The road to Sarmizegetusa is through the mountains and lined with citadels. It will be one long graveyard for Dacian and Roman. But the clans of the plains are not so well protected. Do not mistake our coming to you as weakness. Our walls are strong, and any siege will be difficult. We only wish to save our people the suffering a siege will bring.”

    “Regrettably, the only way this ends is with Decebalus’ unconditional surrender,” Trajan replied. “We did not march a hundred-thousand-strong and bleed on the fields already soaked in our shared blood for half a victory. Return to your king and tell him Caesar will only negotiate when he is on his knees.”

    The emissary’s face twitched. He bowed and said no more. Trajan watched them depart before looking to his chief-of-staff.

    “Well, that was pointless,” Pompey grumbled.

    “Perhaps,” the emperor replied. “Or perhaps not. Decebalus is not a heartless monster when it comes to his people. He does not wish for their suffering any more than we do ours. He knows the towns across the Hateg Plain are vulnerable. Undoubtedly, word of our taking the Wall of Skulls and some of their minor strongholds has reached him. He won’t wait for us to come to him, not when we can sack the western reaches of his country and already control much of the south.”

    “Then perhaps those emissaries will hasten the urgency with which Decebalus seeks battle.”

    
    Tapae pass would once again provide the battleground between Dacia and Rome. Three years had separated the first two battles. Decebalus first defeated Domitian’s general, Cornelius Fuscus, and destroyed an entire legion, before suffering a tactical defeat at the hands of the far more capable Tettius Julianus. Now, Decebalus faced the Romans twice more in that very region within just a few months. The first had ended in a defeat that proved costly to both sides. Now, they would fight on the eastern side of the pass.

    Trajan was also correct about Decebalus’ care for his people. The king would not hide in his citadel while the Romans savaged his country. It pained him deeply that there was nothing to be done about the lower reaches now under imperial control. There had been no word from the Rhoxolani division that went missing after heading south through the Cerna Valley. If the Romans had found the mountain trail, there was a distinct possibility they now controlled it, cutting off all access to the southern Danube plains. Half their Rhoxolani allies, along with several hundred mercenary arches, were cut off, possibly lost.

    Though deeply concerned about the missing half of his corps, the Rhoxolani general remained ever diligent to aid his allies. If his men were wiped out, it would only incense those who remained to fight even harder against the hated imperials. Despite their previous losses, and with half his corps missing in the south, they still had around 3,000 armoured lancers. Decebalus placed them in reserve, along with 2,000 of his own heavy cavalry.

    Recruitment efforts for the professional corps, coupled with additional volunteers to the comati, had replenished Decebalus’ forces to near their strength at the start of the campaign season. Though these were even younger and less trained. Their already depleted corps of veterans had lost many killed or injured during the opening battles. The king was not yet feeling desperate, for he knew the Romans had also suffered greatly. He also understood his people needed a victory, both to boost their spirits and to drive the enemy back across the Iron Gates.

    “We also cannot stay in the field much longer,” he admitted to General Bicilis.

    The two rode at the head of the King’s Guard, who led the column of Dacian soldiers across the plain. Several thousand comati marched to their front, with companies protecting the flanks and providing the vanguard, supported by lighter cavalry.

    “The time of the harvest grows nigh,” Bicilis said. “Our wives and children toil endlessly while the men fight for their freedom and survival. But they cannot bring in the harvest alone. Already we’ve lost so many able bodies to till our rich land.”

    “Would we rather they became slaves of Rome and tilled the land for Caesar?” Decebalus asked. His tone implied this was not an accusation, but merely an observation.

    “Of course not,” the general answered. “My son, like yours, marches with the army, despite his lack of years. We will both gladly give our lives before his mother and sisters become slaves of Caesar.”

    They continued in silence. The army had been on the march for three days. Within the next two they would reach the western edge of the Hateg Plain. The looming mountains appeared much closer than they were.

    Around midday, as the army rested and took water, a trio of riders approached from the northwest. It was Princes Diegis and Razvan, accompanied by a man in an earthen riding tunic and breaches. Decebalus recognised him as one of Diegis’ Roman turncoats. In a gesture that surprised the king, his brother nodded to the young prince, who addressed his father.

    “The Romans await us, sire,” Razvan said. “They know we’re coming, and have deployed their army, using the mountains to anchor their right flank.”

    Decebalus nodded. His expression remained stoic, though inside he was deeply proud of his son. That Diegis was deferring to his nephew to address the king was a profound sign of respect. Razvan would remain his squire until he came of age, but this war with Rome had rendered his mind and spirit into that of a man, even if he still possessed the body of youth.

    It was their companion, whose name the king recalled was Catullus, who spoke next. “The enemy has squadrons of cavalry screening our approach.”

    “Are they moving to attack?” the king asked.

    Catullus shook his head. “No, sire. They’re counting our fighters, gauging our strength for the coming battle.”

    “Their cavalry outnumber ours, and our armoured chargers are too slow to give chase,” Diegis added.

    “Let them know our strength, it matters not,” Bicilis said. “There is no secrecy in this battle, my king. The strength of arms and our gods will decide the day.”

    Decebalus nodded ominously. He’d feared a war of attrition, given the size of Trajan’s army. He also knew he was choiceless. They needed to either drive the Romans back across the pass, or at least grind their advance to a halt. Either would give his people time to take in the harvest and regroup during the winter months. His voice was calm yet carried on the wind.

    “Sound the call to battle.”

    

  
    Chapter XXVIII: Who will break first?

    

    
    Legionaries advancing

    The late August son was mercifully shielded by swaths of clouds. These were not the black storm-bringers, however, but sublime white mounds that created a peaceful contrast against the blue sky. To Tiberius, it felt like the gods were gathering to watch, as if they were having a summer picnic across the skies. The divines did not care who won between these mortal armies, or how many bleeding souls were sent to the afterlife this day. Zalmoxis and Tyr would claim their own, while Mars would usher the most gallant of the Romans into Elysium.

    The Imperial Horse Guards were once again kept in reserve with the emperor. General Quietus’ mounted corps was tasked with keeping watch on the column of Rhoxolani cavalry trailing the Dacian army. They would act in support of the infantry, should the Sarmatian heavy troops attack. Tiberius was privately ashamed of his relief that his men were not expected to battle their fearsome nemeses again. They’d chopped apart half the Rhoxolani corps along the Cerna River. But these had been caught unawares, devoid of their armour or a chance to defend themselves. Several thousand rode towards the field this day, fully armed, eager to brutalise their hated adversaries, and avenge their fallen brothers. Defeating them would be extremely costly to whoever was given the ferocious task.

    Gavius Lucifer and the Praetorian Guard formed part of the reserve on the left flank. The left was the most precarious position, as there were no mountains to anchor off of. The ground was open and only sparsely forested. However, as was demonstrated by the previous battle, there were plenty of gorges and defilades, well known to the Dacians and unseen by the Romans. Trajan dispatched three regiments of cavalry a mile to the praetorians’ left, with picquets posted at every possible overwatch. He was taking no chances with the enemy launching a surprise assault on the flanks or behind them.

    Prefect Claudius ordered the Guard to remain vigilant, despite the presence of two legions and a secondary force of auxilia infantry to their front.

    “The legions can hold the front,” the prefect had explained to his commanding tribunes. “Our mission is to support the auxilia infantry, should they need to redeploy to face a flanking attack. And, if the opportunity arises, we may be called upon to exploit any weaknesses in the enemy’s battle lines.”

    To Lucifer, this entire campaign felt as if he were back with the legions. Their added pay aside, the Praetorian Guard were being treated no differently than every other heavy infantry unit on the field. The Imperial Horse Guards protected Trajan, and his former guardsmen were now simply additional blades on the line. Some cynically speculated if the emperor was continuing to punish them for their disobedience under Nerva. Decimation by battle, became the term used. Lucifer had dismissed this, as had his centurions. Axius admonished any who, “Shunned the chance to redeem themselves as true soldiers of Rome.”

    “You claim to be the best soldiers in the imperial army, and now’s your chance to prove it!” the centurion voraciously declared to his men on the morning of battle.

    Two men from every century were kept behind the battle lines. They wore no armour, with only their gladii for protection. Their task was to retrieve imperial casualties, be they dead or wounded. Manoeuvring through the ranks of their mates would prove difficult, and recovering the fallen along the contested front was extremely dangerous. This was why centurions were ordered to select men who were both strong and nimble.

    “Now we wait,” Claudius said as he rode up to the tribune.

    Acting in the capacity of a legate, the praetorian prefect was riding the line, checking with each of his cohort commanders. Lucifer’s happened to be on their far left.

    “Always the worst part,” the tribune replied. He looked to his left, where he could just see sections of horsemen in the distance. “At least if they try flanking us, we’ll have ample warning.”

    There were three casualty clearing stations behind the line, with around 200 surgeons and medics. Though this seemed ample, all who’d fought the last Battle of Tapae knew they’d be overwhelmed before the day was over. Great quantities of cloth to be cut into bandages were sent with the supply convoys, along with hundreds of amphorae carrying poppy juice to dull the pain of the injured.

    Lucifer gazed back at the clearing station nearest the left end of the line. There were at least a dozen tents with their sides rolled up. Each surgeon had his own operating table. These were permanently stained from the last battle.

    “I envy them even less than those on the front line,” Lucifer said quietly.

    “As do I,” his commanding prefect replied. “As do I.”

    
    King Decebalus was taking a more direct role in this battle than the last. Before, he’d been little more than an observer, watching from the high ground near the Iron Gates. There’d been little he could do except direct reinforcements. Once these were committed, which happened early, he’d felt completely useless. Even if he could not directly control the entirety of battle, for that is what his generals were for, he would inspire those in the centre, ready to draw his blade and fight beside them if necessary.

    Rather than placing the comati in front and his professionals in reserve this time, Decebalus alternated his front line with companies of his best soldiers and citizen militia. The comati still made up the brunt of his force, outnumbering the professionals nearly four-to-one. Having their better armoured and trained brethren by their side helped inspire confidence and made them feel less expendable. Like Trajan, Decebalus deployed most of his reserves to the Dacian right, i.e., the Roman left. The Rhoxolani and Dacian heavy cavalry were kept well behind the main army, ready to exploit any breaches in the line.

    “Caesar is so paranoid that we’ll assail his exposed flank; he’s completely wasting his cavalry,” the king said to Bicilis, who rode next to him.

    “He will understand his folly only when it is too late,” the general asserted.

    From his horse, it looked to Decebalus like the Romans were employing the same tactics as before: auxilia infantry in the first wave, with legions in support.

    “They’ll try to grind us down with their more expendable troops first,” Bicilis scoffed. “If only they understood how little Caesar cares about their lives.”

    Both sides advanced at a steady pace. The Dacians shouted and beat their weapons against shields, while the Roman remained stalwartly silent until the last. After their last encounter, every man respected his adversaries, perhaps even feared them. It was the shared strength of their mates which drove them forward, even as they met the gazes of those who in mere moments would seek to disembowel them. Most were very young, especially amongst the Dacians. Even within the ranks of Rome’s professional army, the faces of seasoned veterans were greatly outnumbered by boyish youths.

    Missile troops on both sides loosed volleys of arrows in high arcs over their own battle lines and onto the enemy. The Romans, having anticipated this after the last battle, kept in close ranks, shields overlapping into a modified testudo. The Dacians tried likewise, though with their smaller shields and lack of armour, more of their men fell to imperial archers. Salvos tended to land deeper within the formations, therefore minimally disrupting the lead ranks. It was still harrowing for each side, with the first casualties inflicted before a single blow was struck.

    At around twenty paces, both sides charged. It was only now that audible battle cries erupted from the Roman auxilia as centurion whistles sounded the attack. Assaults were aggressive, yet cautious. Dacian religion taught them not to fear death but embrace it. This, however, created internal turmoil in each fighting man. Even those who were able to suppress the evolutionary need for self-preservation were not so keen to throw themselves recklessly into imperial blades. Still, they surged forth, falx polearms cutting deep into enemy shields, with spears, axes, and one-handed falxes exploiting any weaknesses. The Romans pressed forward behind their shields, stabbing spears and gladii thrusting like fangs of a great beast.

    The King’s Guard remained in a column behind the centre, with Decebalus at its head. He slowly paced the line from astride his horse, searching for any weak points in the Roman auxilia. At first sign of a breach, he’d unleash his best troops through the gap like a great flood through cracks in a dam. Any breakthrough further down the line would be subjected to charges of heavy cavalry.

    After scarcely a minute of fighting, the king heard war trumpets sounding from behind the Roman lines. The auxilia infantry quickly backed away, compressing their ranks into columns, even as they kept shield and blade brandished towards their adversaries. The Dacians had but a moment to realise the auxilia was simply drawing them in. Trajan had already unleashed his legions.

    
    Trajan kept his expression stoic, though he instinctively took a slow breath in through his nose as the first wave withdrew. Their columns filed between the lead cohorts of legionaries, who extended their lines even as they rushed towards the enemy. This short sprint gave them momentum as the first javelin salvo pelted the Dacians from just thirty feet. The front rank barely missed a step, drawing their gladii and continuing to charge, even as pila of the second rank flew over their heads. The Dacian front lines buckled. Many were impaled by javelins. Others were forced to drop their pila-impaled shields.

    Though they’d given the Dacians a brutal savaging in those opening seconds, they soon recovered and began fighting back. Some overzealous legionaries were impaled through the face and neck by long spears or falx points. The groin and legs were dangerously exposed if shields were knocked aside. The unarmoured casualty teams, working in pairs or groups of four, lurked between the files of their companions. With the second rank focused on aiding the first, while preparing for their passage-of-lines, those in the third did their best to drag the fallen away from the frenzy. This was extremely difficult, as lines on both sides surged back and forth. Men inadvertently stepped on and tripped over the fallen as they tried to remain focused on their adversaries.

    At every opportunity, the clearing teams rushed in and grabbed their stricken friends by arms, legs, or armour shoulder plates. The wounded tried to assist, pushing off with their uninjured legs, or crawling as far as possible. Dragging away the dead was the most gruelling of all, their lifeless limbs catching on every rock, tree root, or leg of those around them. Plus, there was the encumbrance of their armour. Once behind the rear ranks, the wounded were either assisted or carried on litters to the casualty clearing station. They left the dead and those about to die just behind the battle line. Each recovery was exhausting. The day would be more gruelling for the recovery teams than those doing the actual fighting.

    Trajan rode to a small rise behind the right end of the line. The sight was overwhelming, even for such an experienced general as he. Tens-of-thousands of fighting men were engaged in brutal combat. The battle front extended for over a mile, and he could just see the columns of his reserves on the left flank. He depended on the skill of his subordinate officers, from division commanders, down to the section leaders. Many would need to exercise initiative and quick thinking as opportunities and setbacks unfolded. Equally important were the valour, skill, and discipline of each soldier. Victory was in the hands of many. Defeat, however, would fall on the emperor’s head alone.

    From the rise, Trajan saw a column of bronze-clad soldiers behind the Dacian centre. He squinted his eyes, trying to ascertain the figure riding at their head. It might have been Decebalus himself. The emperor had never met the king, and his descriptions matched any number of Dacian men they’d encountered. From this distance, it was impossible to determine the man’s features. It mattered not. No archer or ballista bolt could reach him from the emperor’s position. But there were plenty of other targets for his heavy missiles. He’d only needed to wait until the Dacians were committed.

    “Bring up the scorpions,” he ordered Pompey.

    The chief-of-staff rode to the edge of the spur and relayed the order to the line of mule carts behind the low ridge. He gave Hadrian command over the detachment, with the young officer riding down the line of carts and ordering them to follow him up the rise, which was around a quarter mile wide. There were over a hundred carts in all. The two-man scorpion crews rode in the back, making use of the extra feet of elevation.

    “Focus on their captains and war chiefs,” Hadrian ordered.

    “How will we know them, sir?” a crewman asked.

    “If they’re not on horseback or wearing distinctive armour, target any man who looks like he’s giving orders!”

    With the open ground between the auxilia, who now formed the reserve, and the ranks of the legions who were arrayed two cohorts deep, around a hundred meters separated the scorpion line from the Dacian front. At maximum torsion, they could reach thrice that distance, though accuracy was greatly diminished. Hadrian surveyed the ongoing struggle, noting the mercenary archers who continued to harass their troops. He modified his order for a third of his men to focus on the archers. As these men were scattered about in loose skirmishing order, they’d prove difficult to hit. Hadrian hoped to at least disrupt the arrow volleys, even if they could not completely silence them.

    Trajan observed the first minute of the scorpion bombardment. The Dacians were practically shoulder-to-shoulder, with little distance between ranks. Even if a scorpion missed its intended target of an enemy captain, there was the significant possibility of striking a warrior next to or behind him. Accuracy against their archers was substantially diminished, with maybe one in every ten bolts finding its target. It was still enough to unnerve the enemy’s missile troops, who, unlike their infantry, were able to withdraw from the fray.

    “Carry on here,” Trajan said to Hadrian. “I’m going to check the centre and left.”

    “Yes, Caesar.”

    Though a bloody grind was unavoidable, the emperor did not wish to simply rely on brute force to win the day. They needed to minimise casualties as much as possible. Victory did them little good if the army was incapacitated when it was over. This was the lesson Julianus had learned twelve years before.

    Trajan also knew a hundred scorpions, though a fearsome weapon, would not decide this battle, even if it drove the Dacians back from his right. Provided their enemy maintained discipline and avoided a route, once they were out of range, it changed nothing. Legates and regimental commanders already knew to exploit any breaks in the enemy ranks with reserves. These seemed unlikely at the moment, with neither side ceding ground. It was on the left where he hoped to create a weakness for his men to manipulate.

    His staff officers and guardsmen kept close. Prefect Vorenus remained at the emperor’s side, while the upper tier of Imperial Horse Guards followed in a long column. The flying column kept to their left, around thirty paces away, ready to deploy as necessary. Trajan rode at a fast trot. There was little to see along most of the battle line. Even from astride his horse, he could make out little of the actual fighting. The leading and reserve cohorts of each legion were six ranks deep, as were the auxilia infantry behind them.

    As he approached the end of the line, where the praetorians stood in several columns, Prefect Claudius and General Agricola rode over and saluted.

    “The left remains stable, Caesar,” the division commander said.

    “But neither have we gained the advantage,” Trajan noted.

    “Not yet,” Agricola said.

    “What about exploiting their flank?” the emperor asked, nodding towards the open ground where cavalry picquets were arrayed in the distance.

    “We thought about that, but they’ve deployed a large force a few hundred paces behind the lines,” Agricola replied. “They’re ready, should we make such a move. And, if we do, we’ll no longer have a reserve on the left.”

    “A risk we may have to accept,” the emperor said. He then turned to a staff orderly. “Inform General Quietus I want our entire mounted corps assembled for the attack.”

    The young rider saluted and galloped to the left, well away from the line. Rather than placing cavalry regiments behind the infantry lines, where they’d proven useless during the last battle, Trajan had ordered Quietus to consolidate his entire corps two miles north of the pass.

    “That will draw in their heavy cavalry,” Agricola observed.

    “We saw them on the march, but they’ve been kept out of the fray,” Trajan said. “I expect Decebalus intends to unleash them where our lines are weak. We will deny him the chance.”

    “It will mean a bloodbath for our own cavalry,” Claudius said. “Quietus has them outnumbered, but, on open ground, they will still have the advantage.”

    “Which is why the praetorians will act in support of the cavalry,” the emperor said. “If we deploy our auxilia infantry reserves to attempt a flanking manoeuvre, drawing in their own, having Quietus’ corps battling their cavalry only increases the scale of this bloody struggle. It tactically decides nothing. That is why you will deploy to the far wing and converge with the cavalry when they attack the Dacian flank. You will not engage the enemy’s infantry, but instead move to face their heavy cavalry.”

    It was a hateful order, yet Claudius nodded in understanding. His men had faced the Rhoxolani and were best equipped to assist the cavalry.

    The emperor then said, “I will bring up the Imperial Horse Guards, once we know they’ve taken the bait and you’re engaged. A thousand extra lances should help turn the tide.”

    

  
    Chapter XXIX: The Blade of Caesar

    

    ***

    

    Lucifer speculated whether the Rhoxolani would be lured into joining the fray on the far wing. Perhaps they were not even on the field? He knew this was a fool’s hope. Decebalus was keeping his heaviest shock troops in reserve until needed. The column of armoured infantrymen near the centre was troubling. If they could break the imperial lines, following it up with both heavy infantry and cavalry, it could spell disaster for the Romans. Terrible as the prospect was, they had to draw the Rhoxolani away from the centre!

    The praetorian tribune also knew Trajan’s plan carried great risk. They needed to overwhelm the Rhoxolani quickly, by sheer force of numbers, and not allow them to reform after their first charge. The imperial left would be weakened without its reserves, which he hoped Decebalus would not be able to exploit. There was nothing for it. He had his orders, and they came from the emperor himself.

    Knowing Trajan would join the fray filled Lucifer with both inspiration and anxiety. He supposed this was one of those moments when an emperor’s blade was needed to inspire victory. Though Julius Caesar was never emperor, his selfless example at the Siege of Alessia was still talked about 150 years later. Julius’ distinctive red cloak made him immediately recognisable to both friend and foe. Wherever he was, his men fought that much harder. The legendary Germanicus Caesar had likewise fought conspicuously beside his men at Idistaviso and Angrivarii. Trajan acted with the same inspiration.

    General Agricola was personally leading the auxilia assault from his division. These men, who’d briefly engaged the enemy before withdrawing through the legions, numbered around 8,000 soldiers. Orders were sent to every commanding tribune, who quickly ordered their men to make ready. For ease of manoeuvre, regiments were arrayed in two battle lines, each six ranks deep. At Agricola’s signal, they executed a quick left turn and rushed at a jog, keeping pace with their commanding general. They had to move quickly. Their column extended more than half a mile, and the Dacians would respond to the threat very quickly. Agricola turned his head to the right, watching both his men and the enemy reserves, who were now rushing forth to meet them.

    “Action right, deploy into battle lines!”

    Only the first third of his force had passed the left of the main battle line. They’d advanced at an angle, resembling a partially open door. Cohorts further down the line were now sprinting to their places, each forming the new left end as soon their last soldiers reached the end.

    The Dacians charged, hoping to seize the advantage before the Romans could fully reform and strengthen their lines. In several places they succeeded, driving a wedge between the first few ranks, with some of their warriors breaking clean through. These warriors, having accepted their grim fate, swung their falxes with fury, intent on claiming as many Romans as possible. Against a lesser equipped or disciplined foe, the result could have been ruinous.

    The tip of the falx and finer spear points could pass partially through hamata mail most commonly worn by the auxilia. However, the padded subarmalis beneath prevented more serious injuries. Though like the more heavily armoured legionaries, there were still plenty of vulnerabilities to exploit. Any caught by surprise and knocked off balance risked a blade through the neck, upper arm, or exposed legs. With enough force, a falx could break through the mail protecting the lower abdomen and groin, which was devoid of additional padding.

    Soldiers in the second line quickly assailed the breachers, spears and gladii leaving the Dacians twitching, bloody heaps, like so many slaughtered cattle. There were still many bulges in the front ranks, as auxilia infantryman and comati warrior battled to seize the advantage. It was another difficult gorefest during the first minutes. Soldiers who’d sprinted a half mile just to finally reach the end of the line were winded and susceptible to renewed Dacian assaults.

    Prefect Claudius kept the praetorian guard, who moved parallel behind the auxilia cohorts, to a measured pace. He kept his gaze distant, watching for signs of enemy cavalry.

    As Lucifer rode to the left of his men, he heard Centurion Axius calling a rapid cadence, which the entire Fourth Cohort repeated in unison. Their sandaled feet landing in time with their chants.

    “Legio Aeterna!”

    “Legio Aeterna!”

    “Praetoria Victrix!”

    “Praetoria Victrix!”

    “Roma Immortal!”

    “Roma Immortal!”

    And so it went. Though he could not discern the words over Axius’ cadence and the sounds of battle to their right, Lucifer noted centurions in the other cohorts were doing likewise. It was a method common to the legions. Marching songs kept soldiers engaged and distracted during the long treks on campaign. These short bursts helped a quickly moving force keep in step, maintain formation, and mitigate the risk of tripping or running into each other. Motivation was equally important, focusing soldiers on why they fought, and less on their dangerous foe.

    They were on a gradual slope, which from a distance appeared flatter than it was. This allowed Lucifer to look back and see more of the battle than he could before. One had to focus to observe the shapes of individual fighters. It was best to let it remain a haze, lest he start seeing the combatants as men, instead of part of a great war machine. There would be time later for a reckoning of the toll in lives and suffering.

    Near the left end of the praetorian column rode the Imperial Horse Guards with Emperor Trajan near the head. Several sections of troopers were prepared to form a protective wedge to his front, should he give the order to attack. Prefect Vorenus and Centurion Colabella rode to either side. Tiberius and the flying column kept to their left in a looser column, ready to deploy by squadrons as needed. The entire mounted force wheeled about to face the ongoing battle along the new left end of the line.

    Though he couldn’t hear it over the growing noise from the fighting, Lucifer felt the ground tremor even before the thundering force of imperial cavalry emerged from behind the reverse slope further to their left. The Dacian comati had little time to react. Were they professional soldiers, they likely would have kept troops deployed in column behind the lines in order to counter such a threat. But now they had to simply react, as thousands of imperial lancers trampled through them, their long spears impaling them with spurts of blood and shrieks of pain. The cries of the fallen were drowned out in the now-deafeningly ferocious din.

    “And now we wait to see if Decebalus commits his own cavalry, or lets us crush his flank,” Lucifer said to no one. It wasn’t as if any could hear him.

    
    Princes Diegis and Razvan remained with the cavalry two miles behind the battle. The sounds of fighting rumbled like a nightmarish thunderstorm in contrast to the peaceful day of warm sun and billowing white clouds across the sky. Razvan fidgeted in his saddle, hands constantly clenching and readjusting the reins. Diegis understood, for he felt the same. Age and experience had only helped him hide his impatience.

    Their scouts kept them informed of the battle’s progress, or rather lack thereof. An hour had passed since the first clash, and neither they nor the Romans had gained the advantage.

    “At least there is no rain to impede us this day,” Diegis said, gazing up at the sky.

    Razvan kept his eyes fixed straight ahead. He did not allow himself to break his gaze, even though he could scarcely see anything beyond the indistinct mass of their army in the distance. What finally distracted him was a dark shape approaching rapidly from the northwest, where the right of the Dacian line lay obscured behind a low rise. Razvan knew it to be a messenger well before the man and horse became discernible. He knew something was wrong.

    The man’s eyes were wide, his breath coming in gasps from the sudden onslaught of trepidation.

    “Highness, the enemy is attacking our right flank!” he said quickly to Prince Diegis. “They’ve drawn in our reserves and are now being assailed by thousands of imperial horsemen.”

    Diegis closed his eyes for a brief moment. Decebalus had intended to use the Rhoxolani and their own heavy cavalry to exploit a breach in the Roman formations, likely in support of the King’s Guard. This latest turn changed everything.

    “We’ve sent messages to the king,” the rider said before Diegis could ask.

    “How many imperial cavalry?” the prince instead asked.

    “Unknown, only that it’s in the thousands. I was sent just moments after they attacked. We had no time to reform to face them, as the Romans had committed their own reserves trying to flank us.”

    “Then we must ride to their aid.” Diegis turned to the Rhoxolani’s acting-general. “We hunt Roman horsemen this day.”

    “Uncle, should we not keep some of our men back in case the king needs them?” Razvan asked.

    Diegis ordered his men deployed into battle formations and had started to ride away before answering his nephew.

    “Your reasoning is sound, yet if the Romans are attacking with their entire mounted corps, they have us gravely outnumbered. And as it seems the comati failed to prepare for a mounted assault, they risk breaking completely. Then it won’t matter whether the king manages to breach the enemy centre. We need every lance we can bring to bear. Once we disperse their cavalry, there may be opportunities to exploit. If they’ve committed all their reserves on their left, then that is where they’re weakest.”

    For Prince Razvan, this was another hasty lesson in the fluidity of battle. Once first contact was made, even the best laid plans often came undone. Diegis hoped to reassure his nephew and himself that this sudden crisis could prove the opportunity that turned the battle in their favour.

    There would be no surprise in this attack. The ground was too open, making it impossible to hide the approach of several thousand armoured horsemen. The Romans also had scouts deployed to various hilltops and ridges. Diegis saw several galloping towards the imperial lines. This was no time for subtlety.

    The huge, mounted force veered towards the fray. Squadrons of Roman troopers charged into the comati, quickly retiring after each encounter. The Dacian militia were heavily battered and driven back, leaving a slew of dead and shattered bodies in their wake. Thankfully, they had not broken and were fighting back against the imperial onslaught.

    “Uncle, look!” Razvan said.

    He pointed to the open expanse between them and the raging battle. It was not Roman horsemen facing them, but several thousand infantry in blackened plate armour. Diegis sneered at their contemptible boldness.

    “Let us break Caesar’s guard for a second time.” Drawing his blade and waving over his shoulder he gave a loud battle cry.

    “Charge!”

    
    Facing down a host of Sarmatian cavalry of equal–possibly even greater–numbers than their own, unnerved even the most battle-hardened guardsman. Lucifer winced as he watched the mass of men and beasts, the gleam of sunlight off their scale armour nearly blinding him. The praetorian tribune had to remind himself they were not alone. Both Imperial Horse Guards and several regiments of General Quietus’ corps were deploying to their flanks. This did little to assuage the fear gripping every guardsman in the first ranks of the lead cohorts.

    The praetorians had not remained static but were advancing towards their foe. They kept shield to shield, with the javelins protruding forward in the lead two ranks. At the last moment, they would kneel behind their shields, with the rear ranks ready to fling their javelins or use them as stabbing spears. Prefect Claudius sought to deprive their enemy of the ability to encircle or outflank them. Each cohort would react towards the given threat, adjusting as necessary to make the Dacian cavalry face them head-on. Given the ferocity of their charge, with horses now sprinting and giant lances lowered, this tactic seemed unnecessary.

    “Set!” Centurion Axius shouted before blowing hard on his whistle.

    His century braced behind their shields just moments before two squadrons of bronze-clad horsemen smashed into them. The fourth rank flung its javelins, while those in the first thrust theirs at both men and horses. The line broke in several places, with guardsmen knocked down by enemy lances and the sheer weight of their armoured mounts. Stricken men and horses fell into the praetorian formation. There were mere moments of fierce melee before the Rhoxolani turned about and galloped away. A handful of riders and their mounts were brought down before they could retire, the shrieks of horses sickening even the hardest of imperial soldiers.

    As the lines reformed and they stepped past their dead and wounded, it was clear to Lucifer they’d taken the worst of the exchange. It was the same all down the praetorian line. The Dacian and Rhoxolani cavalry were attacking with savage ferocity, yet without reckless abandon. They knew that, unless they completely shattered their adversary’s battle lines, to engage in close combat with infantry was hopeless. And, upon the large plain, with the rising ground used to their advantage, they had room to retreat and renew their assault. It was the same tactic the imperial cavalry were using against the Dacian militia now behind them.

    The praetorians were still reeling from the first assault when cornicen horns sounded to either side. Three regiments of Germanic and Gallic cavalry galloped past the praetorian right flank, while another Batavian regiment joined the Imperial Horse Guards as they rode past the left.

    “Praetorian Guard!” Claudius’ voice boomed. “Now we take the fight to those bastards! Assault! Assault! Assault!”

    Cohort commanders echoed the order, as guardsmen gave a loud shout to steel their nerves and fortify their minds. They’d just endured a severe bludgeoning, and now they would have retribution!

    
    Coordinating these separate attacks by thousands of soldiers was difficult even under ideal conditions. With the main battle raging behind them, Trajan’s intent was to assail the Sarmatian cavalry with as many mounted troops as possible, along with the Praetorian Guard, before they could reform for a second assault. He’d hoped to execute the mounted attack before the enemy withdrew. But with the Dacians and Rhoxolani proving too quick, and his own troopers not quite in position, an immediate recalculation was in order. Despite this, the emperor was determined to prevent another armoured attack upon his lines.

    The Batavian cavalry troops were to the right of horse guards, closest to the praetorian left. The upper tier, along with Emperor Trajan, occupied the centre, with the flying column sweeping around in a wide arc, intent on attacking the enemy from behind.

    They did not entirely catch the Sarmatians unawares, with the heavy horsemen able to redeploy with astounding speed. They were, however, able to prevent their foes from using the momentum of a full-scale charge. Methods in fighting Rhoxolani cavalry were a lesson learned at great cost by the mounted corps under Tiberius’ father during the previous wars. Though imperial troopers were quicker, they could not use the traditional cavalry method of short assaults, then breaking off to attack again. They were always at a severe disadvantage when clashing with armoured Sarmatian horsemen. Their enemy was better armoured than were they, especially their mounts. But only in close combat, where their nine-foot lances were useless, could Roman troopers even the odds.

    The battle devolved into a wild brawl. Men were knocked or pulled from their mounts. Lance and sword struck armour while seeking flesh. To their right, the praetorians joined the fray. All were wielding gladii, having unleashed a final pilum barrage before attacking. Unarmoured legs of the Rhoxolani were a frequent target of praetorian blades. Tiberius saw even the mounted tribunes had joined the fray. He spared a brief moment, hoping Mars and Minerva would guide Lucifer’s hand.

    Focusing on the threat to his own regiment, he saw a cluster of riders near the centre of the massed enemy formation. These were not engaging, and Tiberius guessed they were Dacian officers.

    Sensing an opportunity, he shouted, “With me!” to his orderlies and a nearby section of troopers.

    Crashing through the fray, several of his men became entangled with enemy riders. One fell from his horse after a Dacian hand axe struck him across the chest. Another was grappling with an enemy trooper; both having lost their weapons.

    Tiberius saw two men who looked to be the Dacian leaders. Both wore similar armour to their men, except each wore a red sash and their conical helms were taller and more ornate. Several bodyguards were close at hand. These alert men saw the danger and quickly attacked Tiberius’ soldiers. The deputy prefect veered past one, eyes focused on the younger of the two officers. Because Dacian helmets did not have cheek guards, his face was clearly visible.

    By Minerva, he’s a mere boy!

    Boy or no, he had a sword drawn. Tiberius parried the lad’s thrust, swinging his own weapon in a backhand swing. It clipped the side of his opponent’s helmet. The Roman officer followed this with a thrust towards the face. His reach was already extended, and the youth dodged out of the way. Tiberius just managed to pull back his arm before it could be met with a chop to the forearm. Each struggled to control their mounts, which bumped into each other, rearing and neighing in protest.

    The lad was brave and had been taught to wield a weapon from horseback. Tiberius, however, was better trained and had experience. He landed several blows, though these struck armour. The Dacian youth now attempted to grapple him. Unable to pull his arm back far enough to bring the point of his spatha towards his foe, Tiberius thrust his fist in an uppercut, the pommel of his weapon catching the boy on the jaw. He then bashed the hardened butt of his spatha three more times into his face. The nose gave a savage crunch and spray of blood. Another blow struck the right eye, while the third dented the front of his helmet. The lad was dazed, but before Tiberius could adjust to land a fatal thrust, his opponent’s horse instinctively jolted away and ran from the fighting. Surprisingly, the lad managed to remain in the saddle, despite being only partially conscious.

    There was no chance to pursue. Enemy horsemen were all around him, brawling with his troopers and those of the Batavian Regiment. A terrible fate awaited any who were unhorsed, as there was little chance of escaping from the trampling of frantic hooves all around each of them. Many who fell from their mounts with only minor injuries had their limbs, heads, and bodies shattered in the stampede as if by a thousand blacksmith hammers.

    Tiberius saw the emperor, who was unmistakable with the purple plumb atop his helmet. Trajan had his spatha drawn, though he was using it to guide his troopers, directing the battle, rather than trying to personally draw enemy blood. His presence alone was enough to inspire. The circle of troopers led by Centurion Colabella prevented any enemy riders from getting close to the emperor.

    Tiberius looked for Centurion Fosselius, who was coordinating the assault of several squadrons against Rhoxolani who were trying to extract themselves from the battle. Similar scenes were playing out, as the Sarmatian force was now broken. The combined Roman cavalry and praetorian force was simply too overwhelming. Though many did manage to escape, with their Roman assailants too battered and spent to pursue, all had dropped their lances when the melee ensued. Without them, they were useless, especially against vastly superior numbers.

    “Let them go!” Vorenus voice called out to them. “Caesar has ordered the regiment to reform and prepare to support the infantry.”

    “Yes, sir,” Tiberius acknowledged.

    He nodded to Fosselius, who sent a pair of orderlies to summon all squadron commanders. This was not an easy task, for once cavalry engaged in battle, they were very difficult to control. Relaying orders over the clash of arms and battle cries of thousands was nigh impossible. The Imperial Horse Guards were easier to control, as they knew their purpose was to protect the emperor. Therefore, few ventured far even during the heat of battle. A dozen squadrons of auxilia cavalry were riding after the Rhoxolani. These would take some time to retrieve; most likely only when they realised their folly, or when their horses were completely blown.

    It took Tiberius a few minutes to find the emperor. Trajan had left General Agricola to continue the battle along the left wing, while Quietus reassembled his battered corps. The cavalry were spent and of little use at the moment. It was enough that they’d secured the left, even if it meant committing their reserves. The Dacians on this end were bruised, bloodied, and slowly being pushed back. Meanwhile, the emperor needed to see how the rest of the battle fared.

    

  
    Chapter XXX: Hammer of the King’s Guard

    

    ***

    

    Decebalus knew the potential risk of a Roman flanking assault, even before the desperate messenger reached him. He would have ordered his brother to deploy their heavy cavalry, even if Diegis had not already done so. The king did not expect his cavalry would rejoin the fight in the centre. They likely had enough troubles to deal with. This was unfortunate, but by no means disastrous. The battle in the centre was still a grinding stalemate. And the bombardment of Roman ballistae on the Dacian left was inflicting casualties, though this only incensed them to fight harder.

    “It is time we broke the centre,” the king said to General Bicilis.

    “Give the command, sire, and we shall smash through them like a great hammer.”

    Decebalus surveyed the scene in front of him. No place on the imperial line appeared weaker than any other. What they could exploit were the gaps between cohorts. For command-and-control purposes, Romans kept a spacing of around ten to twenty paces, depending on the ground. Venturing between these was suicidal, as one would have soldiers in subsequent ranks swarming on either side. But if the enemy was fatigued, and if Decebalus placed his shield troops in front of the column, they could penetrate between two cohorts, completely disrupting them while the rest of his men pressed the frontal assault. It would be costly, but the King’s Guard were his bravest and fiercest troops. They were also fresh. The Romans had rotated their rear cohorts into the fray already, so those behind the front legions were already tired. And his own forces were nearing exhaustion.

    Had he known how thinly stretched the Romans were to his far right, where Trajan had committed all his auxilia reserves, Decebalus could have shattered them with the King’s Hammer, as he paraphrased Bicilis’ words. But, in a great battle across such a vast frontage, it was impossible to keep abreast as the situation was constantly in flux. He knew driving deep into the imperial lines would soon collapse their entire front. He may not have the strength to completely rout the Romans, but he could reclaim at least the eastern edge of the Iron Gates pass. Such a victory would inspire his people towards final victory, rather than mere survival.

    “The Guard will assault,” Decebalus said to Bicilis, his gaze fixed on the gap between two cohorts to his direct front. “Their lines are like a thin layer of ice. Break them.”

    Bicilis drew his longsword and ordered the horn blower to sound the call to battle. The King’s Guard tightened their formation. The bravest and largest fighters were placed in the lead ranks of the column, twenty soldiers wide and fifty deep. The edges would clash with the lead imperial ranks, while the rest spilled through the break.

    “Make way for the King’s Guard!” captains bellowed.

    Comati fighters were pushed roughly aside, as guardsmen rushed into the fray. They kept in step, quickly marching shoulder-to-shoulder, one rank directly behind the next.

    The four or five soldiers on each end hit the Roman front rank. Half of those in the centre were quickly assailed by legionaries from both flanks. Once these were engaged, a steady stream of guardsmen, even if just two or three at a time, spilled forth from between the imperial cohorts. As those in the centre were cut down, others took their place. Sections divided between widening the gap, while others reformed to counter the assault of the reserve cohorts rushing forward to plug the break. Yet the Romans did not immediately attack.

    “What are they waiting for?” Bicilis asked.

    The general sat astride his horse, halfway between the front and rear of the lead cohort. He had little room, with soldiers clustered to either side. Any delays by the Romans only gave his men time to file more guardsmen through the breach and into battle lines. Bicilis felt his heart seize as the imperial soldiers to his front parted, swinging their ranks back like a pair of doors.

    
    It was General Pompey Longinus who recognised the threat posed by the King’s Guard well before they attacked. From the ridge near the right of the Roman line, they were able to see the large column of soldiers next to the man who they assumed was King Decebalus. With Trajan sorting matters on the left, it fell to his chief-of-staff to coordinate any actions on the right. The battle was thus far a stalemate, yet Pompey knew it was only a matter of time until Decebalus sent his best infantrymen forward.

    Pompey rode over to Hadrian, who was still coordinating the scorpion bombardment. They’d expended great quantities of bolts and were running dangerously low. The young officer had dispatched teams to return to the siege train a half mile behind the line to bring up more.

    “Detach half your crews to me,” Pompey ordered. “And have the siege ballistae brought forward.”

    Hadrian looked confused for a moment but did not argue. Most siege ballistae were three to five times the size of a scorpion and ponderous to move. They also shot smooth stones weighing between twenty and sixty pounds. They were rarely used in open battle, as they were extremely cumbersome. The number of wagons needed to carry their heavy shot created a logistics nightmare. Trajan had only brought one heavy and four medium ballistae to the forward camp. They remained with the engineer train, to be used in future stronghold sieges. Pompey Longinus had another use in mind.

    Scores of men now resting in the reserves were ordered to drop their weapons and move the siege weapons forward. A dozen men heaved each ammunition wagon as draught beasts were urged forward by their drivers. A similar number of men wheeled or carried each ballista the half mile to where General Pompey awaited them. They faced a gap between two cohorts of Legio XV, Apollinaris. Pompey ordered the blocking cohort from Legio II, Adiutrix, to disperse into four ranks and looser formation. The scorpions from the ridge were arrayed to either side of the heavier ballistae. All formed a semicircle facing towards the gap.

    “Do not load until they attack,” Pompey ordered.

    Another half hour passed before Decebalus ordered the King’s Guard into the fight. Both Pompey and Hadrian grinned maliciously. The chief-of-staff sent a messenger to General Agricola, directing his Second Adiutrix Legion and half the auxilia reserves to exploit the break once the enemy was driven back. It was as this rider was galloping off to find Agricola that Emperor Trajan returned. Pompey quickly explained his plan as the first of Decebalus’ soldiers spilled through the break in the Fifteenth Legion’s cohorts.

    “Splendid initiative,” Trajan said. Philosophically, he added, “No general, not even the divine Julius or Vespasian, ever won battles on their own.”

    The clack of torsion cranks could just be heard over the continuous clash to their front. The Adiutrix cohort had just swung open the door as the siege ballista and scorpions depressed their sights.

    
    “Zalmoxis, save us,” Bicilis whispered, knowing his prayer was in vain.

    The scorpions were first to unleash. At a distance of just fifty feet, their bolts burst through Dacian shield and armour. The King’s Guard were clustered so close that it was impossible for their enemies to miss. Many fighters were struck multiple times. The fortunate ones took a bolt through the heart or brain. Those stricken through the lungs would slowly suffocate over a period of minutes. Any impaled through the guts would writhe in agony for hours, possibly days, before death took hold. Arms and legs were splintered, shattered bones protruding through torn flesh.

    As horrific as this onslaught was, the heavy ballistae were even more terrifying. The twenty-pound stones smashed through columns of men, shattering ribs, rupturing guts, and ripping limbs from their bodies. The heaviest engine sent a large stone hurtling through the Dacian centre. It smashed through eight ranks of men, decapitating the first it struck, rendering the severed head into nothing more than bloody pulp of bone and brain in a broken helm.

    Imperial archers soon emerged, having been withdrawn early in the fighting. They now loosed arrows directly into the King’s Guard while the engines reloaded. The scorpions were able to fire at twice the speed of the larger ballistae.

    The centre of the Dacian column was covered in broken bodies and bloodied corpses. Before Bicilis could regain his wits, the elite of the Dacian army broke. Those still battling imperial soldiers near the front line were oblivious to the destruction wrought against their mates. Yet they also fled once they saw the terror in their friends’ eyes, many of whom were covered in gore. They were followed by files of imperial soldiers, both legionaries and auxilia infantry. Though these were slowed by the slick terrain piled with corpses and soaked in blood.

    The King’s Guards’ retreat left a large gap between the Dacian lines which the Romans could exploit. Decebalus rode along the line, rallying reinforcements from his battered army to plug the breach. As he did so, a messenger from his brother reached him.

    “My king, the mounted corps has broken.”

    The man’s face was streaked in tears. Whether these were from emotion or the sweat running into his eyes mattered not. The despair in his voice was the same.

    “What of our warriors on the right?” the king asked, forcing himself to keep calm and not cause further panic.

    “Bloodied, but holding. The Roman cavalry are badly beaten as well. They’ll not trouble us further. But Prince Diegis fears their infantry reserves, which are pressing our flank, may overrun us.”

    “And our entire cavalry corps is lost?” Decebalus persisted.

    “Those not dead are too exhausted to continue the fight,” the rider said, his eyes averted in shame.

    “What of my son?” The king struggled to say the words, as if their very existence would enact the worst.

    “Injured, but alive, last I saw him,” the messenger replied.

    General Bicilis then rode over to the king.

    “The King’s Guard has been routed, sire. The enemy brought up damn siege engines and shot them to pieces. We’ve kept our lines from completely breaking, but the Romans are renewing their attacks. We cannot hold much longer. I ... I am sorry.”

    The words did not sink in for a moment. All Decebalus could think about was his beloved son. He shook his head and steeled his nerves. Razvan was his blood, but all Dacians on this field were his sons!

    “Order the retreat.” The king gazed around the field. So many were dead or dying. “The Romans are as beaten as we. We shall retire in good order and deny them the victory they desire.”

    Extracting such a large army was cumbersome and dangerous. Had the Romans not exhausted their entire cavalry corps, his right flank would have turned, with thousands more killed or captured. As it was, some of his companies panicked, with many run down with Roman blades through the back. Others were simply too stricken by injuries and fatigue to retire in good order.

    Trajan was pressing the advantage as much as his tired soldiers were able. Had he any fresh troops remaining, the retreat could have devolved into total collapse. For the worst of the wounded, there was little they could do. Any unable to walk with minimal assistance were left to the mercy of the Romans. The great dilemma faced by each man overwhelmed was whether death or capture was the worse fate.

    
    There was little pursuit or gathering of prisoners on the Roman left. The cataclysmic scene of brutal death extended across a broader space than the rest of the battlefield. The cries of men and broken horses filled even the hardest hearts with anguish. Friend and foe alike lay scattered about the blood-soaked field. For every man whose spirit had departed, four or five more lay broken, alive but in terrible pain. Some begged for death, while others piteously cried out for their loved ones.

    Lucius Vorenus had taken the upper tier of Imperial Horse Guards with the emperor. He left Tiberius to oversee the regiment’s dead and wounded. Some of the enemy’s lesser wounded were taken prisoner. Any officers might be ransomed, and captured nobles would prove useful in future negotiations.

    Tiberius found his thoughts returning to the young Dacian he’d battled. Though he’d attempted to slay the lad, he now wished he’d unhorsed him that he might be taken alive. Something about him told Tiberius he was of great importance. But he was gone. Though the deputy prefect had smashed him about the face with the pommel of his weapon, the young nobleman had not fallen from his horse. Tiberius rode the field searching for some time before returning his attention to his regiment.

    Centurion Fosselius bore a gash to his upper left arm and a bruise above his right eye. His helmet, which lay at his feet, bore a huge dent in the same spot.

    “Enemy lancer nearly got the best of me,” he explained. “Had he not jolted at the last moment, I would have been impaled through the eye, my brains adorning the end of his lance.” He sighed as he looked to their wounded, who were attended by their mates. “I wonder if that would have been a preferable fate.”

    “There will come a time when we all must stand before Mars and Victoria,” Tiberius said. “But not today. Your time will come when you’re an old man, whose great-grandchildren are long since grown, and you’re so senile these places are long forgotten.”

    Fosselius gave a crooked smile and suppressed his bitter feelings. Given his estrangement from his sons, even if he did live long enough, he’d likely never know his grandchildren.

    “Something tells me that, if the gods’ twisted sense of humour does see me become a decrepit old man, memories like this and Raba Bridge will be all I have left.”

    

  
    Chapter XXXI: Unmistakeable Defeat

    

    ***

    

    Exhaustion was all that kept the Romans from giving chase once the Dacians abandoned the field. Though the previous rains had created their own added misery, this day’s clear skies enabled both sides to engage their armies with maximum force. It also meant each had needed all their reserves. Any victory was purely tactical and not strategically decisive. While the Dacians would fight another day, there would be no returning to Tapae.

    Decebalus rode alongside his beleaguered and decimated King’s Guard. A third had fallen this day, many among the new recruits he’d inspected just a few weeks before. His best fighters did create a break in the Roman lines, striking down many a legionary and auxilia trooper, but the price was high. His plan of following this breach with an attack by their mounted corps came undone when they were compelled to sally forth to counter a flanking attack by the imperial cavalry. Were the missing Rhoxolani division still with them, they could have swept the Roman horsemen and their supporting infantry aside. Instead, they were overwhelmed. Their general was either killed or captured, with only around 2,000 of his troops remaining.

    Partly out of shame, though mostly because he knew there was little more they could do, Decebalus thanked them for their service and released them to return home. None blamed the king for their misfortune, even though Decebalus knew he was ultimately responsible. King Denis had been such a loyal ally all these years. How could he keep sending men to fight the Romans, when so few returned?

    The king looked to the haggard faces of his son and brother. Razvan’s was covered in dried clots of blood and his eye was swollen shut. But at least he was alive. Was it selfishness that Decebalus was glad they were spared? No. It was the natural instinct of a father and brother. All would have sung their praises, had Razvan or Diegis fallen, though Decebalus was glad they had not passed to the Halls of Zalmoxis. It was his brother, who gave the most sobering assessment of their defeat.

    “We shall not be returning,” Diegis said. His tone lacked emotion but was simply stating the truth.

    “Not for some time,” Decebalus admitted. “Though I admit we may have to rely on our deepest strongholds to stop Caesar now.”

    General Bicilis, who rode a few paces behind the king and his kinsmen, remained silent. For decades he’d stalwartly followed Decebalus, both as prince and later king. His loyalty had remained unshaken during both times of triumph and tragedy. The recent defeats brought about unfamiliar feelings. Was it doubt? Possibly. A lack of fealty? Absolutely not! Decebalus was his rightful king, who he’d drawn blades with more times than he could recall.

    Bicilis’ nagging attitudes were not a lack of confidence in the king’s bravery or abilities. It was that equally discomforting notion that the Romans were simply too powerful. Trajan was a far different Caesar than his predecessors. That Rome could concentrate such a massive army, keeping it fed and supplied for months on end, was previously unthinkable. Their last adversary, Julianus, had less than half as many troops as Trajan.

    At first, the general privately berated himself for his feelings. He then thought, Doubt does not mean treason. It is necessary if we are to learn how to defeat Caesar.

    He would, of course, help his king shore up the defences leading to and surrounding Sarmizegetusa. And he would continue to command the King’s Guard until the very last, giving his own life to save Decebalus’ if necessary. They just needed another way to fight the Romans, one that did not involve facing them in open battle. Twice they’d failed, and twice their people had suffered greatly. The old general could not bring himself to contemplate how many were now dead or prisoners of Caesar. For, if he did, he could no longer hide the breaking of his heart.

    
    Battle rarely left the victors with feelings of triumph. The Romans had won the day, yet all any felt were fatigue and sadness. At best, relief. Every soldier’s expression was of either bitter melancholy, or mind-numbing weariness. The entire field within fifty meters of the field hospital was covered in injured soldiers. Wounds varied from deep gashes and punctures to severed limbs and arterial bleeding. Details were selected to carry the worst of the wounded to the surgery tables once each became available. Others cleared away those who’d died before they could be helped. Those with bleeding gashes were bandaged by their friends and told to wait until a surgeon was available to stitch the wounds. An hour after the last of the Dacian army had retired from the field, wounded soldiers were still being carried, dragged, or otherwise aided by their mates. The dead were arrayed in rows behind the battle lines, with soldiers given the unpleasant task of stripping them of their armour and weapons.

    Even Emperor Trajan could not mask his sorrow as he approached the casualty clearing station behind the left end of the line. This was where the worst of the fighting had taken place, closely followed by where the centre had briefly cracked. He stood near one of the large support poles near the tent’s rolled open side flap, watching as surgeons tried to save the lives of his maimed soldiers.

    The carts which were once piled in cloth for bandages were already depleted. Half were completely empty. Surgeons sent their orderlies to find more, only to have the men return in frustration saying there weren’t any left.

    “The other clearing stations are nearly out, and they have plenty of wounded as yet untreated,” one medic said in desperation to the lead surgeon.

    The emperor stepped back and held out his arms, signalling for his aids to remove his armour. They removed his sword baldric and belt, then undid the clasps holding the leather straps beneath his armpits. As soon as the cuirass was removed, Trajan stripped out of his tunic. He then took his sword, which he drew while an orderly held the scabbard. The emperor said nothing as he cut the magnificent purple tunic into long strips.

    “Caesar,” the surgeon said. “Surely, the imperial purple ...”

    “Is good enough to bind the wounds of imperial soldiers,” Trajan said quickly.

    He stood in just his loincloth and sandals, clutching a bundle of rolled strips of purple with gold trim. He then stepped forward and handed most of these to a medic. The emperor kept one. He walked over to where a badly injured soldier lay on the blood-streaked operating table. He was unconscious, either from blood loss or opium juice. His right leg was already bandaged. The right shoulder bore a deep cut where a Dacian falx had missed both shoulder armour and manica. This wound was still bleeding, covering the upper arm, and pooling on the table. Without waiting for instructions, a medic rolled the man up while another held his arm out straight. Trajan wrapped the purple cloth around the wounded shoulder, binding it tight. As the medics laid the soldier onto his side, an unconscious groan escaping past his lips, Trajan placed a hand on the injured shoulder.

    “May your emperor prove worthy of your sacrifice.”

    The words stunned all who heard them. Trajan quickly looked at each in turn, then walked away. A servant was rushing towards him with a fresh tunic, but the emperor gestured for him to give it to the surgeons.

    Trajan appeared in a daze as he walked across the grassy field, away from the field hospital and to where his staff officers and guardsmen awaited him. Still in nothing but loincloth and sandals, with orderlies carrying his armour, helmet, and spatha, Trajan found a flat rock and sat down. His forearms rested on his knees, and he stared at the ground for a few moments before closing his eyes and taking several deep breaths. He was very tired. Aware that someone was now standing next to him, he said, “The wounded need bandages.”

    “Yes, Caesar,” the voice of Pompey replied. “We’re scouring every piece of clothing that can be spared. I’ve sent all my personal tunics except the one I’m wearing.”

    Trajan nodded; his eyes still shut.

    “Unless he is found amongst the dead or prisoners, Decebalus is not bested yet. But I expect he will give us no more trouble here. The Iron Gates at last belong to Rome.”

    
    It could have been worse.

    Though he knew these words to be true, Gavius Lucifer was sick of hearing, and thinking, them. Certainly, the addition of arm manicae and helmet cross braces enhanced the already significant protection offered by Roman armour. But it did not save everyone. No amount of armour could. The Fourth Cohort of the Praetorian Guard was at its maximum strength of 512 men at the start of the campaign. This included centurions, principal officers, staff orderlies, and Lucifer himself. During the previous battle at Tapae, ten were killed, thirty wounded. Of the injured, only half had returned to duty. This latest clash had been far worse. Twenty-three additional guardsmen from the Fourth Cohort were dead, with sixty-five wounded. In one short campaign season, and two major battles, one in every four of his men was now a casualty!

    It was impossible to know how many more would have fallen if not for the protective improvements Trajan had ordered. There were plenty of scuffs and gouges to arm manicae, and a few men noted the gouges to their helmet braces. This knowledge still did nothing to lessen the sorrow for those who would not be returning home. They were bound for Elysium, as attested by the great pillars of smoke from thousands of funeral pyres which covered entire fields over the following days.

    It was two days after the battle that he was visited by his friend and former protégé. Tiberius seemed changed, even more than after Pannonia. He looked much older, the weight of responsibility bearing down on him with the loss of every soldier under his command. Lucifer mentioned this to him.

    “Responsibility for the lives of others ages the soul, if not always the body.”

    “Then I shall be counted among the ancients before I’m thirty,” the younger officer replied. “That must mean Caesar is ageless.”

    “I suppose it does,” his friend agreed. “In the added sense that he’ll be remembered by history, while our names are long forgotten. Emperors are immortal, so perhaps it’s not so strange the senate proclaims them gods when they pass from this world.”

    “Emperors rarely meet a peaceful end,” Tiberius mused. “How many Caesars have suffered a violent demise?”

    “Gaius, Nero, the three pretenders, and Domitian,” Lucifer said. “Claudius was rumoured to have been poisoned by his wife. And Tiberius may or may not have been smothered by his own prefect. Though he was a very old man, so I doubt he needed much coaxing to cross into the afterlife. Something tells me, if Trajan does not take a barbarian spear or blade through the neck, he’ll have a long reign and perhaps die with dignity.”

    “He’s giving our enemies every chance to end him.”

    Lucifer could not tell if Tiberius’ words were of admiration or rebuke. Trajan was the only Caesar to have actively drawn his blade in war. It was brave and inspiring, yet fraught with profound danger. With no son or designated heir, Trajan’s one glaring fault was placing the Empire at risk of renewed turmoil, should he die on campaign.

    “For being the emperor’s personal guard, you do a lot of fighting,” Lucifer noted.

    “Less than the legions or auxilia, but still far more than one would expect. And what of you? You joined the Praetorian Guard after retiring from the ranks. Yet now you’re commanding troops in battle once more.”

    Lucifer let out a sigh.

    “I admit, I thought I was trading the life of the sword for one of relative comfort after departing the legions. For the most part, that has been true. Life at the praetorian barracks in Rome is far pleasanter than along the Rhine or Danube frontiers. But after our disgrace four years ago, we were relegated to little more than another legion on campaign. Oh, we’re still part of the emperor’s household division, but it is you who actually protect Caesar. Perhaps after this war is over, Trajan will consider our penance complete.”

    “You’ll still be required to fight on campaign,” Tiberius observed. “At least as much as my regiment.”

    “And something tells me Trajan’s reign, be it long or short, will be very active for the armies of Rome.”

    Tiberius, who’d been standing the entire time, now took a seat next to his friend. Visellius was cooking his master some pork and cabbage stew. Lucifer offered a bowl to Tiberius, who accepted. Tension had left the young officer’s stomach twisted, with feelings of nausea, since before the battle. It was only now that his appetite had started to return. He was ravenously hungry.

    “I hope your family is well,” he said between mouthfuls, eager for a change of subject. The worry upon Lucifer’s face made him uncertain if this was for the best.

    “They are my first and last thoughts every day,” the tribune replied. “If I survive this, Herminia will be begging me to permanently retire, or take a civil posting. But I promised Caesar I would remain with the Guard until the matter with Decebalus is decided for good.”

    “You don’t think this campaign will decide it?”

    Lucifer looked him in the eye.

    “No. And neither do you.”

    Tiberius took another mouthful of stew before speaking again.

    “Well, they are a stubborn and brave lot, I’ll grant them that.”

    “There are some who say Decebalus is our greatest nemesis since Hannibal,” Lucifer said. “I scoffed at the notion. Arminius destroyed three legions in Germania nearly a century ago. It took Germanicus Caesar eight legions, and as many auxiliaries, three years to put them down. But now, having fought Decebalus numerous times, I’m not so sure who is our greatest foe.”

    “My great grandfather battled Arminius,” Tiberius recalled. “We sometimes call him the first Artorius. As I was told, he was my grandfather’s uncle, who adopted him years later. My actual great-grandfather was killed in Teutoburger Wald. But he died before my grandfather was born, and we know almost nothing about him. I know so little about the first Artorius, only that he fought in Germania, Gaul, and Frisia, became Centurion Primus Pilus of Legio XX before the Invasion of Britannia. He and my grandfather apparently both served with Pontius Pilate’s volunteer legionaries in Judea during the latter years of Emperor Tiberius’ reign, but I don’t know any details.”

    Lucifer’s brow was scrunched as he stared into the small cooking fire, which Visellius was removing the pot from.

    “I, too, have an ancestor who served with the Twentieth Valeria during the campaigns of Germanicus Caesar. Apparently, he was the best pilum thrower in the cohort, possibly the entire legion.”

    “I never knew that about you,” Tiberius said, realising his friend rarely spoke about his family history.

    “Well, my Grandfather Gavius never rose above legionary. And he died before I was born, so I only know what stories my father told me. And there weren’t many. Grandfather was never keen to discuss his time with the legions. Looking back on my own tenure, I can scarcely blame him. My father never served, yet he still worked hard to provide for my mother and me. As much as I love my parents, I feel a closer connection to my grandfather, who I never met.”

    

  
    Chapter XXXII: Active Recovery

    

    Castra Tibiscum, west of Tapae

    September, 101 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    The imperial army required significant reorganising and refitting after the latest, and–Trajan hoped–last, Battle of Tapae. Most of the field hospital assets were brought forward to Castra Tibiscum. Those requiring long-term care, who would not be returning to active service for some months, if ever, were transported in empty carts during the endless supply convoys to and from Viminacium. Replacements were needed, and Trajan ordered every magistrate from Pannonia, to Dalmatia, Thrace, Moesia, and Macedonia, to scour the region for volunteers for either the legions or non-citizen auxilia. Legions usually trained their own recruits, but with the army deployed to the front, Trajan directed the fortress at Viminacium serve as a recruit depot. A cadre of decani and legionaries were dispatched to oversee the training of new soldiers, with orders they be ready for active service before the following spring.

    Trajan also knew he needed to publicly praise his men for their bravery and sacrifice. Every officer was ordered to single out which of their men performed the greatest feats of selfless heroism. Awards ceremonies usually happened at the century, but Trajan wanted to personally oversee each decoration. Throughout the remainder of August, and well into September, legions and auxilia regiments paraded before the emperor.

    On a given day, each cohort commander would call forth every soldier being decorated, with a short summary of their deeds. Silver torques for valour were the most common, given to those who fought with extreme courage beyond that expected of an imperial soldier. The hasta pura, a gold spear head, was given to those confirmed to have killed an enemy captain or war chief. There was the gold rampart crown, given to an auxilia soldier first over the ramparts of the Wall of Skulls, the other potential recipient having perished during the assault. Most coveted of all was the civic crown, the simple crown of oak leaves awarded to any who saved the life of a fellow soldier.

    A decurion, two corporals, and eight troopers from the flying column were singled out for bravery. All were receiving the silver torque, with the exception of a corporal who was being awarded the civic crown for saving a trooper who was unhorsed during the furious struggle against the Rhoxolani. Usually, the man whose life was saved would place the crown upon the recipient’s head. However, on this day, the trooper, who walked with a limp and whose face bore numerous bruises from his ordeal, handed the crown to Emperor Trajan with a deep bow. The emperor in turn placed the ring of oak leaves upon the corporal’s head, rendered a salute, and quietly said, “Your selfless valour in the face of death, to save a comrade, exemplifies the highest virtues of a soldier of Rome.”

    The corporal, momentarily surprised the Emperor of Rome had saluted him, returned the courtesy, and bowed deeply. Trajan presented his hand, and the soldier kissed the signet ring before taking his place with his men. This was the last of the decorations presented to the flying column. Trajan praised their valour once more and dismissed them. Officers and troopers raised their weapons in salute, with a unified shout of, Hail, Caesar! before departing. The ovation signalled the next regiment or cohort it was their turn to parade before Caesar.

    As they rode back to their camp, Centurion Fosselius made an observation. “Had that royal brat you were fighting not gotten away, you may have seen the hasta pura, sir.”

    Tiberius chuckled. His expression once more serious, he said, “I admit I’m troubled by his escape. There was an older general with him, who also managed to flee.”

    “It may have been his son,” the centurion said.

    “Perhaps,” Tiberius replied, unconvinced. “But I don’t think so. I can’t explain it. Something tells me he is one of great importance: a nobleman, perhaps even a prince.”

    “If you let Decebalus’ son escape, sir, you’ll never hear the end of it from me.”

    Tiberius raised an eyebrow as he looked to the centurion. Both then broke into a fit of laughter. It was needed. After enduring the horrors of battle, which would break any sane man, laughing at the absurd became the only remedy short of drinking oneself into a stupor. While the latter was common amongst the officers and lower ranks alike, Tiberius found excessive drink only worsened his depression and nightmares. He’d witnessed Trajan’s excessive drinking at many a feast, though he kept his wits about him on campaign. Was it medication for his soul, after so many battles? Perhaps. Or maybe the emperor simply enjoyed strong drink. Tiberius was glad that, as he was only deputy prefect of the Imperial Horse Guards, he was not expected to join the emperor’s table every night. He respected Trajan, possibly more than any man he’d ever known. But his love of mind-numbing drink was the one vice which made Tiberius uncomfortable.

    
    The reorganisation within the army began at the highest levels. Rewards for senatorial officers involved far more than silver and gold ornaments. They were almost always political in nature, especially for those who’d proven their tenacity and gallant leadership.

    “My friends,” Trajan said. “Autumn approaches, and it comes early to the Carpathians. The army must now rest, refit, and prepare to finish this campaign in the spring.” He then glanced to his senior officers who sat to either side. “General Sura, Governor Servianus, you have both served well. You are able soldiers and statesmen in equal measure. But it is your civic skills which Rome needs. You will not be returning to the front next season. Instead, I am sending you to Rome with a request that the senate grant you both the full consulship for next year.”

    “Honoured, Caesar,” Sura said with a respectful nod. Servianus responded in kind.

    Trajan then addressed his kinsman. “Hadrian, your duties have been more than just an observer. You remain my liaison to the senate and will therefore bring them my despatches, which you will personally read within the curia. We will speak at length before you depart.”

    Hadrian said nothing, but nodded slowly. With the fighting likely over for the season, he was eager to return to civilisation, his comfortable bed, his scholarly friends, and those intimate relations he was forced to leave behind. His wife, Sabina, had kept him abreast of affairs within the imperial palace. These letters were cordial, though usually mundane. Hadrian rarely replied. When he did it was little more than a short missive, thanking her for taking care of their household while he was away. It wasn’t that he disliked his wife. Theirs was simply a political Roman marriage in the barest sense of the word. Their “household,” as he called it, amounted to little more than a few servants. They resided in the palace, with its plethora of slaves and freedmen. Trajan was the head of the family, and Plotina ran the imperial household in his absence.

    “General Agricola,” Trajan continued. “You will replace Servianus as the civil Governor of Pannonia. Neratius Priscus currently governs Lower Germania. His term ends soon, and he will take command of your division.”

    “Am I being demoted, Caesar?” Agricola asked.

    “Not in the slightest,” the emperor reassured him. “With Servianus taking the consulship, we need a sure hand to keep order in our recently troubled border province. Once we’ve sorted Decebalus, I intend for Priscus to assume the governorship, while appointing you Prefect of Rome.”

    While Trajan’s accolades towards Agricola were genuine, he was equally concerned about the general’s health. Agricola was well into his fifties, with a noticeable recent decline in vigour. He’d picked up a persistent cough the previous winter, which still troubled him some days.

    Priscus was considerably younger, being a couple years shy of forty. He possessed strong health, with ample experience as both legate and provincial governor. Mention of his name made Hadrian uneasy, and he shifted in his chair. Priscus’ career thus far closely mirrored that of the emperor. He was also ten years younger than Trajan. If Trajan viewed the eventual succession strictly on merit, rather than familial ties, then even Hadrian had to admit Neratius Priscus was among the most suitable candidates to inherit the principate.

    Gaius Proculus was another division commander being replaced. He was even older than Agricola, with his son having attained the suffect consulship from March to May of the previous year. And while his health was marginally better, he’d privately asked Trajan that he be allowed to retire, once Decebalus was defeated. Though the Dacian king was not completely beaten, Proculus felt comfortable renewing his request. He recommended Socius Senecio replace him.

    Senecio came to prominence under Domitian as the first Commanding Legate of Legio I, Minervia. Despite being one of the hated late emperor’s closest friends, Senecio had avoided any political repercussions. During Nerva’s brief reign, it was impossible for the senate to castigate Senecio as a friend of Domitian, when Nerva had been his mentor and father figure. During this latest conflict, Senecio had assumed temporary command of Legio II, Adiutrix, after its legate was killed during the previous battle of Tapae. His elevation to division commander would require another senatorial legate be assigned.

    The one division commander whose position remained unchanged was Liberius Maximus, the venerable general who Trajan was most familiar with. Both were legates during the latter part of Domitian’s reign. Each played a crucial role in suppressing the Saturnius Revolt along the Rhine when Maximus was Governor of Lower Germania and Senecio one of his legates. Like Priscus, he was much younger than Agricola and Proculus, while possessing near equal experience as governor and legate. He was also one who made Hadrian nervous as a potential political rival. Whispers heard round the imperial staff were Trajan intended to name Maximus his co-consul when they eventually returned to Rome. Hadrian, therefore, saw his own return to the imperial capital as the chance to shore up support within the senate and show he was more than just the emperor’s kinsman.

    
    The return to Sarmizegetusa took nearly a week for King Decebalus and his battered army. As they neared the farming communities and townships of each comati regiment, they were dismissed, with the thanks of their king, and allowed to return to their homes. The harvest was fast approaching, and there were many fewer hands to bring in the crops. By the time they reached the capital, only a few thousand of the comati, whose lands lay to the north, still marched with their king. The Buri, Bastarnae, and Rhoxolani allies had also departed. The Buri especially needed to make the long trek before snows blocked the passes to the plains north of the Carpathians.

    The remnants of the King’s Guard and depleted professional corps paraded before the great citadel. They’d suffered greatly, yet were still a formidable force. They were exhausted, but not broken. Even the youngest, scarcely grown boys, were now hardened soldiers. As the king stood on the steps leading into the citadel, he gazed upon them. His heart was filled with sorrow at the losses they’d endured. He was also filled with immeasurable pride. It was the determination in those faces which gave him the will to keep fighting. It also helped him find the words he needed to say.

    “Brothers of Zalmoxis! We have fought, slain, and been slain by the greatest enemy our people have ever faced. But still you stand, strong and defiant. There are no cowards among you, no shirkers who cringed in fear when facing Caesar’s legions. They have taken the Iron Gates and much of the Hateg Plain. But they have not broken the spirit of the Dacian people. The walls of Sarmizegetusa still stand, as do the strongholds guarding the high pass. Let Caesar come, that his armies may render the road slick in blood, their corpses a feast for the wolves of Zalmoxis!”

    His men remained silent. Decebalus was not expecting an ovation. They were stalwart in defiant bravery, yet there was no masking the brutality of their defeat. There was no taking the fight to the Romans anymore. Which meant their enemy held the initiative and dictated the coming battles on their terms. Still, Decebalus believed in the strength of their defences. He had to.

    
    With the leaves turning colour and the first wisps of snow flurrying across the Carpathian peaks, Trajan was at last certain the campaign season was over. The ring of forts was much smaller than earlier in the year, extending just ten miles east of the pass. Supply convoys remained unmolested ever since they cleared the Cerna Valley. That road was already closed, even if not guarded by imperial soldiers. Snow reached its heights before the last of the autumn leaves fell across the country. Trajan rather macabrely speculated what remained of the Rhoxolani host they’d destroyed near the Cerna River. Scattered bones were likely all that remained after wolves, wild beasts, and carnivorous bugs devoured their flesh.

    With Maximus being the most experienced of his division commanders, and the only one of the original three remaining, Trajan left him in overall command at Tibiscum. Senecio and Priscus, who’d just arrived from Germania, divided direct control over the captured plain to the east. The emperor himself was returning to Roman territory. Rather than wintering at Viminacium, Trajan ordered the household division to Oescus, further east along the Danube in Lower Moesia. His intent was to place himself in a more central location to deal with the endless civil issues across the Empire. Despatches from the eastern provinces always took the longest to reach Rome, especially when winter currents rendered sea travel treacherous. Trajan intended to make himself more accessible to both east and west alike.

    Besides accessibility, Trajan also chose Oescus as his winter quarters in the event of instability along the Danube, whether from previously unknown Dacian forces near the frontier, the ever-hostile Rhoxolani, or should the Iazyges betray them. He took with him the Imperial Horse Guards and half the praetorians. The remaining guardsmen provided the personal guard for General Maximus until the emperor’s return. Vexillation cohorts from the four Moesian legions joined the imperial entourage, along with half of each legion’s mounted wing and four regiments of auxilia cavalry. Even with the losses suffered during the gruelling campaign season, Trajan had around 7,000 soldiers encamping at Oescus, of whom nearly half were cavalry.

    Oescus was a modest city with a river trading port, halfway between the Black Sea and the eastern border of Pannonia, where the Danube turned north. Its indigenous population were the Triballi. Though sharing similarities and ancestry with both the Illyrians to the west and Thracians to the south, they differed in language and culture. Extremely warlike, the Ancient Greeks had decried them as “wild barbarians,” with Aristotle asserting it was Triballi tradition for the son to overthrow and kill his father. Whatever the truth or embellishments, they had caused trouble for the Roman governors during the first decades following the Conquest of Macedonia. Like with the Gallic and Germanic tribes, Rome enticed many Triballi chieftains with coin and the promise of citizenship, in return for their warriors fighting for Rome. Now, two centuries had passed since the proconsul, Scribonius Curio, occupied their lands, and a hundred years since becoming part of the Roman Province of Moesia, during the middle reign of Augustus. The Triballi were but one conquered tribe among many, whose culture was now more Roman than ancestral. Only traces of their past remained.

    The fortress of the Fifth Macedonica Legion, the bulk of who remained in Dacia, was used by Trajan’s accompanying army. Additional stabling was still required for the disproportionate number of horses, with construction occupying the first weeks of their arrival. Space was cramped within the fortress, with some centuries electing to establish their tents outside its gates. “There aren’t enough bunks to go around,” was a common complaint from those compelled to sleep on bedrolls instead of beds. This was partially alleviated when the city governor made room for at least the upper tier of Imperial Horse Guards in and around the palace grounds. As the emperor’s guard, they needed to remain close to Trajan.

    Tiberius was given a guest’s quarters within the palace, down the hall from the suite Trajan occupied. Vorenus, Pompey, and most of the imperial staff had rooms adjacent to the emperor’s. With Trajan’s focus on the litany of despatches from Rome and the provinces consuming his time, there was little need for Tiberius within the palace. Guard details and sentry roles were maintained by Centurions Colabella and Fosselius, who’d established an amicable rapport. As prefect, Vorenus was a member of the imperial court and rarely out of Trajan’s sight. He therefore left much of the training and management of Imperial Horse Guards to his deputy.

    There was plenty of work for Tiberius. Daily training and work details were left to the decurions though the deputy prefect did give these a cursory review weekly. He closely monitored the sick list, paying special  attention to any previously wounded who may have returned to duty too soon and were still susceptible to illness. The week before the regiment received its pay, he met with every decurion to review the wages owed to each soldier.

    He was surprised at just how cold the autumn and coming winter were. Despite being in the lower plains, cold winds and even snow blew in from the mountains both north and south of the city. Winds coming off the Danube were particularly freezing. It wasn’t quite the ordeal they’d endured when wintering near Emona, yet still far from a pleasant experience. Only the vexillation cohort from Fifth Macedonica, who’d reoccupied their billets at the fortress, seemed untroubled.

    Tiberius was also responsible for bringing the regiment back up to strength. At least there weren’t the usual retirement discharges depleting their ranks. Every man attested into Imperial Horse Guards was ordered to pledge at least ten years, regardless of how many years they’d already served. More sobering was the knowledge that all vacant billets had belonged to those either dead or whose injuries would never allow a return to active service. After consulting with the centurions, and gaining the approval of Vorenus, Tiberius penned a directive to all squadron commanders. Any wounded whose injuries did not warrant an immediate discharge were given up to six months to recover. By the Kalends of March, any not fully returned to duty would be discharged as medically unfit for further service. This applied to officers, as well as lower ranks. Two curators and a decurion were among the badly wounded. One of the curators had taken a Rhoxolani lance to the thigh, breaking the femur. Though he’d avoided infection, he required a walking stick, and it was doubtful he would ever ride again. He would have his six months to prepare for the inevitable, and his decurion was already vetting a replacement from the corporals.

    It pained Tiberius to write such an order, but what choice did he have? The army, least of all the emperor’s personal guard, could not keep men on its rolls who were unable to perform their duties. There was no pension for soldiers discharged from the ranks due to wounds or debilitating illness. But then, neither was there for civilian labourers and craftsmen disabled by their professions. At least a soldier would be given the stipend from the mandatory savings taken from his wages. Although, if he was young, with only a few years in the ranks, this would do little except keep him from starving for a short time.

    Tiberius set down his stylus and rubbed his hand over his eyes and brow. It was still early in the day, and he had slept well the night before. And yet, after finishing his directive, he felt exhausted. He summoned an orderly, who would copy the message and have it distributed to each squadron, with a copy for Vorenus and another for the emperor.

    “Perhaps some time away from the city will do you some good,” Visellius said, noting his vexation.

    “We only arrived a week ago,” Tiberius countered. “Besides, I cannot request to take leave. Not until after the war is decided.”

    “I wasn’t suggesting going on holiday, master. You’re concerned about the wounded and sick. Why not go to Viminacium and spend some time with them? You could see for yourself how the lads are faring, rather than relying on vague despatches from the hospital, which I daresay, tell you nothing.”

    Tiberius considered this. It made sense. In garrison, there was little Centurions Colabella and Fosselius couldn’t manage. And they could always take matters to Vorenus. It was 180 miles from Oescus to Viminacium. He could make the journey by river vessel in about three days, provided one was available. Otherwise, it would take about a week by horse.

    Tiberius took the proposal to Vorenus, who gave his consent without hesitation.

    “I was considering paying the lads a visit myself,” he said. “But it is better you go. I want details of every trooper still in hospital, and an honest assessment of whether they can return to duty by spring.” He cocked a grin and added, “Don’t worry, I’ll make certain the regiment doesn’t fall into anarchy while you’re away.”

    

  
    Chapter XXXIII: The Frozen Danube

    

    Oescus, Roman Province of Lower Moesia

    January, 102 A.D.

    
    Winter along the River Danube

    Tiberius would not return to Oescus for three months. Soon after reaching Viminacium, he received a despatch from Vorenus, with additional instructions for attaining applicants to replace their losses. These would come from the mounted corps, with Trajan himself authorising how many billets could be filled by those still at the front, and by those who’d accompanied him to Oescus. Troopers singled out for bravery were given preference. Though Vorenus preferred to fill leadership vacancies by promotions within the regiment, he consented to the transfer request of a curator from the First Thracum Victrix Regiment, who twice received the hasta pura, once for killing a Dacian chieftain, the other for injuring and capturing a Rhoxolani captain.

    Around the Ides of December, Tiberius, and the draft of replacements for the Imperial Horse Guards, made the trek to Oescus. River transport was insufficient for men and horses, though Tiberius was offered a place on a vessel headed for the port city. He declined, stating he would share in the same discomforts as his men. Though the roads remained clear of snow, a biting wind blew in from the Danube. They were compelled to make camp at coaching stations every twenty miles. Eight days later, on the second day of Saturnalia, they reached Oescus. The week-long celebrations around the winter solstice gave the new men a chance to assimilate into the emperor’s regiment.

    Trajan spared no expense in the great feasts for his officers and courtiers. Two months prior, he spent a considerable sum from his own coffers procuring casks of wine for the garrisons scattered across Dacia. Though once distributed it amounted to a single cup per soldier, the vintage came from Caesar. All drank to his health from their snow-covered forts along the Carpathians.

    Tiberius rarely attended the great banquets, though on the final night of Saturnalia, he was invited to join the imperial court at the city governor’s palace. This was a much smaller dwelling than the mansions of provincial governors, with humbler décor. The dining hall was rather crowded, with servants having to practically crawl over the various couches, often knocking over trays and side tables. With the traditional reversal of roles, most of those doing the actual serving were magistrates, court equites, and even senatorial patricians. Half of the clustered dining couches were occupied by freedmen, and even slaves. Upon the emperor’s couch lay Pompey Longinus’ inebriated manservant, whose name was drawn by lot to be the King of Saturnalia. The songs of musicians were barely audible over the boisterous sounds of merrymaking.

    A young woman had made Tiberius’ acquaintance. She nestled her way onto his dining couch, her back against his stomach, hands caressing his arm which he instinctively wrapped around her waist. Whether she was a household slave, prostitute, or simply an enthusiastic guest, he did not care. Her skin was soft, and her firm, warm body felt good next to his. With his free hand, he alternated between taking sips of wine, bites from the various delicacies piled on his side table and running his fingers through the young woman’s hair. For a short while, all thought of the war across the river and the terrible horrors recently endured was forgotten.

    A distraction emerged to his right as the emperor himself entered the hall. He was naked to the waist, face flushed with the effects of drink. His arms were draped around an equally semi-nude young man and woman to either side. A wine pitcher dangled loosely in the fingers of one hand, a half-full chalice in the other. Though clearly intoxicated, Trajan’s eyes remained sharp, and he had no difficulty standing. Tiberius watched as he effortlessly made his way through the clustered throng, sharing vintage with guests, servants, slaves, any who he came upon. He even knelt before the “king,” offering to refill his chalice. The freedman stood and bowed, graciously accepting, and knowing not to take his role to excess. Come the morrow, Trajan would be the most powerful man in the world once more, and he a former slave in the employ of a Roman noble.

    What came as a great surprise was when Trajan caught Tiberius’ gaze and walked over to him. Tiberius started to move his companion off him, so he might stand, but Trajan waved for him to remain where he was. The emperor handed his pitcher and cup to his companions and gave each a smack on the bottom, sending them to mingle amongst the revellers. Trajan saw the couch next to Tiberius was occupied by a sleeping man lying on his side. Even as Trajan shoved him onto the floor, the man’s snores continued. The stench of drink emanated from the emperor as he lay on his stomach, facing his deputy prefect. It surprised Tiberius that his voice was clear.

    “It is a time of renewal and rejuvenation in the world, my good Artorius,” the emperor said.

    “That it is,” Tiberius replied. His instincts told him to avoid using formalities such as “sire” or “Caesar.” Trajan was talking to him as a man, not as his emperor.

    “It is strange that the world knows my face, yet so few know me.” Trajan’s eyes were no longer fixed on Tiberius, who wasn’t sure why the emperor was speaking to him in such a personal manner. He instinctively continued to caress the hair and neck of his female companion, though he’d for the moment forgotten she was there.

    “Some say I lust for war,” Trajan continued. He shook his head. “That is too simplistic a view. I lust for Roman grandeur, that which will eclipse even the golden age of Augustus. Not for personal glory, but for our people. You and I have seen much of the world. It is cold, dark, and unforgiving. Barbarians say Rome brings slavery; I say it brings hope. Hope for a better life beyond the squalor of their existence. There will always be violence, conquest, rape, and murder, if barbarism is left unchecked. And they enslave their enemies as much as we! Before the divine Julius placed all of Gaul under Roman dominion, the tribes were constantly at war with each other. Now, civilisation thrives. The Gauls live as Romans, devoid of fear that the neighbouring warlord might pillage their lands, rape their women, and slaughter their children. Instead, their lands remain unspoiled, their women safe, and their children educated, able to make better lives for themselves. That is why I live by the sword, to bring Roman order to the world, and protect those places already under our authority.”

    Trajan’s eyes looked to Tiberius, waiting to hear his response. Tiberius considered his words for a moment.

    “My family has served as soldiers of Rome for generations,” he said. “I am the first born into the equites. I constantly sought military appointments because it was tradition for the Artorians to don armour and draw blades in service to the Empire. This may sound naïve, but I never once considered what I was fighting for. I always thought the why was for those above me to decide.”

    “I hope you are not still so simple,” Trajan said. “You have a mind that is stronger than your sword arm. Continue to strengthen it. Your best service to Rome will not always be with blade drawn. I expect, once your time with Imperial Horse Guards is over, you will put away your sword for a time.”

    “That I will,” Tiberius confirmed.

    “Have you considered where you will go?” Trajan asked. “Will you stay in Rome, or seek a posting in the provinces?”

    Even under such informal circumstances, with drunken revelry all around them, Tiberius sensed an opportunity.

    “When the time comes, I think I’d like to return home. To Britannia.”

    Trajan said nothing at first. Had he even heard Tiberius over the drunken noise? Finally, he said, “In the end, we all wish to return home.”

    With that, he stood, took up a tipped over wine cup and returned to the celebration. Tiberius watched for a few moments, stunned that he’d had such a conversation with the emperor, who was half-naked and extremely intoxicated, despite the clarity of his speech. Tiberius wondered if Trajan would even remember speaking with him. He decided to never mention it.

    It was only when his female companion rolled to face him, her lips pressing into the side of his face and neck, that Tiberius turned his attention back to her. All around them was forgotten, and, for the remainder of the night, nothing else mattered.

    
    Decebalus and his armies had gone to ground for the winter. His Rhoxolani allies, however, had not. King Denis, now old and with few winters remaining, refused to allow the twilight of his reign be eclipsed with his army’s defeat. For decades, they’d been a scourge to the Empire just across the river. The Romans rightly feared their armoured chargers, who could smash legions into dust. Their alliance with Dacia gave the Rhoxolani renewed opportunities to spill imperial blood. That so few had returned to the harvest sent waves of grief and cries for revenge across the kingdom. Only one in three of the gallant riders who departed the previous spring had returned home. Nearly half their division was never heard from again after raiding the Roman supply columns to the south. How could 4,000 men and horses simply disappear?

    “We must launch an expedition to find our men and bring closure to their families,” King Denis said.

    “Sire, the Cerna River valley, where we think they were lost, is under Roman control,” an adviser protested.

    “Then let us grant our people revenge, if not closure,” a general stated.

    The winter solstice celebrations were very sombre, with many still in mourning at the loss of loved ones in Dacia. The king’s youngest son was among the missing, which made this even more personal.

    “I have reigned over our people for many years,” Denis said. “My time grows short.” He then looked to his eldest son, Prince Bogdan. “Soon you will lead our people. But I cannot leave you with a legacy of defeat and sorrow.”

    “Then let me lead the expedition,” the prince said. “I shall ride at the head of a column of lancers, avenging my brother and every brave rider who fell with him aiding our noble allies in Dacia.”

    Denis shook his head.

    “No, my son. You are a brave and capable general, but this act must be mine alone. You shall remain as regent, until such time as I return in victory, or news of my death reaches you.”

    Bogdan was clearly dissatisfied but did not voice his protest. He instead bowed in reluctant acquiesce to his father’s command. With his younger brother missing, and presumed dead, his father had no alternate heir. Bogdan’s own sons were boys of eight and six, their eldest brother dying of a fever two years prior.

    “Then we shall await your triumphant return, sire,” the prince said.

    The king ordered his generals to prepare the expedition. Two weeks after the initial summons, every clan sent able-bodied men, along with the king’s own guard, towards the Danube. There were 8,000 in all, of whom a quarter had survived the previous fighting in Dacia. Rather than being demoralised by their recent defeat and the loss of so many friends, their ardour was at its zenith. All were eager for retribution, and the king was offering it to them.

    Despite the freezing weather and risks wrought to men and horses, winter was the most opportune time to strike at Rome. There were places where the river froze. And with Emperor Trajan having left so much of his army in Dacia, the border was less protected. The columns rode across the frozen plains, through southeast Dacia until they reached the River Alutus.

    “The river intersects with the Danube, twenty miles to the south,” a scout reported. “It is mostly frozen, and we should be able to cross.”

    “Where will we strike?” a captain asked the king. “Oescus is the largest river port and lies a couple days to the west. There is also Novae to the east.”

    “Novae is a legionary fortress, with only a small town surrounding it at the moment,” another spoke up.

    “There is also a large imperial army at Oescus,” the scout said.

    This caught the king’s attention. “Do explain,” he said.

    “The fortress is full of soldiers, and we saw additional camps outside its walls.”

    “We cannot attack a walled city or fortress,” the first captain said.

    “If we can draw them into battle, we may capture some who can lead us to our missing comrades,” the king replied. “Once across the river, we shall cut a swath ten miles wide from the Alutus to Oescus. Burn everything and kill any we come upon. The Romans will come to us soon enough.”

    Constant incursions between Rome and the Sarmatian kingdoms to the north made living along the frontier extremely dangerous. Farming communities tended to be situated further within the province, or nearest the cities and military forts. There were outposts of varying size to keep watch for invasion forces. Some of these were little more than watchtowers large enough to house a section of infantry or cavalry. These were surrounded by entrenchments and palisade stakes. Though they could be easily overrun, King Denis did not wish to needlessly lose men. He ordered his army to bypass any towers, and to only offer feints towards auxilia forts encountered. These usually housed an infantry cohort or cavalry regiment, though with many of their forces in Dacia, they were mostly at half strength.

    On the second day since crossing the Danube, Denis’ scouts saw several riders galloping from an auxilia fort, heading west. The king ordered his men not to give chase.

    “Let them go. They shall bring the enemy to us.”

    

  
    Chapter XXXIV: Battle in the Ice

    

    ***

    

    A rider from an auxilia fort halfway between Oescus and Novae reached the emperor three days after the Rhoxolani crossing. Another warned the garrison at Novae, which was mostly auxilia and local militia, with its legion, the First Italica, in Dacia. Though privately angered by this incursion, Trajan outwardly projected calm determination. He would lead his division and wipe out this incursion. He sent a rider to Novae, ordering the man to keep well south of the road, in case the enemy had crossed. Though the garrison numbered only 1,500 soldiers, the emperor ordered them to head west, taking their enemy from behind.

    “So much for our winter holiday,” Prefect Vorenus said, his breath visible in the biting morning cold.

    The breathing of men and horses clung to the air like a persistent fog. All wore long trousers, wool socks, gloves, and hats pulled down to their ears beneath their helmets.

    “Fucking Rhoxolani,” Tiberius grumbled in a rare burst of profanity. “I am so utterly sick of them.”

    “All of Rome is sick of them, and they of us,” Vorenus remarked. “They can do little but be a bloody nuisance along our frontiers, while they are too scattered, and their land of little value to justify attempts at conquest.”

    “Which means every few years we kill each other,” his deputy said with a scowl.

    “Rome has many enemies that go back hundreds of years,” Vorenus reasoned. “How long have we been at odds with Parthia? The internal troubles within their royal house are what keeps them from making war on us at the moment. I imagine in another generation they’ll be back to causing trouble again.”

    Though Trajan wished to move his army quickly, lest the Rhoxolani lay waste to the communities along the Danube, there would be no travelling light. His army needed as much protection from the cold as could be carried. This meant neither tents nor any camping equipment could be left behind.

    The emperor also knew there would be no surprise to either side. He reasoned if the Romans had spies watching the Rhoxolani, then so too did they have eyes on them. One of the emperor’s concerns was their enemy’s numbers.

    “Even with the garrison at Novae acting in support, they still hold a slight advantage,” Pompey Longinus warned. “And we’ve seen how fearsome the Rhoxolani are in a head-on battle.”

    “Then we will have to hit them from multiple directions, like we did at Tapae,” General Quietus reasoned. “Denying their ability to manoeuvre is crucial.”

    “I agree,” Trajan said. “Those who draw them in will be at the greatest risk. And they may not fall so easily into a trap, especially with so much open ground.”

    “If I may, Caesar,” Tiberius Artorius spoke up. “The enemy is looking for a fight, then we can be reasonably certain they will come to us. Keeping close to the river will deny them at least one direction to use against us.”

    “An astute point,” Vorenus said with an approving nod to his deputy.

    “General Quietus,” Trajan said to his cavalry commander. “Find us suitable ground where the river ice isn’t so thick. Let us use the insufferable winter to our advantage.”

    It was indeed suitable ground Quietus found. Largely farm fields, noted by their broken stalks protruding through the frozen ground, it was otherwise open with only a few gently rolling hills. A layer of ice covered the Danube to its midway point. Yet it was deceptively thin once past the first twenty feet beyond the riverbank. Heavy cavalry attempting to use this to outflank the Romans would face a nasty surprise. As an added precaution, Trajan ordered several light onagers placed near the left flank.

    The imperial army itself was spread out. All infantry cohorts faced east, six ranks deep. The intent was to mask their true strength and make the Rhoxolani think their numbers were greater. There were no reserves, besides the Imperial Horse Guards. Trajan had to trust in the strength and discipline of his men. Lusius Quietus and the mounted corps were arrayed to the south, behind a series of low ridges. Though shielded by the reverse slopes, they had no delusions of hiding from the Rhoxolani. Enemy scouts were spotted many times since the day they left Oescus. Their adversaries knew Trajan had a substantial mounted contingent. They may have even surmised the emperor himself was with the army, once they saw the scorpion flag of his personal regiment.

    Onagers behind the battle line were all fitted with throwing backets, rather than slings. Only those on the left would use stones for ammunition. The siege wagons were loaded with copious amphorae of oil, attained at great expense from the merchants of Oescus. A line was dug with pickaxes into the hard ground for a line of flaming pitch to be used by archers. With nothing to burn for miles, the use of fire as a weapon may have seemed absurd. Were they only facing men, Trajan would have agreed.

    “Here they come,” Pompey said quietly. “Just as expected.”

    A mile in front of them, columns of bronze armoured cavalrymen deployed into a host of wedge formations. The thundering of hooves on frosty ground sounded like a continuous storm in the distance. Not surprising, though perhaps a little disquieting, half the columns on the right did not deploy to charge. With the faint sound of a war horn, they pivoted south and rode at a quick canter.

    “Let us hope Quietus can hold them,” Pompey said.

    Trajan could only nod in silence. He’d hoped to goad the Rhoxolani into committing their entire force against his infantry, allowing the cavalry corps to flank. Even if their enemy had not seen where the imperial mounted troops had deployed, they knew there was only one direction which they could approach from. If the Rhoxolani were sending half their force against him, then they had Quietus outnumbered. Trajan had to trust his cavalry general would not recklessly engage in a frontal assault. Drawing away such a large force of enemy horsemen could still benefit them, but the risk to their own cavalry was great.

    “Load the catapults and light the pitch,” Trajan ordered.

    Clay pots of burning oil were a clumsy projectile that could only fly around 200 meters. Archers could reach one-and-a-half times this at maximum draw, though the flaming rags tied to their arrows decreased range and accuracy. Bows were also useless at such range against bronze scales of men and horse, yet Trajan was not looking to penetrate their armour.

    “Archers ... ignite!” the company commander of the Syrian auxiliaries shouted.

    Trajan had ordered rapid volleys of continuous bombardment from the moment they engaged. Igniting and drawing as fast as possible, the imperial archers could loose around ten arrows per minute. This meant just three minutes before their quivers were empty. However, few quivers would empty this day. At around half-a-mile, the Rhoxolani would charge. They’d be upon the imperial lines mere moments after they were in range of onager and archer. The emperor hoped it would be enough.

    
    Brave as he was, King Denis was physically unfit to lead the charge of his brave warriors. Once they committed to the attack, there was little he could do but await the outcome.

    His left flank column galloped southward in the direction they knew the Roman cavalry were waiting. The king’s focus at the moment was on the main attack against the imperial infantry. His vision had deteriorated over the years, and he relied on his sharper-eyed advisers to keep him abreast of the battle. He saw what appeared to be flashes of flame and he squinted in a vain attempt to see better.

    “The Romans are unleashing fire,” his nearest counsellor said.

    “They hope to scare our horses,” another remarked.

    Denis gritted his teeth. He knew of the flaming projectiles the Romans launched from their catapults. Deadly in a siege, or against an enemy lurking in forests, they were practically useless in the open. At least against infantry.

    The first volley of arrows landed amongst the charging horsemen just as a slew of burning clay pots burst a few dozen paces in front of them. So quick was their gallop, horses rode straight through the short-lived blaze. Many whinnied in fear, their riders struggling to maintain control. A few bucked wildly as falling arrows struck their unprotected rear and flanks. A small number of troopers were also pierced by burning arrows in their exposed limbs. Most of the arrows either landed harmlessly in the frozen mud or bounced off man and horse armour. It was the deluge of flames which spooked their horses. This was made worse as a second salvo of fire pots crashed amongst and in front of them. One rider was struck in the chest, burning oil dousing his armour and face as he fell screaming to the ground. Momentum carried the host forward, even as greater numbers of horses panicked. Some of their riders were thrown, the least fortunate trampled by their comrades galloping close behind them.

    In the final moments before their lances reached the shield wall, a storm of heavy javelins pelted their lead ranks. One man’s lance fell from his grip as the square-pointed pilum punctured both armour and his shoulder joint. Before his mind could register the pain, he leapt from his mount onto the shields of imperial soldiers. His weight and impetus knocked two legionaries to the ground. A soldier in the third rank thrust his pilum into the gap between his neck and clavicle, the point bursting through in a spray of blood as the weapon plunged into his lungs. As he lay dying and in horrific pain, he managed a grin of satisfaction as he saw the fading shapes of bronze-clad horsemen smashing into the imperial lines.

    “Use the river!” a captain on the right shouted.

    The force of their charge had cracked the Roman formations in numerous places. Rather than simply trying to smash their way through like a bull, the Rhoxolani officer saw an opportunity to flank their enemy. Several hundred horsemen broke off the attack, riding at an angle around 200 paces away from the Roman battlefront. The Danube was frozen out to midstream. And while ice could be slippery, the top layer was ragged and covered in frost, providing some traction. They still rode at a modest trot, with the captain warning his men not to venture too far from the riverbank. They rode in a column, 500 men strong. The Romans had no reserves besides what appeared to be two regiments of cavalry near the centre of their line.

    The captain grinned as he watched the imperial infantry struggle against his regiments attacking the left of their line. With all ranks battling furiously against the current onslaught, there was nothing to stop his men from taking the Romans from the flank and rear.

    A loud crack startled him. He turned to see a round stone bouncing off the ice. Another landed sharply twenty feet away. Several others smacked into the frozen river amongst his nearest riders. Horses reared and men called out in alarm. With each impact the ice spiderwebbed. A stone then smashed clean through in between several riders, creating an outsized gash and spray of freezing water. The weight of armoured men and horses broke the surrounding ice. Further breaks occurred down the column, as the ice was completely compromised. Catapult stones continued to fall, with even more sections of ice shattering. Horses shrieked in panic, furiously scrambling to escape the freezing current. Any riders who fell or were thrown from their saddles sank like stones, weighed down by armour.

    The captain turned his mount towards the shore, only to have the horse’s front hooves break through the cracked ice. The captain tumbled over its head, landing on his back. The wind was taken from his lungs and his vision blurred. He thought for a moment he might be safe, as his mount scampered past him. But then, the ice beneath imploded. He scarcely managed a yelp of surprise as he plunged beneath the depths to a frozen watery grave.

    
    Trajan allowed himself a grin of satisfaction as he watched the floundering Rhoxolani horsemen falling through the broken ice. The battle to his front still raged fiercely. Their adversaries were turning their horses about, galloping away to reform for another assault.

    “Infantry, up!” the emperor’s voice boomed. The order was echoed by centurions all down the line. “Advance and do not let them reform!”

    Legionaries, praetorians, and auxilia infantrymen gave a shout of fury as they stood. It was a catastrophic nightmare, treading over the dead and shattered bodies of both friend and enemy. Though the Rhoxolani cavalry were certainly quicker, it took time to turn their horses around. This lull allowed the Romans to impale several with pilum and gladius or wrench the hapless riders from their mounts. Cavalry also depended heavily on infantry support to keep their enemy occupied while reforming. Had the Rhoxolani brought a few regiments of Dacian fighters, they may have been able to fully crush their imperial foes.

    “I worry about our own mounted corps,” Tiberius said to Vorenus as they rode with the emperor a few dozen paces behind the centre cohorts. “Have they fallen foul of the Rhoxolani?”

    “It seems we have our answer,” the prefect said with a nod to their right front.

    Hundreds of troopers were galloping towards the fray from behind the nearest ridge. Unbeknownst to the horse guards’ officers, Trajan had ordered Quietus not to directly engage the Rhoxolani, should they attempt to give battle. Instead, they drew their enemy away from the fray before turning about and scattering. Though they fared poorly against heavy Sarmatian cavalry, the lighter Roman horsemen had the advantage of speed and mobility. The Rhoxolani were slowed by their heavy armour, which would further tire their mounts much quicker.

    Several thousand Rhoxolani troopers were galloping in pursuit, but they were a half-mile away. This gave the imperial infantry and cavalry a few precious moments to crush the remaining enemy force between them. Moments were all they needed.

    War horns in the distance sounded, and Trajan knew the enemy general was ordering a retreat. His main assault force was now in a frantic struggle for survival as Quietus’ corps assailed them. The infantry closed, engaging with both pilum and gladius in the minute or so of furious slaughter before the Rhoxolani managed to fight their way out. Trajan admired their courage and skill. Even when using their hand axes in close combat, they proved a fearsome enemy. Overanxious imperial troopers and their mounts paid a terrible price in blood and broken bodies as their foes chopped through them.

    In the distance there remained several thousand armoured horsemen who had not engaged at all, but merely chased their imperial opponents across the rolling stretch to the south. Were they and the survivors of the main attack to reform, they could bring Trajan’s army much grief, perhaps even defeat. His infantry had suffered many dead and wounded. They were exhausted, as were the horses of the mounted corps. Only the mounts of Imperial Horse Guards remained fresh. But Trajan was not about to send the thousand men of his personal guard in pursuit of an adversary who outnumbered them six-to-one. This suited Tiberius. Though certainly no coward, he was glad he and his men did not have to bleed this day.

    

  
    Chapter XXXV: Spring’s Promise of Death

    

    ***

    

    The Rhoxolani incursion had left the imperial forces in Oescus shaken. In addition to the thousand enemy corpses left on the field, with several hundred more sunken into the frozen river, the Romans captured around 300 wounded. These were savagely interrogated, though little could be gleaned that the imperials did not already know. Rhoxolani raids had occurred every few years since before the reign of Vespasian. Trajan was disappointed to learn their enemy’s sovereign had overseen the raid, as there was an opportunity lost. King Denis would have made a useful hostage. As it was, not even a single enemy captain was taken alive, though a few were confirmed amongst the dead.

    Trajan ordered the worst of the wounded crucified along the riverbank where the incursion occurred. The rest were sold to various gladiatorial ludi in the region. Once the issue with Decebalus was sorted, the emperor intended to host a series of games, with enemy prisoners as featured combatants. One of the tasks given to his chief clerk, Octavius Capito, was purchasing worthwhile combatants amongst the prisoners for the ludi in Rome.

    Increased patrols were dispatched along the Danube, near any places where the river was completely frozen or low enough to allow enemy forces to cross. None came. With a few weeks before the spring equinox, even as frost clung stubbornly to the ground, a subtle change came over the air. Men continued to huddle beneath their heavy cloaks, yet they saw less of their breath in the early morning chill. The ice along the river thinned and the waters started to rise.

    Though Trajan did not intend to fully conquer Dacia, there would be a continued Roman presence north of the Danube. To maintain this, they needed more than makeshift bridges of anchored river vessels lashed to pontoons. In February, Trajan ordered the famed architect, Apollodorus of Damascus, to begin preparations for an eventual stone bridge across the Danube. For the time being, sturdier wooden bridges were constructed to allow better movement of supplies and men.

    At Oescus, Tiberius Artorius continued in his duties as Deputy Prefect of the Imperial Horse Guards. He supervised the administrative and logistical tasks, while the centurions oversaw daily training and management of the various squadrons. Vorenus, while overall responsible for the regiment, mostly undertook the diplomatic and political side of matters. When not with the emperor, he often coordinated training exercises with legionary legates or commanding officers of auxilia regiments. Even in the grip of winter, drills and physical conditioning continued.

    Tiberius tried finding his lady companion from the Saturnalia feast, but to no avail. All were so inebriated that night, that none even knew who he referred to. And if she was a prostitute hired by the emperor as part of the entertainment, he was not saying. Trajan had to have noticed her during his rather surreal conversation with Tiberius. However, Tiberius’ instincts told him to never mention this to anyone, least of all the emperor. Tiberius could not determine whether the emperor even remembered their talk, or any other details from that night. Their conversations since remained the same as before, cordial, yet brief and strictly professional.

    The Ides of March, being the day when the divine Julius Caesar was murdered on the senate floor, was considered a day of ill omen. As such, Trajan ordered a day of rest and reflection for the army. The sun shone brightly, though the air was still crisp. Tiberius took the opportunity to see his old friend, Gavius Lucifer, who made note of the day’s omens.

    “Spring brings the promise of life, yet it is preceded by death,” the praetorian tribune mused.

    “And this spring brings an even greater promise of death,” Tiberius said. “Many a Roman and Dacian will not live to see the next.”

    “They suffered mightily during the last campaign,” Lucifer recalled. “I do not believe they will attempt to face us in the field again.”

    “And let us hope the Rhoxolani have learned their lesson,” Tiberius said.

    “I suspect they intended to avenge their fallen comrades from the previous year,” his friend noted. “Sadly, for them, their attempts at retribution were a bloody failure.”

    “If Decebalus wishes to fight a defensive war, heavy cavalry do him little good.” Tiberius then noticed the crumpled parchment in Lucifer’s hand. “What have you there?”

    “This? Oh, it’s a message from Herminia.”

    “I hope she and little Maximus are well,” Tiberius said.

    “They are. A little too well, odd as that sounds.” Lucifer paused and let out a sigh. “I miss them. Every day we are gone, I feel like I am neglecting my duties as a husband and father. But I promised the emperor ten years with the praetorians before retiring for good. I’ve nearly reached seven. By Minerva, I hope to survive another three.” He looked away for a moment before glancing up at his friend, smiling once more. “But what of you? Any plans to marry in the foreseeable future? Or will you wait until you’re an old man, like I did?”

    “Well, I don’t have the same restrictions on marriage that you had during the first half of your tenure in the legions. But to be honest, I’m not really sure. I’ll be twenty-seven next month. My career is established. I like to think I’ve made a name for myself within the equites.”

    “You’re the deputy prefect of the emperor’s personal guard,” Lucifer said. “I’d consider that making a name for yourself. You’ve nearly reached your fourth anniversary with Imperial Horse Guards. I daresay, you could request another assignment as soon as we’re finished here.”

    “Perhaps,” Tiberius said noncommittally. “I have given the matter some thought, though I don’t wish to concern myself too much until after we’ve taken care of Decebalus. No sense worrying about a civil posting if I end up with a Dacian falx through the neck.”

    
    Spring brought with it feelings of dread, rather than hope, to King Decebalus of Dacia. The people had struggled with the previous harvest. So many men were killed or crippled, leaving far fewer hands to take in the crops. And with the Romans firmly entrenched along the Hateg Plain, another campaign season was upon them, with their wives and young children left to till the fields. That is, those fields which had not been overtaken or burned by the Romans. The Empire now occupied the southern reaches of Dacia and everything west of the Iron Gates. Though they did not control the Hateg Plain, their raids had destroyed numerous farms and settlements. Only those located further in the mountains remained safe for the time being.

    There would be no great muster this time. The professional corps and local comati would guard the strongholds of the great pass leading to Sarmizegetusa.

    “Let Caesar’s army die against the walls,” he said to his assembled councillors and generals two days after the spring equinox. “Their armies are as tired as we, and they’ve been encamped in the frozen plains all winter.”

    “Sire, Costesti Cetatuie is the first great stronghold along the mountain road to the capital,” his brother, Prince Diegis, noted. “It is also a holy shrine to Zalmoxis. The walls are high and strong. It is the perfect place to stop Caesar.”

    “I agree,” General Bicilis said. The commander of the King’s Guard was much changed since the previous campaign. Though brooding through much of the winter, his demeanour was now one of stalwart acceptance.

    “We have the great trophy,” Diegis added, nodding to the Roman standards kept behind the throne. “We should send the eagle of the destroyed legion to Cetatuie. This will please Zalmoxis and give strength to our men. They shall not let Caesar reclaim such a magnificent prize!”

    
    By April, Trajan’s division at Oescus began the long trek to Viminacium. Here they crossed the newly constructed wooden bridges into Dacia once more. They were joined by Licinius Sura, who at Trajan’s request had been elected consul ordinarius for the year. Though suffect consuls would serve out the remainder of his term in Rome, Sura was still granted all honours and authority of the position. His presence also added a sense of senatorial oversight to the war, even if such notions were a mere façade. Trajan was glad to have his trusted friend with him once more. He found himself trusting in Sura’s advice more than most, appreciating both his wisdom and directness. Even during disagreements, his council always gave the emperor pause, whether he followed the advice or not.

    Fortifications at the border outposts were improved during the autumn and winter months, with added entrenchments, higher ramparts, and additional ballistae positions. Dirt roads leading further into Dacia were further excavated, with woods and undergrowth gradually cleared. It would take years and hundreds of surveyors to create a proper road system even just between Viminacium and Tibiscum. For the time being, they simply needed to be clear of obstacles and brush for the near-constant military traffic.

    The field hospital at Viminacium was mostly vacant. Those who’d recovered had returned to their legions and regiments. Any unable to perform their duties were discharged. It was the worst fate for a soldier of Rome, far worse than dying in battle. Indeed, falling to an enemy blade was among the least terrible fates that could befall a legionary or auxiliary. Those too crippled by their injuries struggled to find work after leaving the ranks. Because they tended to come from the poorest classes of society, most imperial soldiers were illiterate. The few who could read and write might be able to find clerical or administrative jobs outside the army. As for the rest, it depended on the nature of their injuries and if they’d learned any trade skills while serving in the ranks. The worst off would die of starvation, while the vice of excessive drinking would end the lives of many others.

    As they rode past the hospital tents, along the path which would take them to the bridges, Tiberius thought about the poor souls broken in service to Rome, yet who Rome now had no use for. It was impossible to say for certain, but he wondered how many emaciated beggars he’d seen in the gutters were once imperial soldiers.

    The trek to the castra at Tibiscum was mostly uneventful. Outposts were established along the main road leading through the southern Carpathians, negating the need to cross the open plains in eastern Iazyges, and shortening the journey by a few days. A week after leaving Viminacium, they reached the vast encampment west of the Tapae pass. Preparations were already underway for the continued campaign. Supply convoys from Diana brought additional grain stores, iron and scrap for the armourers, leather and textiles for their craftsmen, plus any camping and military equipment in need of repair or replacement. A massive siege train was assembled at Viminacium during the winter months and dispatched to Tibiscum a week before the imperial entourage crossed the Danube. Ponderously slow, a logistical nightmare to support, and of limited use in open battle, rumours of the fearsome citadels told Trajan now was the time to bring forward Rome’s fearsome engines.

    Trajan wasted little time before calling for a council of war with his division commanders and senior staff. As soon as the snows thawed, mounted reconnaissance patrols were sent east across the Hateg Plain towards the high mountains where lay the Dacian capital. Lusius Quietus, easily the busiest of the emperor’s generals, was ordered to take the mounted corps and begin scouring the land leading up to the mountain pass.

    It was during this first week at Tibiscum that the emperor received an envoy from Decebalus. Ten men, all well dressed, were escorted to Trajan’s tribunal. One dropped to his knees and bowed deeply before the emperor.

    “Most noble Caesar,” he said in Greek. “I come on behalf of our divine sovereign, King Decebalus, who asks that he might personally parlay with you and bring an end to this war.”

    “I will gladly send envoys to meet with your king, that they might hear his terms,” Trajan said. “If they are reasonable, then he may come before Caesar.”

    “The mountains leading to Sarmizegetusa are called the Orastie,” the emissary stated. “A holy citadel, the Costesti Cetatuie, guards the pass. There your envoys may hear the words of our king.”

    Trajan nodded and ordered the men escorted from camp; with a promise they would receive them in four days.

    “I cannot imagine what terms Decebalus can possibly offer,” Pompey said.

    “We’ve beaten his armies,” Maximus added. “He’s in no position to demand anything.”

    “All the same, I am keen to hear his proposals,” Trajan said. He nodded to Licinius Sura. “Sura, you and Claudius will travel to this Costesti Cetatuie and see what the king offers. If he is willing to lay down his arms and offer compete surrender, we can afford to show at least some clemency in order to save Roman lives.”

    “We’ll know soon enough if his intentions are honourable, or if he’s simply stalling for time,” Sura remarked.

    “He should come before you on his knees,” Claudius said with a scowl.

    “If your journey proves a waste of time, then he can expect nothing less.”

    The emperor’s tone was harsh, for he was highly sceptical of Decebalus’ intentions. He also knew it would be a poor showing if he did not at least give negotiations a chance. There was also an opportunity, regardless of how the talks went. Imperial forces had yet to reach the Orastie Mountains where the Dacian capital lay. He ordered Sura and Claudius to scout the area and learn what they could about this “holy citadel” which guarded the road.

    Tiberius Artorius then spoke up. “With your permission, Caesar, I will take a contingent from Imperial Horse Guards to act as General Claudius’ escorts.”

    “Of course,” the emperor replied. “Take the flying column. I do not anticipate trouble, though we’d best be cautious. If Decebalus is feeling cornered, we cannot know what he will attempt.”

    “What are your orders, while we wait to see what comes of this attempted parlay?” General Maximus asked.

    “We’ll not allow Decebalus to delay us. All divisions are to advance across the Hateg Plain. Senecio, you will sweep across the north, Priscus the south. Maximus, you will take the centre. All will converge on this stronghold. If Decebalus toys with us, his people will suffer.”

    
    Tiberius’ previous interactions with Claudius Livianus of the Praetorian Guard were minimal. Prior to the rise of Trajan, he mostly knew Claudius through his shared friendship with Gavius Lucifer and Lucius Vorenus. Their rapport was always polite, if distant. Any interactions Claudius had with the Imperial Horse Guards went through Vorenus, while Tiberius coordinated with the praetorian administrative and quartermaster officers.

    The two equites, along with Licinius Sura, rode forth from the eastern castra during the third week of April. As consul, Sura had an entire entourage of aids and personal guards. Six of these men came from the lictors, the ceremonial guardians of the consuls. Their fasces of bundled rods topped by axe heads were left in camp. Should the situation turn hostile, it was the 500 troopers of Imperial Horse Guards who would protect Sura and his entourage. Claudius and Tiberius each had their own, albeit much smaller, retinues of staff officers and orderlies.

    A horse guards’ squadron rode ahead of the column, acting as the vanguard. Two more were deployed to each wing, with the remaining eleven riding behind the officers, staff, and of course the vexillation standard bearer carrying the scorpion flag.

    During most of the three-day journey, Tiberius listened in silence as Sura and Claudius discussed their mission, what they expected would come next, and an array of political issues in Rome. Though Claudius was an Equus, Sura treated him with respect, if not as a social peer. Their tone was friendly, yet decorum was observed at all times, with each addressing the other as consul or prefect.

    Tiberius felt very much alone during the trek. His closest companion was Centurion Fosselius, who he’d known for a decade. The cavalry officer had acted as one of his earliest mentors, and Tiberius considered him a friend, insofar as society allowed. Given his prominence as a centurion within the emperor’s bodyguard, Fosselius could petition for elevation into the equites upon retirement, provided he’d attained the necessary wealth over his career. Until that day came, their relationship was still constrained by Fosselius’ position as a plebeian soldier and Tiberius as his commanding officer.

    Claudius was legally his social peer, yet there was a vast age difference between them, coupled with the praetorian’s experience and immense influence within the imperial court. Trajan had personally selected Claudius and his co-prefect, Suburanus, to lead the praetorians in their rather long and arduous journey towards rehabilitation and possible restoration to part of Trajan’s guard. Their duties were more political than military, and both spent years climbing the equites’ ladder to reach where they were. And Suburanus was now a member of the imperial senate, plus a former suffect consul from the previous year. Despite attaining his own position so close to the emperor at a young age, Tiberius knew it would be years, possibly decades, before he earned the same degree of experience and influence.

    The Orastie Mountains loomed ever closer with each passing day. These looked even more jagged than the lower Carpathians they’d already journeyed across. Sura’s aids made note of the various towns and farm settlements they passed. Fields were freshly tilled, though the people had either fled or were in hiding. Tiberius quietly speculated whether these would be left unharmed or rendered into piles of ash in the coming weeks.

    When still a half day’s journey from the base of the mountains, they could see the Dacian fortifications. There was not one citadel, but three. They assumed the largest, which lay in the centre and overwatched the main road, was Costesti Cetatuie. It appeared large enough to enclose a small town. The slopes were steep, with the forest creeping up to the base of the mountain upon which it sat imposingly. The density of the woods precluded their vision of the ground leading up to the smaller strongholds. Each of these lay a mile or so from Cetatuie.

    “I can see why Decebalus trusts the strength of their walls,” Claudius said appreciatively.

    “And from what we’ve gathered, Sarmizegetusa itself is many times larger, surrounded by multiple citadels,” Sura remarked.

    Tiberius thought of his father, and what he must have felt when first laying eyes on the fearsome fortress city that had been Jerusalem. That siege had lasted five months. How quickly would Emperor Trajan expect them to take this citadel, should assault prove necessary?

    A large delegation awaited them in the open field beneath the stronghold. The choice of ground was deliberate, for the Dacians clearly wished to impress upon the Romans the strength of their walls. There were several well-dressed figures on horseback, along with many standard bearers. These carried long poles adorned with metal dragon heads. Streamers of various colours flowed from the necks. Several hundred soldiers clad in scale armour paraded behind the envoys.

    Sura eyed them for a few moments before addressing the man leading them. He wore a white underfrock with gold trim. His overgarments were of deep red, also lined with gold. His dark hair and beard were closely cropped.

    “King Decebalus of Dacia?” Sura asked.

    The man shook his head.

    “I am Prince Diegis, brother to the king. I come on his behalf to offer terms that will end the ceaseless bloodshed between our peoples.”

    Sura’s gaze narrowed angrily.

    “The terms were we would speak with the king, not his lackeys. I care not your relation to him. If Decebalus will not come forth to speak with us, that he might gain an audience with Caesar, there is nothing to discuss.”

    “You would continue to make war without even hearing our king’s terms?” Diegis asked indignantly.

    “Your army are rotting corpses,” Sura countered. “Your king is in no position to dictate terms. Caesar was inclined to show mercy, but Decebalus has chosen the path of arrogant self-destruction. Your walls do not intimidate us. We will break every stronghold between here and your capital. And that, too, will fall. Until Decebalus comes before Caesar, on his knees, the people of Dacia can expect no mercy.”

    Without waiting for a reply, Sura turned his horse about, his entourage following. Tiberius allowed himself a brief glance up at the imposing ramparts. His gaze met that of Prince Diegis. The face looked familiar. As he turned away, Tiberius remembered where he’d seen him before.

    “Damn it all,” he swore under his breath.

    “What is it?” Fosselius asked.

    “That man. He was one of the two nobles we saw at Tapae.”

    “Then the other was likely his son...or nephew,” the centurion said. Shaking his head he remarked, “Had we known, I’d have chased them down all the way to Sarmizegetusa.”

    
    Trajan had not waited for Sura’s return. Two days after their departure, all three divisions began the vast sweep across Hateg Plain towards the Orastie Mountains. Elements of the cavalry corps, supported by legionary cavalry, screened each advance, burning farms, killing or enslaving any they came upon. Many had already fled for the safety of the mountain strongholds. Others hid in the woods or joined the bands of comati summoned by local chieftains. Because there had been no great muster at Sarmizegetusa, the scattered clans were easily driven off or slaughtered. It was only when sacking towns, where larger numbers of people could be corralled together, that the Romans bothered taking prisoners.

    The emperor was unsurprised by Decebalus’ slight. Sura was right to not even bother hearing the Dacians’ proposals. Trajan’s clemency would not have changed the terms of Decebalus’ surrender. It would, however, have spared the lives and homes of the hapless denizens of the great plain.

    The advance was as brutal as it was methodical. The armies advanced just a few miles each day, tearing up the recently planted fields, burning homesteads, and dragging away those they didn’t outright kill to be sold into slavery. Most of those taken were the old and infirm who’d stubbornly refused to flee. Few would earn enough coin from the slavers to offset the cost of feeding and guarding them, so Trajan ordered them put to the sword. The entire grand sweep towards the holy citadel lasted over a month and netted scarcely a thousand prisoners worth selling. If Decebalus would not come to him, then his people would pay the price for his arrogant defiance.

    

  
    Chapter XXXVI: The Holy Citadel

    

    Sarmizegetusa

    Late May, 102 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    The delay caused by the negotiation’s ruse had bought Decebalus little time, far less than he’d hoped. Sarmizegetusa was flooded with refugees fleeing the imperial onslaught. Tens-of-thousands crowded into the great parks and religious sites, with many camping in the streets. The king ordered the royal grain silos used to feed the populace, though these would be depleted within a couple of months.

    Despite the vast improvements made to the city’s infrastructure, water and sanitation were soon stretched to their limits. The king ordered chieftains of the northern regions to open their gates to help with the flow of refugees. Additional tributes in grain were also levied, though these proved difficult. The depleted harvest of the past year was felt across the kingdom.

    “Five thousand of our best troops guard the holy citadel,” Diegis told his brother.

    The days following his rather spiteful encounter with the Romans left the prince’s pride deeply wounded. Caesar claimed he wished to discuss terms, yet he had also sent envoys rather than coming himself! His diplomats, if one could call them that, had not even granted them the courtesy of hearing Decebalus’ proposals. Diegis suspected they were simply looking for a reason to pillage the Hateg Plain and test their might against Costesti Cetatuie.

    “Once their first waves cover the ground in bloody corpses, Caesar will listen to reason.”

    The prince’s words were hopeful, if unconvincing. Decebalus knew they were also the only hope for their people. The Romans were as aggressive as they were arrogant. Trajan would not wish to have his armies spend another winter in the Carpathians. His soldiers would attack, rather than besiege Cetatuie. They had bested the Dacians more often than not over the past two years. And even when Decebalus’ forces gained the upper hand, their enemies had proven unrelenting. Should the holy citadel fall, the king would have little choice but to submit to Caesar.

    
    From the largest encampment, Trajan stood atop the eastern ramparts facing the Orastie Mountains. The approaching summer solstice would be his second spent in Dacia, and hopefully the last. Enemy prisoners confirmed the holy citadel, which now lay before him, was just ten miles from the capital city. Pompey, Sura, and Longinus joined him in surveying the Dacian fortifications.

    “I want all three of those strongholds left in ruins by the solstice,” he said.

    “This won’t be easy, Caesar,” Sura said. “Especially in the centre.”

    “The woods mask the terrain leading up to the flanking citadels,” Pompey observed.

    “Then clear them out,” Trajan said. “Cut down every tree and uproot every bush within a mile of each.”

    That evening, the emperor dined with every legate and senior auxilia commander in the army. The great principia was crammed, as servants struggled to navigate between the rows of couches and side tables. Though a great feast, the emperor abstained from heavy drink, the officers following his example.

    “Three great fortresses oppose our path to Sarmizegetusa,” Trajan proclaimed. “There may be others along the road, but once the first fall, Decebalus will know he cannot stop us. General Priscus, your division will assail the southern stronghold. General Senecio you will attack the north. And General Maximus, the great centre stronghold is yours. An additional 10,000 auxilia infantry and the Praetorian Guard will act in support. All forces will begin their reconnaissance on the morrow. Clear the forests and invest each fortress with siege camps.”

    “Even with our manpower, such a momentous task will take several weeks,” Maximus noted.

    “Then you shall have them,” the emperor said. “We will move with haste, not foolishness. Whatever assets you need, we will acquire. There are likely unseen paths between each fortress, allowing movement between each stronghold. I therefore want all elements ready to assault simultaneously, denying their garrisons the ability to support each other.”

    
    For General Bicilis, who’d volunteered to command the garrison at Cetatuie, there was little he could do but observe and wait for the Romans to attack. It was heartbreaking to watch the great trees felled, leaving a barren patch of destruction several miles long and another mile deep. He could hear the saws and hammers of carpenters fashioning siege ladders and constructing platforms. These were not hastily erected like those used for capturing the Wall of Skulls. These platforms were massive, each requiring the deforestation of entire groves. Great hoists, also constructed on site, were used to lift them onto their support structures. Caesar was bringing his heavy engines to bombard the holy citadel.

    It was impossible to see the entirety of Roman camps stretched across the miles-long frontage of the three fortresses. What was clear was their army was huge. Bicilis had 5,000 soldiers garrisoning Cetatuie. The others had less than half that number. The imperial army was scattered across its many garrisons and supply deports, with roaming forces continuing to hunt errant bands of Dacian warriors and sack previously hidden farmsteads. Yet Bicilis guessed the Roman forces he could see numbered at least 50,000.

    “That’s five to one,” he said under his breath.

    The Dacian general recalled the legendary Greek stand at Thermopylae nearly 600 years before. For many days, the Persians’ superior numbers meant nothing. Yet, in the end, the Greeks fell. Would Dacia’s strong walls and steep ramparts be enough to keep the Romans at bay? How many carcasses would litter the slopes before Caesar knew he was beaten? Or would their ballistae and catapults break the defences before a single imperial soldier stormed the heights?

    Bicilis gazed over his shoulder at the large grove of trees in the centre of the stronghold. Unseen in the centre was a shrine to Zalmoxis. Cetatuie was among the holiest sites in all Dacia. Its inhabitants were mostly priests, supported by local farmers, craftsmen, and everything a thriving town required. Bicilis looked down for a moment, feelings of dread coming over him.

    “No,” he said, quickly shaking his head. “I’ll not cut down the sacred grove, even to reinforce our defences. With Zalmoxis’ strength, the Romans will not defile his sacred grove.”

    The general descended the ramparts and walked across the vacant market square to the large grove. It was a simple shrine which the priests maintained, preferring the creations of nature to those of men. A circle of waist-high stones encompassed a greater, naturally flat, stone upon which lay a gold plated eagle standard. Bicilis remembered well the day they’d destroyed its legion.

    On a ledge above the eagle sat a great wooden carving of the Draco, an armless and wingless dragon with a wolf’s head. The shrine’s lack of opulence contrasted the ostentatious temples of Roman gods. This spoke to the Dacian’s simpler, yet nobler, sense of devotion. Zalmoxis did not require great buildings of marble and gold.

    Bicilis stared at the Draco for some time, uncertain how he was supposed to feel. Was it meant to comfort? Would Zalmoxis grant strength to him and his warriors? Or were the Roman gods simply too strong and too many?

    “We must look to our own strength,” the general said, recalling all too clearly the bloody battles of the previous year. “Wars of men should be fought between men, not gods.”

    This revelation did not stop him from saying a quiet prayer. Perhaps if they proved valiant enough in defence of his shrine, Zalmoxis would protect their walls against the coming onslaught. And, if not ... Bicilis forced such thoughts from his mind. His men needed to see strength in their general, not doubt.

    He returned to the ramparts. For a time, they watched eagerly, thinking the imperial assault imminent. Watching the construction efforts in and around their siege camps, Bicilis knew they were taking their time. The Romans were a vile scourge upon the earth, like swarms of locusts devouring all in their path. They were single-minded like locusts, but not reckless. They would attack when it suited them. Whatever advantages the stronghold gave them, it was their enemy who held the initiative.

    
    The imperial army worked with a ferocious vigour that surprised even Trajan. Even those on the laborious details of clearing the forests worked with speed and purpose. Legion smiths worked tirelessly to keep the array of saws and axes sharpened, replacing broken handles as necessary. Engineers supervised the construction of platforms for their engines, following the measurements given by surveyors of the ground surrounding each stronghold. The Romans speculated whether the Dacians had any scorpions or ballistae remaining after they were routed at Tapae. If they did, they were not employing them yet. There were still mercenary archers manning the ramparts, though they were noticeably fewer. It was fair to surmise Decebalus was not committing all his remaining forces to defend these strongpoints. There were other, albeit smaller, citadels guarding the mountain road. And of course, one had to consider the great fortress capital of Sarmizegetusa.

    The emperor rode to each camp, surveying their progress. The northern stronghold had a narrow road which curved and lead to its main gate. Though it channelled any assaulting force, only a few defenders could man the ramparts. Lighter infantry with ladders would assault these, while a covered battering ram smashed down the gate. The rocky outcropping just before the curve in the road worked to the Romans’ advantage. Platforms were constructed on the other side, with the protruding rocks providing protection for the trio of heavy onagers. Steps several feet wide led to the ground. The great stones were carried up these, lest too much weight on the top platforms at one time cause collapse. Stories lingered from the Great Jewish Revolt, when legionaries clambering to the rooftops of the City of Gamala broke the structures with the sheer weight of their numbers and armour. Trajan’s father was at Gamala, and he was determined to allow no such disaster befall his army.

    The southern fortress was assailable from two sides once one climbed the path onto the wide plain. General Proculus had assigned the First Adiutrix and Fifteenth Apollinaris Legions to assault each face, with auxilia infantry leading the attack. Onagers and ballistae would cover their approach. Second Adiutrix was kept in reserve, both to protect the siege engines and to support any wavering assaults.

    It was the centre stronghold, the “holy citadel,” which would prove most difficult. Not only was the path to its gate narrow with high jagged rock formations to either side, but it was completely exposed to enemy archers along its broad rampart. Even legionaries advancing in testudo would be hard pressed to reach the gate before the sheer volume of arrows found gaps in the formation and cut them to pieces.

    “We can get a ram into position,” Maximus noted, “but a broken gate does us little good if our infantry cannot exploit the breach.”

    The legate of Fifth Macedonica made a grim assessment. “We’ll have to assault straight up the rocky slopes and over the walls.”

    “That ground is climbable,” Maximus said. “But, encumbered by armour, weapons, and siege ladders, with the enemy raining down arrows, throwing spears, and gods know what else, it will be suicide.”

    “Can you construct siege platforms along the slopes?” Trajan asked.

    “It’s possible, Caesar,” Maximus said. “I’ve had surveyors checking the ground. It’s all rock, and we’re not sure how much is loose. With some careful construction, we could build a few platforms for light ballistae or onagers. Nothing heavier. Even if we didn’t have to concern ourselves with the platforms collapsing every time a ‘wild ass’ onager bucked, ferrying ammunition will be near impossible.”

    “We have two heavy siege ballistae,” Trajan said. “We’ll place those on either side of the road to support the attack on the gates. Use flaming munitions for the flanking attacks along the slopes. Each onager will be supported by a section of archers, also using fire arrows. It’s not a perfect strategy, but sometimes direct assault is the only option.”

    “If the auxilia are leading the attack, I’ll have my scorpions act in support,” the Fifth Macedonica legate offered. “They’ll advance just behind the infantry. Sections of legionaries will provide shield cover, as they’ll be shooting upward and well within range of enemy missiles.”

    “We also have companies of slingers and light skirmishers in our allied ranks,” Pompey added. “They can offer additional support, once the ladders reach the walls.”

    “Then it is decided,” Trajan said. He looked to Maximus. “Prepare your assault troops. Once the platforms are ready, we’ll emplace the engines during the night and assault at dawn.”

    

  
    Chapter XXXVII: Reclaiming the Eagle

    

    
    Legion’s eagle standard

    Though they would not take part in the actual assault, the Imperial Horse Guards were ordered to don their armour. Emperor Trajan intended to closely watch the attacks. If the enemy attempted to escape, they and the auxilia cavalry would hunt them down.

    All through the night, the sounds of catapults and ballistae being heaved into position echoed across the plain. Torches cast an eerie glow, particularly for the defenders. There was no subtlety. The Dacians knew what was coming, and they could do nothing to stop it. For the Romans, victory was often won by breaking an enemy’s will before the first blow was struck.

    Trajan had ordered the attack at dawn; however, this was modified slightly the night before. The citadels were to the east, and the rising sun would blind his troops, benefitting the enemy. Instead, two hours before sunrise, with the predawn glow illuminating the ground, the bombardment would commence. Like many Roman battles, notably the recent bloody clashes at Tapae, auxilia infantry were the first wave. Though their hamata mail was of similar weight to segmentata plate, it allowed greater mobility. Their smaller oblong shields were also less cumbersome.

    There was the unspoken, yet universally accepted notion that auxiliaries were more expendable than legionaries. They were non-citizens, after all, only earning the prized franchise for their families should they survive the required twenty-five years to reach retirement. Some regarded this with bitter resentment. Others accepted it as the reality of the life they chose. After all, the imperial army was an all-volunteer force. No one had forced them to swear the oaths to Emperor, Senate, and People of Rome.

    Tiberius, never able to sleep on the eve of battle, strolled through the camp of the auxilia cohorts who would lead the centre assault. Nearly half sat around campfires, while others attempted a fitful slumber. Keeping mostly to the shadows outside the firelight, and wearing only his tunic, he was not immediately recognised as an officer. He preferred it this way. He wished to simply watch how these men spent what for many would be their last night in this world. Some talked quietly with their mates. Others stared into the fires, their minds on loved ones. A few clutched charms and small statues, praying to gods, both Roman and of their native lands. There were some boasts of brave deeds that would come in the morning. Tiberius saw these as words to inspire their comrades and themselves, rather than vainglorious pride. Few who’d seen battle held any foolish notions about personal glory. The morrow would bring great pain to many, and only the ignorant were devoid of fear. What mattered was how each faced that fear when the time came.

    
    Trajan had shaved, breakfasted, and donned his armour well before the first imperial soldiers roused from their fitful slumber. Much of the encampments were concealed in shadow, helping to mask the assembly of troops. There was no completely hiding it, however. Voices in a foreign tongue shouted warnings from the high ramparts.

    “It seems they did not sleep either,” Trajan said to Sura and Pompey.

    The emperor and generals watched as decani reported to centurions their men were all present and correct. A thorough inspection was done of every soldier’s armour, weapons, and kit the night before. Any discrepancies were rechecked prior to parading before their officers.

    The smell of freshly cut timber lingered in their air, both from the nearby siege platforms, and the stacks of ladders constructed over the previous days. There was one ladder per century, each carried by eight men. The ladder bearers’ gladii remained sheathed, with shields held overhead as they stormed the walls. Additional files kept close to either side, also providing shield cover, and ready to step in should their nearest bearers fall.

    “They’re nervous, but eager,” Pompey observed. “Each hope to both survive–and perhaps win–the rampart crown.”

    “General Sura,” the emperor said. “Order all engines to commence bombardment.”

    Sura saluted and walked to the centre siege platform. A lone archer stood with his back against the timber supports, not wishing to make himself a target for enemy skirmishers. He held his bow ready with an arrow notched. The end was wrapped in an oily rag.

    “Commence bombardment,” Sura directed the man.

    The soldier wordlessly turned and ignited the arrow with a nearby torch. He then aimed high, towards the far ramparts. He was not aiming for enemy defenders but needed his single shot to be seen by all three assault forces. Pulling his compound bow to maximum draw, he let loose the lone arrow, which hung in the air for a few moments before falling and landing a few feet in front of the stone wall.

    “Onagers, ignite!” section leaders shouted.

    The clay pots of oil were already in the baskets, the throwing arms drawn. Muffled sounds of whistling arrows and bowstrings twanging came from the high ramparts. The Romans surmised their enemy’s missile resources were severely limited, hence the lack of bombardment during their preparations. Now, with attack imminent, their arrows rained down from the heights. Onager section leaders shouted the order to fire, sending the first barrage of around ten fire pots towards the stronghold. Crewmen quickly turned the cranks of the throwing arms, doing their best to ignore the Dacian arrows. One man fell with an arrow to his outer thigh. Another was struck in the shoulder. Diligently the rest continued. Three of the first wave of flaming shots smashed against the upper portion of the ramparts, the rest landing somewhere inside the great citadel. As the second salvo unleashed, General Maximus looked to his cornicen.

    “Sound the advance.”

    Echoing trumpet blasts came from all three siege camps. The auxilia infantry moved with both caution and speed, wishing to reach the heights before the sun rose. Extra care was needed when moving amongst the jagged rocks. Feet and ankles occasionally caught in gouges. What appeared to be solid stone would break away, leading men to fall onto their stomachs. All transpired under the barrage of enemy archers. Casualties were inevitable, especially amongst the ladder teams. It took scarcely a minute for the first lines to reach the base of the walls. Dacian skirmishers now rained three-foot throwing darts on them. Scores of men lay injured along the slope. Hamata mail only offered scant protection at close range from composite bows, with numerous soldiers falling with arrows protruding from their chests, stomachs, and limbs.

    Just behind the first wave, the Fifth Legion’s entire contingent of scorpions, fifty-nine in all, were emplaced amongst the rocks. Escorting legionaries kept close, shields held overhead, as each two-man crew hastily cranked the torsion ropes. The baskets of bolts were laid nearby, with some toppling over along the broken ground. A company of 100 archers supported the scorpions, while slingers from allied Britannic units followed behind the infantry, flinging their lead bullets. The sling was perhaps the most underrated of the Romans’ missile weapons. Though most effective at close range, they could unleash their shots in rapid succession. A precise hit could easily break limbs and smash facial bones.

    Along the rampart, the outnumbered Dacian archers and dart throwers frantically divided their barrages against the assaulting infantry and the host of missile troops supporting them. The ramparts offered significant protection, though casualties began to mount as Roman archers, scorpions, and slingers found their marks.

    As each ladder was slammed into the upper rampart, pairs of soldiers hung off the undersides at the bottom, using their weight to prevent their being tipped over as the first wave assaulted. It was a short, yet awkward, climb of roughly thirty feet from base to rampart. Assault troops held their shields overhead, with sword hands clutching both gladii and ladder rungs. Those few moments were extremely vulnerable, both during the climb and once they reached the top. Bows and throwing darts were exchanged for shield, falx, spear, and sword amongst the defenders.

    A young auxilia infantryman, who was much quicker than his mates, reached the top several seconds before those on the ladders to either side. His speed proved his undoing. A Dacian grabbed hold of his shield while another swung his falx in a wide swing, the point plunging into the hapless soldier’s neck. Had he lived, he would have received the rampart crown. Instead, the young soldier was sent tumbling off the ramparts, his neck, back, and arm breaking as his life’s blood continued to gush from his ruptured throat. His last senses were sounds from one of his mates screaming as he fell from the ladder, landing with a crash next to him. Death soon claimed them both.

    It was a decanus, advancing at the head of his section, who first reached the top and was not immediately killed or mortally wounded. He punched the nearest Dacian in the face with his bronze shield boss, shattering the man’s nose. He then thrust his gladius at an assailant to his right, catching him beneath the nose, shattering bone as blood and broken teeth were spat as the warrior screamed. These few seconds were all that was needed for the next auxiliary to reach the rampart. And then another.

    
    Bicilis had manned the ramparts during the duel of missiles. Now he rushed into the centre of the citadel while sending reserve companies into the fray.

    “They approach the gate with a battering ram,” he said to one of his captains. Looking at the sacred grove, his heart sank. “Cut down timber and use it to reinforce the gate.”

    “May Zalmoxis forgive us,” the captain replied.

    He understood the urgency of their need, as did his men. Imperial soldiers were now over the ramparts. For the moment, the Dacians held them at bay. It was a frenzied brawl, with the dead and dying falling from both sides of the defences. The ramparts grew slick with blood, entrails, and severed body parts. As the first blow of the battering ram struck the gate, Bicilis wondered just how long they could hold against the sheer weight of Roman numbers. He would not have long to wait.

    
    With the auxilia infantry engaged in their savage struggle atop the ramparts, legionaries of the second wave were left unimpeded as the covered battering ram reached the gate. The leading assault cohort remained in testudo formation against any errant Dacian arrows or throwing spears. The decanus leading the ram crew gave his orders with a loud, measured voice.

    “Pull ... ram! Pull ... ram!”

    Each blow sent a rippling shock through every plank and iron brace. By the fourth blow, the centre began to break. Unseen by the Romans, Dacian fighters on the other side were wedging hastily cut timber against the other side. Their efforts would quickly prove in vain. Defenders nearest the gatehouse gave way, unable to hold against the relentless surge of auxilia infantry. Quick-thinking soldiers climbed down from the ramparts, dislodging the bracing trees as their mates battled the Dacians in the courtyard. With a few more strikes from the ram, the gates ruptured.

    A gap of splintered wood and bent iron was large enough for two men at a time to climb through. The pilus prior of the lead cohort ordered the ram withdrawn. There was no place to pull the hulking machine off to the side. Legionaries were compelled to rush past in single file, reforming a dozen paces in front of the gate. A centurion and signifier were first through the breach, their legionaries quickly following.

    
    Conflicting emotions filled Bicilis as defeat stared back at him. The breaking of the gate, with legionaries trickling through a few at a time, was just one of many breaches in their defences. The general cursed himself for delaying the harvesting of timber to reinforce the gate and the ramparts. He then reasoned that desecrating Zalmoxis’ grove would not have saved them. The Romans were too many. And because they were attacking all three strongholds simultaneously, the defenders were unable to dispatch reinforcements to support each other.

    Thatched roofs of several houses and a local smith burned from the fires set by imperial catapults. Rays of sunlight broke between mountain peaks to the east, casting an accusing glow upon the burning citadel.

    “It is over,” Bicilis lamented.

    Near the grove, several captains were reassembling their men, who’d hastily withdrawn from the ramparts. They were battered, many bloody with various wounds.

    “We’ll hold them at the grove, sir,” a captain told Bicilis.

    “The citadel is lost,” Bicilis replied, his voice distant. “We must save our people to fight another day.”

    He estimated a thousand defenders had fallen in the fighting nearest the ramparts. An equal number were missing. The roughly 3,000 who remained were a formidable foe; yet ranks of imperial soldiers now advanced behind walls of shields. And waves kept coming. Three cohorts of legionaries were advancing in columns towards the fortress’ unprotected interior to their left.

    “We shall take the Serpent’s Path and make for Sarmizegetusa,” Bicilis decided.

    He and the nearest companies rushed through the grove. Near the northeastern ramparts, a hidden path which could only be seen from within the fortress led into the mountains. It was scarcely wide enough for a single man. Bicilis knew it was their best chance. A third of his remaining soldiers were now engaged with the Roman auxilia, while others attempted to escape over the eastern ramparts and follow the main road through the mountains. These were hunted by the waiting regiments of imperial cavalry. Little over a thousand of the holy citadel’s defenders managed to escape the slaughter, either along the Serpent’s Path, or by reaching the woods along the jagged slopes, thereby avoiding the lances of marauding Roman cavalrymen. Another thousand were captured. The rest had departed for Zalmoxis’ Hall.

    
    The pursuit by Imperial Horse Guards lasted just a few minutes. Most of those they cut down were nearest the fortress ramparts. Those who were sure of foot and able climbers managed to scale the rocky slopes into the nearby woods. Prefect Vorenus withdrew his men before they could venture far. They left the bodies of the dead before joining Emperor Trajan near the gate.

    The imperial entourage was gathered just behind the battering ram. A cohort of praetorians stood in battle ranks between the ram and the breach, ready to attack any emerging Dacian fighters. None came. Riders from Priscus’ and Senecio’s divisions soon reached the emperor, informing him the flanking strongholds had fallen. General Maximus, the legate of Fifth Macedonica, and the commanding tribunes of the auxilia assault cohorts were meeting just outside the gate, which was forced open on its broken hinges. Maximus walked over to the emperor, where he offered a salute.

    “Hail, Caesar! The citadel of Costesti Cetatuie has fallen. The few remaining defenders have laid down their arms. We are gathering prisoners now, including priests, workers, and a large number of slaves. Three claim to be Roman prisoners captured during the defeat of Cornelius Fuscus!”

    “Take me to them,” Trajan said.

    “There’s something else you’ll want to see, sire,” Maximus added.

    Trajan dismounted and followed the general through the gates. The ground in and around the ramparts looked like a butcher’s yard soaked in dark crimson. Disembowelled corpses littered the ground, some missing body parts. Soldiers worked to sort their wounded from the dead. Some of those most gorily covered in blood, a mix of their own and those who fell near them, still drew breath.

    The emperor and his retinue followed Maximus to a large grove. Within, they found the stone altar with its carved Draco. Three men in grubby tunics stood with heads bowed. One clutched a long pole. The early morning rays of sun was starting to break through the trees. It was only when Trajan grew closer that he saw the gold plated eagle atop the pole. On the square base was engraved:

    LEGIO V

    ALAUDAE

    “By Jupiter,” the emperor said. “The lost standard of the Fifth Alaudae Legion.” He gestured to the man holding the staff. “What is your name, soldier?”

    “Marcus Valerius Scoro, Caesar. Former signifier with Legio V, Alaudae. Captured in disgrace during the defeat at Tapae.”

    “Look at me,” Trajan commanded. The soldier hesitated, but with great effort looked up to meet Trajan’s gaze. “The disgrace is not yours. And we have avenged your fallen brothers.”

    “How long has it been?” the signifier asked. “I was thirty-two when we marched with General Fuscus. I feel like lifetimes have passed. My hair grows grey, and my face weathered.”

    “If you were thirty-two when you marched under the eagle, then you are now forty-nine,” Trajan told him.

    All three men closed their eyes, fighting against tears. The other two looked younger than Signifier Valerius.

    “Then I am now thirty-six,” one of them said. “Nearly half my life spent in slavery to that bastard, Decebalus.” He took a slow, deep breath. “At least we were not sent to the mines. Few survive long there.”

    “Signifier Valerius,” Trajan said. The man holding the standard instinctively came to attention. “You shall carry the eagle of your legion and see it restored to a place of honour.” He turned to one of his orderlies. “Have them bathed, given a shave, fresh clothes, and some food. They will join my personal entourage as aids to Caesar.”

    Returning to camp, Trajan looked up at the ramparts one last time. Smoke from the burning structures of all three fortresses billowed into the midmorning sky. A steady stream of stretcher teams carried the hundreds of wounded to the waiting casualty clearing station. Details dragged the dead and wounded from the slopes. Trajan let out a melancholy sigh.

    “The price of victory was high this day. Let us hope Decebalus recognises the magnitude of his latest defeat.”

    

  
    Chapter XXXVIII: The Humbling of a King

    

    Sarmizegetusa

    August, 102 A.D.

    
    King Decebalus Surrenders to Emperor Trajan, by Tancredi Scarpelli (19th century lithograph)

    “The Romans are within twelve miles of the capital,” a general lamented. “They’ve swept the woods aside and overrun the southern strongholds. Only the capital walls stand between our people and Caesar.”

    Similar reports were arriving several times per day. Ever since the last battle near Tapae, the Dacian army had melted away. Pursuing columns of imperial horsemen and light infantry prevented their companies from reassembling. Every comati regiment and professional company were scattered, oftentimes leaderless, with many captains and war chiefs either killed or captured. Decebalus’ warriors knew not where they should attempt to rally. Nor could many even reach the capital. The southern road to Sarmizegetusa was overtaken by the Romans. The only way to reach the great citadel was to first find a way over the mountains to the north.

    “Our numbers are too few to hold the citadel,” Prince Diegis said glumly. He then looked to his brother. “We must seek terms with Caesar.”

    His eyes closed, Decebalus felt a tightening in his chest. Hateful as it was, he knew Diegis was right. Though they might bleed the Romans a little longer, especially during a direct assault on the city, they were too numerous to be stopped. Emperor Trajan and his generals had proven their mettle already against the mountain strongholds which Decebalus was certain would stop them.

    “We shall hear Caesar’s terms,” he said, his voice nearly a whisper.

    Two days later, envoys arrived at the capital, demanding Decebalus meet them outside the city walls. When the king and his royal entourage emerged through the southern gate, Diegis recognised the two leading officers as the same men he’d spoken with before.

    “Decebalus of Dacia,” one of the men said. He spoke in Greek, which the king was fluent, negating the need for an interpreter.

    Decebalus nodded. The Roman’s expression was firm, yet stoic. He produced a scroll and began to read:

    

    “The terms of Emperor Caesar Nerva Traianus Augustus for an immediate cessation of hostilities against the Kingdom and People of Dacia are as follows.

    

    King Decebalus must personally come before the emperor. He will kneel in subjugation, cast aside his arms, and swear unyielding obedience to the will of Caesar.

    

    All Roman equipment, including siege engines and tools will be surrendered.

    

    Any Roman persons, be they prisoners of war or deserters, will be given into Roman custody. Future deserters must be turned away from Dacia’s borders.

    

    Strongholds south of Sarmizegetusa, facing Roman lands, must be immediately dismantled. All territory captured, including the Hateg Plain east of Tapae, are now the property of Caesar. Furthermore, any imperial garrisons deemed necessary by Caesar will remain up to the Hateg Plain. The castra west of Tapae is hereby renamed the Roman municipium of Tibiscum.

    

    Dacia is now a client kingdom in the truest sense, obedient to the laws of Rome and the dominion of Caesar. Suitable reparations and tribute will be rendered to the people of Rome. The king’s royal envoys will accompany Caesar to Rome and ratify this treaty before the imperial senate.”

    

    Having finished, the officer added, “These are the emperor’s terms, and are not negotiable. You have until sunrise tomorrow to give your answer.”

    “You may have it now,” Decebalus said. “Tell Caesar I accept his terms on behalf of the people of Dacia.”

    “Then, at sunrise, you, your elders, and personal guard, will be escorted to Caesar’s camp to lay down your arms and offer unconditional subjugation.”

    
    Decebalus spent the remainder of the day in seclusion. He sat on the balcony of the royal bedchamber, gazing into the mountains. None were permitted to see him, not even Queen Zina. Never moving, his mind was in an endless numbing fog. He could not put into words his feelings of despair and shameful failure. The victories won against Domitian seemed like a lifetime ago.

    The following morning, the royal court assembled in the great hall. The king greeted his royal councillors with a simple nod. Prince Razvan stood waiting with the king’s sword clutched in his hands. In the year between his fourteenth and fifteenth birthdays, he’d grown to a height surpassing Decebalus’. His jaw clenched, and he struggled against the tide of emotion as he handed the weapon to his father. Decebalus gazed at the ornate scabbard for a moment before slinging the weapon off his left hip. He then placed a reassuring hand on his son’s shoulder.

    Little was said as the entourage followed Decebalus out the large open doors. The survivors of his personal guard stood waiting along the high stone steps. Word had spread of the pending surrender. Mournful citizens gathered by the thousands, lining every street and flat-topped structure along the road leading out the southern gate. Decebalus thought there might be words of protest. Had the people implored him to defy the Romans, he might have relented.

    All remained quiet, aside from a few stifled sobs from sorrowful men and women alike. Most of the people simply watched. Their faces betrayed a numbing sense of disbelief. None wished to accept defeat, yet there was no hiding it any longer. Two years of suffering was overwhelming. Thousands were dead, and not just amongst the Dacian army. The Romans were ruthless in their campaigns along the Hateg Plain and surrounding regions. Even after Trajan had promised the women and children would not be harmed, thousands were ripped away from their homes, presumably sold into slavery. Many women were violated by the beastly imperial soldiers. Were the roles reversed, the Dacians would have done the same. Indeed, during the incursions which led to the first war against Emperor Domitian, many civilians were killed, and Roman women raped. There was no mercy in war, not even for the innocent.

    A large armed host waited for them just outside the gate. Most were infantry, who Decebalus recognised by their blackened armour as the Praetorian Guard. A hundred mounted troops bearing the red with gold scorpion shields were arrayed behind the two officers. One was very young, likely in his mid-twenties. The other appeared much older, though his greying hair was hidden beneath his ornate helm.

    “We are to escort you to Caesar,” the older officer said.

    
    Tiberius had spent the predawn hours staring up at the impressive sight of the protective ramparts of Sarmizegetusa. Several citadels ringed the city. The walls were of stone and at least thirty feet high. Though they’d proven capable of breaking Dacian fortifications, he was glad they would not have to breach this rather imposing fortress.

    He said nothing during the ten-mile trek to where Trajan established his great tribunal, only casting sideways glances at the Dacian king. He was their enemy, their fiercest in many generations. There was also a quiet dignity about him. He both despised and admired the Dacian king. He thought of all who’d died during the years of conflict between Decebalus and Rome. Tiberius’ father had faced him. Both Artorians had lost friends and soldiers under their command to Dacian blades. Tiberius wondered how his father reacted, once he received his letter informing him of Syphax’s death. He envisioned Gaius responding with both sorrow and rage. What would he say if he knew his son was now escorting their hated nemesis to surrender before Emperor Trajan? As far as Tiberius knew, his father had never laid eyes on Decebalus. And, if he had, the king was much older now. Tiberius studied the king’s features, that he might relay them to Gaius when next he wrote to his family.

    Gavius Lucifer rode on the other side of the king. He kept his gaze forward, appearing unconcerned about the importance of their prisoner. Troopers from Imperial Horse Guards kept close to them and the royal entourage, though none brandished their lances. Their enemies were all armed, but horribly outnumbered. Praetorians marched in files to either side of the king’s royal guard, hands on gladii pommels.

    Caution was necessary, though none suspected the Dacians would attempt anything foolish. Not only would they all be slaughtered, should a single man raise his weapon, there would be no mercy for the rest of Dacia. The capital would be razed, every man, woman, and child not killed sold into slavery. Nor would it stop there. Trajan had proven a ruthless foe. The entire region would be conquered, depopulated, and reduced to cinders. Decebalus would not risk the continued existence of his people in a suicidal venture.

    A few miles from Sarmizegetusa, the ground opened up. Forests were cleared to provide both lumber for military forts and cooking fires. Tiberius thought he saw Decebalus wince at the sight of so much devastation. Where once lush forests lay were nothing more than tree stumps and discarded branches. The hills and plains beyond were covered in farm fields, whose green stalks would be ripe for harvest in another month. Had the Dacians not agreed to surrender, all would be taken by the Romans or destroyed.

    The vast encampment lay situated on a grassy field near the natural hot springs. One in every ten soldiers from each legion and auxilia regiment paraded in a massive square. Armour was polished, shields repaired and repainted. Only the imperial household division was there in its entirety. The Imperial Horse Guards were given the place of honour to either side of the large tribunal dais. Praetorians were arrayed by cohorts to either side of Horse Guards. Detachments from the legions and auxilia regiments formed the long right and left sides of the open square.

    The dais which Trajan sat upon was not very tall, just a few feet off the ground. The eagles, regimental standards, and vexillation flags were planted in a semicircular arc in front of the tribunal, with a wide opening where the emperor sat. The returned eagle from the late Legio V, Alaudae, lay upon an altar behind Trajan’s camp chair. Though not tall, the dais was extremely wide, large enough for every legate, division commander, and senior staff officer to stand to either side of the emperor. Trajan wore his ceremonial armour, the breastplate highly polished and gleaming in the sunlight. His purple cloak was slung over his left shoulder. He only wore the laurel crown with reluctance, stating as the better man, he did not need the trappings of a king.

    A hundred paces from the tribunal, Lucifer ordered the column to halt. Decebalus and his courtiers dismounted, their horses taken by waiting soldiers. The imperial officers and mounted guardsmen did likewise. At Trajan’s directive, they did not follow Decebalus and his entourage to the tribunal. That no one stood directly between the emperor and nearly a thousand armed Dacians made it clear he was not afraid of them.

    
    Decebalus kept his gaze fixed on Trajan, searing into his mind the face of the emperor. Every day this man had consumed his thoughts, yet only now did he see what he looked like. Trajan met his glare, unblinking. Decebalus kept walking until he was within a few paces of the dais. Some of Trajan’s entourage began to shift nervously. The emperor remained unmoved.

    The king unslung his sword, keeping his eyes on Trajan. Focusing on the emperor helped him do what his very soul fought against. He fell to his knees, the left landing on an unseen stone hidden in the trampled grass. The short wince of pain was the first and only sign of emotion he showed. All was silent, the only sound coming from the flowing of steaming spring water from the cracks feeding into the large pool behind the tribunal. Behind him, Decebalus heard his royal entourage, and then his personal guard, lay down their arms and kneel. Though he could not see it, all bowed their heads, many struggling against tears of shame.

    “I, Decebalus, King of Dacia, offer my complete and unconditional surrender to Caesar Traianus, Emperor of Rome. We lay down our arms and subject ourselves to Caesar’s mercy.”

    He then laid his sword in the grass. It was the last time he’d touch the ancestral weapon first forged for the legendary King Burebista. Trajan didn’t even glace at the sword, instead keeping his eyes fixed on Decebalus. He spoke in a low voice that only a few could hear. These were not some grand proclamations, but words from a sovereign to his vanquished enemy.

    “The humiliation of Rome by your hand has ended. Prove your fealty as a client king under the Empire, and you will find us both just and merciful. Betray us, and I will personally carry your head to Rome, leaving your corpse to the dogs.”

    Despite the menace of his words, Trajan’s tone was very cordial, almost friendly. Decebalus knew he was a ruler who did not need to make a grand show to his enemy. His armies were victorious and that was enough.

    “As you will, Caesar,” the king said, for the first time taking his eyes off Trajan as he bowed.

    The emperor gestured for him to rise. As soon as Decebalus and his followers stood, Trajan waved for them to leave. His guardsmen parted, allowing Decebalus to walk between them until he stood at their head. Their weapons lay in rows where they’d knelt. The Dacians quickly departed, the nobles taking to their horses, still held by imperial soldiers. They never looked back.

    
    As soon as the last Dacian stepped from the square, half the left and right columns stepped towards the centre like a pair of giant doors, closing the square. Pompey Longinus stepped to the edge of the dais, just to the left of Trajan. The general drew his blade and shouted, “Ave, Imperator! Hail, Caesar!”

    Thousands of gladii were drawn in a single motion and raised in salute. Their voices echoing for miles across the mountains, the entire army echoed, “Ave, Imperator! Hail, Caesar!”

    As Trajan stood, a trooper from Imperial Horse Guards retrieved Decebalus’ sword and presented it to him. The emperor stared at the ornate scabbard for a moment, then drew the blade. It was a fine weapon, well balanced, and felt both light and strong in his grasp. Allowing a brief smile, he sheathed the weapon and handed it to Pompey. He then raised a hand in salute, turning as he addressed the assembly.

    “Soldiers of Rome! My friends! We stand here victorious, having at last conquered our foe who’s been a blight upon the land for decades. It is by your deeds that we emerged triumphant. Valour, discipline, loyalty, and no small manner of divine blessing, have given us victory. Jupiter, Mars, Victoria, and Minerva gave us their strength because you earned their favour. I am both honoured and humbled to stand before you, proclaimed as imperator. I may wear the title, but it is you who have earned it. Know that the Senate and People of Rome will praise your intrepid deeds for all time. Thousands of years from now, long after our remote descendants have returned to the earth, posterity will remember you!”

    

  
    Epilogue: A Shadow of Doubt

    

    Rome

    April, 103 A.D.

    

    ***

    

    Tiberius woke with a splitting headache brought on by too much drink the night before. The officers of Imperial Horse Guards had decided to celebrate the fifth anniversary of the regiment’s founding at the same time as his twenty-eighth birthday. They’d returned to Rome before autumn of the previous year. The senate had granted Trajan a formal triumph. With the treasure taking in reparations, the emperor ordered a renovation and expansion of the Circus Maximus, including an additional 5,000 seats. He also had the imperial box redesigned as to be more visible to the gathered masses during chariot races. While the renovation and expansion proved hugely popular with both patricians and plebs, Trajan himself simply described them as “adequate.” Dacia and the Danube frontier were now a world away.

    Tiberius sat on his bed, downing an entire pitcher of posca without even bothering with a cup. The biting drink help revive and refresh, while washing away the bitter taste lingering in his mouth. He could smell his breakfast cooking. Eggs, lentils, freshly baked bread. Knowing his master’s stomach was a little delicate after the previous night, Visellius elected to forgo the usual fatty pork sausages.

    Tiberius stood and scrubbed his fingers through his sticky hair. Had someone dumped wine on his head? Probably. His mind was fuzzy, though he recalled something about an expensive prostitute, whose promise of a “special birthday present” had to be delayed until he was in a sounder state of body and mind.

    “As long as this only happens once a year,” he grumbled.

    He sat quietly eating his breakfast, which was plain yet satisfying, his mind starting to clear. Since their return to Rome, he’d been thinking about his tenure with Imperial Horse Guards. Because of its significance as the emperor’s personal guard, officer appointments were doubled to six years. Though he could conceivably request an extension, Tiberius knew this was not assured. Vorenus’ tenure would also be at its end the following year. As this was the pinnacle of his career, it could be easier to justify his remaining a few years longer, until he was ready to retire.

    Tiberius was eleven years into his cursus honorum as an Equus. This did not seem real to him. He kept thinking back to that seventeen-year-old boy who came to the Eternal City, seeking a staff tribune’s appointment with the legions. He was now a veteran of multiple campaigns and some of Rome’s fiercest battles since the rise of the principate, 130 years before. The early tragedies with Legio XXI were still the most traumatising of his life, yet those memories of death now numbered among many. Sleep came easier, if only because it was impossible for his troubled mind to focus on a single harrowing event from his past. Was this how soldiers who spent a lifetime along the frontiers coped? Fight more wars, create more memories, and let them battle each other? He often wondered how his father had managed all these years.

    If nothing else, Tiberius had certainly earned his place within the Artorian dynasty. Soon it would be time to move on. Within another year, there would be political pressure to step down as Deputy Prefect of the Imperial Horse Guards. If he tried delaying, he could conceivably be forced to resign, complicating future postings. He needed administrative experience, and he had the emperor’s patronage. He’d never visited the eastern provinces. There were always mayoral and district governor postings coming available in places like Athens, Cyprus, or perhaps even Alexandria. There was also his home of Britannia. After eleven years, he found he missed it more than ever. Regardless, within the next year or so, he needed to start looking for an administrative billet. After all, Dacia was subdued and the Empire at peace.

    He suddenly sat upright, a chill running up his spine. He dropped his cutlery and felt his heart pounding. Dacia is subdued, he thought to himself. The Empire is at peace.

    Doubt assailed him. Was he being irrational? He’d personally brought the Dacian king before Emperor Trajan. He heard Decebalus yield unconditionally and swear obedience. But what were words, coming from a man who’d already betrayed Rome? Instinctively, he turned his gaze out his east-facing dining room window. Though his eyes saw the great cityscape of Rome and the glow of the morning sun, his mind envisioned the Danube frontier, where a shadow would rise once again.

    

    The Artorian Dynasty continues with book seven:

    Soldier of Rome: Kingdoms Fall

    

    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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