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Prologue


The city of Antioch, in the province of Syria, 26th February AD 194


The look on Gaius Pescennius Niger’s face as he walked into the audience chamber told his commanding general all he needed to know about the emperor’s mood. And if Publius Ampius Marius had been minded to any sort of encouraging thought of how much worse their position might have been with which to open the day’s commander conference, he quickly put any thought to one side. The meeting was, he was quite sure from his master’s demeanour, likely to be a difficult discussion.


‘Gentlemen!’ Niger dropped onto his throne with the look of a man not much in the mood for encouragement, looking up at his legatus Augustus expectantly. ‘Well then, Publius, what is it that caused you to request my presence at this conference? You usually manage to discuss our readiness to renew the fight with the usurper without my presence, so what is it that demanded I cut my morning bath short?’ 


‘Imperator.’ Marius bowed, careful to walk the fine line between the correct degree of respect and the sort of grovelling obeisance that his rival for the throne, Septimius Severus, was known to demand from his followers. ‘We have news from Cappadocia. A rider arrived two hours ago.’


Niger looked around the table at his generals and advisors.


‘And not good news, to judge from your carefully composed expressions. So just how bad is it? Speak frankly, Legatus; history rarely awards plaudits to commanders who deceive themselves or the comrades at times like these.’ 





To be fair, the legatus reflected, even a man as willing to deceive himself as to his prospects as Pescennius Niger, now the less well favoured of the empire’s two rulers – perhaps three, if one counted Clodius Albinus, currently bottled up in distant Britannia – must realise that the end of his imperial adventure was, if not near, certainly beckoning from the horizon. He opened his mouth to voice his opinion, but the emperor was still speaking, and in a sombrely reflective mood.


‘Perhaps we are not meant to win this war, gentlemen.’ His generals looked at each other, knowing from experience of their master’s moods what was likely to follow. ‘We were gifted with the most favourable starting position of any of the potential contenders for Didius Julianus’s stolen throne, with nine legions behind us and with total control of Rome’s food supply through our possession of the port of Alexandria. Much like that from which Vespasianus took the empire a century ago, and a position from which victory seemed assured. And yet . . .’


Indeed, Marius mused. And yet. In the space of a few weeks, while they had still been mustering their legions from across the Asian half of the empire to march on Rome, his master’s senatorial colleague, Septimius Severus, had used his power base on the Danube to gain the loyalty of every legion commander in Europa. Moving swiftly to take the city he had declared himself emperor, proclaiming his open rivalry to Niger’s rule while terrorising the senate into quiescence by the shocking departure from convention of allowing his army to walk the city’s streets fully armed. And where Vespasianus had indeed won the throne vacated by Nero a century before from much the same starting position as Niger had found himself in – sending his generals across the empire to finally defeat his rival’s German legions in northern Italy and claim the throne – Niger’s campaign had never enjoyed any such success. 


‘I assume we still have no real idea of how the usurper managed to wrest control of Alexandria from us?’





Marius could only agree. The loss continued to be a mystery, a thunderbolt of a defeat whose first announcement had come from the enemy. No clue as to how the port city had been surrendered had yet managed to evade the Severan navy’s blockade, but he had his suspicions. Some combination of overwhelming sea power, against which the eastern fleet had proven impotent, and simple bribery, with promises of wealth and position in return for a bloodless surrender, most likely, but the detail remained stubbornly lacking. 


‘And if the loss of the stranglehold on Rome that controlling the Aegyptian grain supply promised us was not enough, our attempt to advance on the city in the footsteps of our divine predecessor Vespasianus met only with dismal failure.’


The legatus had been expecting his master’s discourse to reach this point sooner or later. Niger’s desire to achieve the same goal as that achieved by his deified predecessor, both in war and in peace, was well known. Total power would only be the means to his desired end, which was to cement his reputation with great building works in Rome and carefully curated governance of the empire, and eventually to be declared a god. As his death approached, a carefully prepared senate vote would assure his ascension to join the imperial cult, aligning him in death with predecessors ranging from the divine Julius himself down to Marcus Aurelius. 


Instead of which, to his huge frustration, his army had suffered an ignominious failure to overrun a Severan force barely a third the size of his own army in the first battle of that campaign. A failure which had been turned into the ultimate humiliation by an eagle’s capricious choice of where to both land and defecate during a tense negotiation for the enemy legion’s surrender, showing that the gods’ apparent favour lay not with his own quest for power, but with that of his rival Severus. The emperor shook his head at the memory.


‘Any number of sacrifices with spotty livers could have been quietly ignored, until we cut open a more propitious creature, but it only took one eagle to open its bowels onto an enemy standard-bearer to put the fear of the gods into my entire army. I curse that day.’


As all men present knew, it had set the tone for the miserable campaign that had followed.


‘Our army has been most haplessly expelled from Thrace, and driven back deep into Cappadocia, and there is still no sign of our being able to turn back the tide of the enemy’s advance. Our legions are now forced to depend on the impassibility of the Cilician Gates to prevent the enemy crossing the mountains and resuming their pursuit. So, what are we to do differently, Publius, that might yet turn that tide and take us to Rome in victory. Be frank, and brutal if you must. I can accept the defeats that have led us to this moment; but if we are to prevail, we must leave no stone unturned!’


As the most senior of the generals gathered in the command tent, with the onus on him to lead the discussion as to what could be done to turn around a desperate position, Marius took a moment to think as to how he should respond to his master’s question before deciding that the great man was right, and that the time for brutal honesty was at hand.


‘Our position is as bad as it is possible for it to be, Imperator, other than if the enemy had already passed through the mountains and was massing on the Cilician Plain beyond them for one last battle of annihilation.’


Niger, until recently the de facto master of the entire civilised world east of the Propontis, the sea between Europa and Asia, and still just about in command of what remained of his legions, looked around him at his senior officers. All present shared the uncomfortable knowledge that Severus would like little more than to see them all dead, and their supporters in the senate executed as well. And that any man who donned the imperial purple but then failed to ascend to the throne in Rome faced both a grim death, and the ultimate humiliation for his family.





‘Details, Publius, details. And preferably accompanied by solutions to our problems!’


Marius blowed slightly in recognition of the emperor’s point. Knowing that while the problems the army faced were easy to point out, the solutions his master was demanding were somewhat less obvious.


‘The details are simple, Imperator. Our men have been retreating for two months, pushed back across the provinces of Bithynia, Galatia and Cappadocia and constantly harassed by the enemy’s scouts, with the usurper’s legions never more than a few days behind us. None of our legions has any greater strength than three and a half thousand men, and two of them somewhat less than that, as they took the brunt of the fighting in the defeat at Nicaea. And our supply position has gradually deteriorated, the closer the army gets to the Taûros Mountains, with less and less farmland at our backs with every mile we retreat, while our opponent can call on the resources of all the land he has taken from us. Losing the battle at Nicaea was, if not a mortal wound, a blow that has rocked us back on our heels.’


Niger puffed his cheeks out, recalling the moment in that battle when Severus’s legions, seemingly on the back foot and retreating, had been inspired by their eagle standards being thrust into the front ranks and had rallied to fight with unexpected vigour, brutalising the men facing them with a sudden and savage ferocity that had rocked them back in their moment of apparent triumph. It was such an unexpected turn in fortunes that a rout that might have destroyed his entire army had resulted, disaster averted only by Marius rallying his own legion’s most dependable cohorts to keep the exhausted enemy forces at bay until darkness fell. His defeated legions had thereby escaped down the narrowest of roads, between a mountain and a lake which he had then been able to defend and thus force a stalemate from a battle that had otherwise been a defeat. 





Knowing that his defeated army might yet collapse, he had ridden with Marius, now promoted to the position of commanding general for the Syrian fortress city of Antioch, with the hope of raising a fresh army from its young men and the people of his eastern provinces. Since when his legion commanders had done nothing but retreat by fits and starts from the ever advancing enemy, knowing that to turn and fight would be tantamount to suicide with their men so exhausted and disaffected. The emperor stared hard at the map on the wall, pondering his narrowing options.


‘And so we find ourselves with few choices, and none of them promising success. Do you and your staff perceive any solutions to this problem, Legatus?’


Marius looked at his colleagues in the hope of support, only to find their eyes looking elsewhere, leaving him to lead the discussion alone.


‘There are few, Imperator, but they do offer us some hope.’


‘Hope? Of what, exactly?’


‘Hope of our being able to withdraw your army through the Taûros Mountains and across the Cilician Plain and over the Amanus Mountains to the safety of this fortress. Hope of keeping them in existence as legions, still sufficiently formed to be strengthened with the new recruits from the city who are flocking to your standards. And hope of getting them back within these walls, where any malcontents within their ranks will be more easily dealt with than in the field, where they are cheek by jowl with their comrades.’


Niger pondered his senior general’s somewhat gloomy definition of hope.


‘Your strategy is to retreat to the city and rebuild our army here to the best extent possible? I would of course prefer it if you could see some way to defeat the usurper Severus in the field, rather than our being forced to retreat further still. But if you can see no other way . . .?’


Marius looked around at the other men of the council he led.





‘We are agreed, Imperator, that asking your army to face the enemy once again, without the legions having time to rest and regain their strength, would be a gamble that might go catastrophically wrong.’


‘You think our men might not fight well?’


‘We think our men might simply surrender, Imperator. The dispatches from their legati tell us that they are disaffected, and in some cases on the verge of mutiny. Three defeats in a row . . .’ He saw Niger’s face darken with anger at the statement and realised that, invited to be brutally frank or not, he had crossed a line. ‘That is to say, one stalemated battle and two less ­successful.’


The men around them held their breath, waiting to see how the emperor would respond. After a moment he managed to master his anger, his words grating out in frustration.


‘Say it as you see it, Publius. I am aware that the army regarded the first battle in our campaign as a bad omen, and that Severus has since made much of the eagle that came to perch on his legion’s single standard rather than one of our three. I hear he’s even put the image of that moment on the reverse of a coin, may the gods damn him.’


Marius, having decided that silence on the matter was his best way to avoid poking the bear of his master’s temper any further, waited for Niger to exhaust his ire. After a moment the emperor gestured for him to continue.


‘Your proposed strategy?’


The legatus Augustus pointed to the map on the table before them.


‘After some debate, Imperator, we propose what we believe to be the best way to keep the army intact. They must retreat, at their best possible speed. Break contact with the enemy’s scouts and, frankly, run for Antioch. Once they have passed through the mountain pass of the Assyrian Gates, through the Amanus Mountains on the eastern side of the Cilician Plain, they can block the way against any pursuit by Severus with a modest enough force of your most loyal men. This will force them to take the longer route through the mountains to the north, and give us precious time in which to further fortify and provision this great city for a siege. Time to rebuild our forces and prepare to renew the fight for the empire, taking advantage of the fact that our enemies will be at the end of a very long supply line, and vulnerable to counter-attack. But before we can perform such a bold strategic move, the enemy must be denied passage through the Cilician Gates for at least a week, to allow time for such an escape.’


‘And you have engineers working on the Gates, as we agreed, in case we needed to make such a strategic retreat?’


‘Indeed so, Imperator. They are rebuilding the wall across the Gates’ narrowest point to a height of twenty feet. With the right defence it could be held for considerably longer than the week or so that is all we’ll need.’


‘Excellent. And we have enough loyal men remaining for such a task, of course, so there should be no problem . . .’


The emperor fell silent as his senior officers exchanged nervous glances. He turned to Marius with an expression verging on disbelief.


‘Tell me that we have enough loyal men, Legatus. Surely we can hold a pass as easily defended as the Cilician Gates for long enough that the rest of the army can outpace its pursuers?’


‘Yes, Imperator.’ Marius paused momentarily. ‘On paper, of course.’


Niger raised an eyebrow.


‘On paper, Marius?’


‘Theoretically, Imperator, we have enough strength to hold the Gates for months.’


‘And in reality?’


The general sighed.


‘It is hard to be sure, reading dispatches at such a distance from the army. But the tone of those messages gives us a concern that, were we to order any single cohort from any of your legions to remain in place behind the Gates’ wall, there is a good chance that they might—’


‘Desert from their posts the moment their comrades are over the horizon and marching for safety?’


‘There is that risk.’


‘Gods below. Things are worse than I thought. So, we’re building a wall that our soldiers might well refuse to defend?’


‘There is one way to ensure that the enemy are delayed for long enough to let the army make its escape, Imperator.’ Niger stared at him blankly, and Marius realised that he was going to have to spell the idea out for him. ‘Your men of the Guard are fiercely loyal to you.’


‘As well they might be, given how much gold . . .’ His general’s point dawned on Niger. ‘You suggest that we use the praetorians to hold the Gates? But then who would guard me, if the army is as disaffected as you imply?’


‘The joy of mounting a defence in such a narrow place, Imperator, is that it can be held with a relatively small number of men. A century or two would suffice, to line the wall and give the appearance of a larger force, and to light enough watchfires that the enemy believe them to be a cohort. All it will take is one resolute centurion, with the right motivation—’


‘You refer to some combination of gold, praise and threats, I presume?’


‘Quite so, Imperator.’


‘I see. And you have a man in mind, Prefect?’


The praetorians’ commanding officer stepped forward.


‘I do, Imperator. A centurion who is known to be staunch to your cause, and who has the ability to bend his century’s men to his will. Appropriately rewarded, I have no doubt that he will hold the Gates for long enough that your army’s progress across the province of Cilicia can be conducted without the interference of the enemy. I have taken the liberty of discussing this plan with him, and offering him a suitable reward for success, and he and his men are ready to ride at an hour’s notice. You should know that he also has a woman and child in Rome, in defiance of the regulations, so that might also be a motivating factor . . .’


He left the import of the bare statement of fact for the emperor to consider, and after a moment Niger replied with a twist of his lips that indicated a reluctant acceptance of the leverage implied.


‘Very well. Bring him to an audience with me after this conference is complete and I will further stiffen his resolve to give us at least seven days of delay to the usurper’s progress. Is that all you have to propose, Publius?’


The silence that greeted his question clearly unsettled him further, even though his general stirred himself to speak after only a brief pause.


‘No, Imperator. There are one or two other ideas that we would like to propose.’


Niger looked around at the members of his council, none of whom seemed all that happy about whatever it was that their superior was about to propose.


‘Go on.’


‘You will recall that when you first led your army to war against the usurper Severus, our progress west across Cilicia a few months ago was . . . perhaps a little less disciplined than we might have liked?’


‘I recall that on more than one occasion I was forced to make apologies to the elders of the cities we marched through, due to your men getting out of hand and either stealing or fucking anything they could get their hands on.’


‘Indeed so, Imperator. And that’s not a problem our generals have had so far on the return march, as the route has not passed through anything bigger than a village, and the supply lines have held up well enough to keep the soldiers fed. But now . . .’


Niger frowned at the suggestion of yet another problem.


‘Now what?’


‘The army has supply problems, I’m afraid. The outriders aren’t bringing in enough food to keep the army fed. It’s the time of year. What grain the local farmers have they are dependent on for their own food and planting the next crop, and so they are increasingly hiding what they need to survive before it can be requisitioned.’


The emperor shook his head in disbelief.


‘How many days’ supply does the army have?’


‘Five days, no more, at the last report.’


‘Not enough to get them back to Antioch.’


‘No, Imperator.’


Niger looked up at the tent’s roof for a moment. 


‘You want me to slip their collar, I presume? Allow our men to run wild, and terrorise the locals out of the food that both they and my army need to survive.’


‘Put that frankly, Imperator, yes. To fail to do so will be to face a mutiny that can only end one way.’


The emperor seemed to slump a little, putting a hand to his head as the implications of the options from which he had to choose sank in.


‘When I took the name Justus little more than six months ago, I meant it to be a signal to the people of the empire that I planned a rule based on fairness and adherence to the law. And now you’re telling me that if I don’t allow my army to steal, rape and murder their way across an entire province, that army will rebel and most likely do exactly that whether I allow it or not?’


Marius could only agree, despite his own misgivings.


‘And most likely disintegrate from a fighting force into a rabble. If there were any other way, Imperator . . .’


‘But there isn’t, is there? Severus has reduced me to this, condemning my own people to be treated like a conquered country in order to do no more than survive.’ He waved a hand at Marius in a vague gesture of agreement. ‘Very well. Order the generals that the legions are to be permitted to forage actively across the army’s front, once they are through the mountains and into Cilicia. And on the day we take Severus prisoner, remind me of this monstrous necessity so that it can harden my heart against any thought of clemency.’





The legatus Augustus looked around at his colleagues while their master gathered himself, nodding decisively.


‘With regard to the strength and composition of our army, Imperator.’


‘Yes?’


The emperor’s tone of voice told Marius that he had already guessed where the discussion might be going.


‘The offer from Vologases . . .’


His master shook his head.


‘The answer was no six months ago, and it remains no today. I will not accept the offers of military assistance from Parthia. I know what King Vologases thinks he can achieve by sending his levies to our aid! At the very least he plans to use it as leverage to peel away our client kingdoms on his border. I am not in any way fooled by their rulers pretending to make independent offers of support, because I am sure that they are in reality acting at his behest. They are of course swayed by the proximity of his army, and the fact that our legions on the border are no more than shells, with most of their strength stripped out and sent west to fight this war. And I doubt that his ambitions end there. Before we knew it he would be disputing ownership of the fortresses on the river Euphrates, and after that the provinces of Syria and Cappadocia would tempt him to break our alliance and go to war for them. So the answer remains no.’


Marius inclined his head. 


‘Understood, Imperator, and as expected, it was merely my duty to ask the question. But there was one more thing we wished to discuss with you, Imperator. A matter of some . . . delicacy.’


Niger looked up.


‘Go on.’


‘We have received . . . encouragement . . . from our friends in Rome to take direct action against Severus.’


‘Action?’ The emperor smacked a hand down on the arm of his throne. ‘We’ve fought three fucking battles against the man! I fail to see how we can take much more action than that!’





Accustomed to his master’s frustrations, Marius was careful to keep his voice level. 


‘My apologies for being perhaps a little too opaque, Imperator. I mean that we are being encouraged to move against the usurper in the most direct manner possible. Our friends in senate who, let us not forget, somewhat outnumber his own, are becoming fearful that Severus will mount a campaign of terror against them if he defeats us, and they are therefore encouraging us to ignore the usual unwritten rules of these conflicts.’


The emperor stared at him for a moment. 


‘You mean they want me to attempt an assassination? Gods below! What if we fail? Any thought of clemency he might still entertain towards me, and my family, will be snuffed out in an instant.’


‘True enough, Imperator. That said, he didn’t seem very merciful when he captured your staunch ally Aemilianus. He was one of the most highly ranked senators in Rome, a man Severus himself had sought to recruit to bolster his cause, and yet his execution was prompt, we have heard, and out of simple spite at his having rejected the usurper’s invitation to join his army and aligned instead with you.’


‘You make a convincing point. If I too am to be slaughtered out of hand if I lose this war, then doing everything I can not to lose seems sensible enough. But do we even have the means of undertaking this “direct action”?’


‘We do, Imperator. A group of men recruited by your spymaster Sartorius before he—’


The emperor rounded on him with an angry snarl.


‘Don’t tell me any details, you fool! I want it to happen, but I do not want to know anything about it. That way, if these men you have not mentioned to me succeed, I will be able to stand before the senate and tell them in good conscience that I had nothing to do with what happened. And that the killers must have struck from within Severus’s own army. Is that clear? Now fetch me this praetorian who’s going to buy us a week to get our army cleanly away from the enemy, through the mountains and across the plain, and I’ll explain to him both the depth of my gratitude and how much he has to lose if he fails to rise to this challenge. The man might as well know what he’s risking his life for.’
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Taûros Mountains, Roman province of Cappadocia, 21st March, AD 194

‘Are we ready then?’ 

Manifesting out of the forest’s cold gloom, more of a shadowy suggestion of imposing size and power than a clearly defined man, the Briton Dubnus’s voice was its usual matter-of-fact growl. The voice that answered his challenge was cultured, speaking Latin as a mother tongue rather than with the rougher tones that often typified the men under his command, most of whom had learned the language from necessity rather than at their mothers’ breasts.

‘We’re as ready as we’ll ever be, thank you, Centurion.’

The big man turned to look at the speaker, the early evening moon’s faint illumination tracing the intricate lines of his superior’s gilded bronze cuirass. His legion’s first spear Draco stood silent in the gloom behind the legatus, a hand’s span taller and made even more imposing by the magnificent cross crest atop his helmet.

‘We? You’re not coming with us, Legatus, in case that had slipped your mind? You’ve been forbidden to do anything as reckless, by the order of—’

‘My own superior officer. Yes, thank you for the reminder, Dubnus.’

As was to be expected from the commander of a legion, Gaius Rutilius Scaurus’s voice was as level and reasonable as ever, but to the men surrounding him his frustration with not being allowed to go out into the darkness with his men was self-evident. Dubnus’s smile was betrayed by the faint shine of moonlight on his teeth, turning to the soldiers surrounding their leader.

‘So, let’s see who is coming with us on this latest opportunity to get killed, shall we? Marcus . . . I mean Tribunus Laticlavius Aquila, sir?’

‘I’m here, thank you, First Spear.’

Dubnus snorted grim amusement. 

‘Of course you are. Only to get away from the constant questions and requests for direction from your angusticlavii tribunes, of course, and with no hint of the urge to throw yourself onto the enemy’s spears in search of that glorious death that just keeps eluding you.’

Marcus chuckled softly. 

‘Careful, Dubnus, with a tongue that sharp you might cut yourself. My narrow-striped tribunes are a fine set of officers, burdened with the difficult task of consoling their centurions whenever First Spear Draco decides to go on an inspection rampage through their cohorts like a bear with a sore anus.’ The silent first spear grinned, enjoying the reflection on the angst his high disciplinary standards had inflicted on his new command, after his transfer from the Tenth Legion to Scaurus’s Fourteenth to replace their dead first spear. ‘And as to my motivation—’

Dubnus pounced on the opportunity to tease his friend.

‘You’re only coming along in case there’s the need for a man to live up to the nickname “Two Knives” by jumping into the fight with both swords, and showering the rest of us with blood like a priest in a pen full of sacrificial lambs?’

‘Hah!’

The snort of laughter from the shadows that greeted the Briton’s interjection was probably intended to be anonymous, but the speaker’s rough tones betrayed him in an instant. Dubnus turned and stepped closer to the spot where he stood, bending to speak in the soldier’s face.

‘You have an opinion to share with us, Sanga?’

‘Me, Dubnus?’



‘You, Sanga, you insubordinate mastigia.’

‘It means you are deserving of the lash.’

The Briton shook his head at his comrade Saratos, as irritated as ever by his friend’s superior Latin skills given the Dacian had originally spoken only a few words on being captured and pressed into service a decade before.

‘I fucking know what it means, you donkey! You can—’

Dubnus overrode his invective with the skill of long practice. 

‘Don’t imagine for one minute that I can’t work out when you’re speaking, even in the dark, as you are easily identifiable by the reek of wine on your whoreson breath and the fetid aroma arising from the rest of your body. So, what was it that you wanted to say?’

The soldier was apparently unabashed.

‘Nothing, First Spear. Other than that me and the Dacian will be close by the tribune. We won’t let him come to harm.’

The Briton laughed softly.

‘On the day, Sanga, that his life is dependent on you . . .’ Dubnus turned to the man standing next to the object of his ire ‘. . . with no offence meant to you, Saratos – then I’ll advise him to cut his own throat and make the whole thing quicker and cleaner on himself.’

Saratos laughed softly and replied, looking at his fuming comrade.

‘Now you hurt his feelings. All night he will complain to me about how you treat him poorly, which means that you make me pay for his failings.’

‘What do you fucking mean, my fail—’

Dubnus flicked out the gold capped tip of his vine stick, which had once belonged to their departed comrade Julius, tapping the Briton’s arm hard enough to silence him.

‘Shut up, Sanga. You honk like a goose trying to shit a pebble. If I want to give our position away to the enemy, I’ll blow that trumpet myself.’ 

Turning back to Saratos, Dubnus acknowledged the Dacian’s point with a wave of his hand.



‘My apologies, next time I plan to tell this plank that he’s a plank I’ll give you fair warning, so that you can either desert or change tent parties to avoid the inevitable quacking. And if anyone’s going to be there to pull our friend’s chestnuts out of the fire, I’d suggest it’ll probably be Lupus . . .’ 

A tall warrior came forward out of the darkness to stand behind Marcus with a hard smile, his long hair plaited and secured with a silver ring, a pair of swords at his waist in emulation of those worn by the man he was sworn to protect. ‘Just as long as his uncle isn’t with him to get in the way by offering allcomers odds on the fight, that is.’

The younger man, not far into his twenties, and still growing into his full manhood, shook his head.

‘Morban? He’s too comfortable riding in his cart to get in the way of sharp iron these days.’

Dubnus smiled again, disguising his fondness for the former standard-bearer of his old cohort with a harsh tone that all present knew was purely for effect.

‘Proof that the gods truly do answer prayers. Although it took them long enough to get round to stopping the old bastard from sticking his nose in anywhere there might be money to be made. Is my Hamian colleague with us?’

The centurion Qadir spoke from the gloom.

‘Yes, Dubnus, I am here.’

‘And your hand-holding archers?’

‘They would not miss the chance to accompany your gurning musclemen on another adventure into the unknown.’

‘All the makings of a nice quiet patrol then.’ He turned back to Marcus and Scaurus. ‘To be clear, this is just a patrol?’

‘A patrol in force, First Spear.’ Scaurus waved a barely visible hand in the direction of the expected enemy presence to the south, in the dark, narrow valley below them. ‘A mile from here are the Cilician Gates.’

He paused, and Dubnus briskly filled the momentary gap with a swift recitation of the known facts.



‘Which isn’t a set of gates, but a fortified wall, built across a narrow pass that’s so tight a well-motivated cohort could hold it for weeks, or even months, as long as they were adequately supplied with food and they held their nerve. It’s the only pass through these mountains, and so the only way through to the plain on the other side without going the long way round to the south-west. And you believe that the usurper’s men have rebuilt the fortifications, and manned them to prevent us from following him into Syria, even though we’re only a few days behind him.’

Unperturbed by his centurion’s interruption, Scaurus simply agreed with him.

‘Quite so, First Spear. Niger will be depending on the defenders to hold us up for a week or two, and give him time to march his army to Antioch, which is so well fortified that he could hold out for months or even years against us.’ Scaurus’s voice took on the familiar rasp as he explained the situation to his friend. ‘Our colleague Prefect Barbatus led one of his cavalry turmae down the pass as far as the Gates earlier, only to find the way barred and a twenty-foot high stone wall blocking the way, and lined with spears. Which suggests to me that Niger sent his engineers ahead of his retreating army to make sure the way through the mountains was impassable, or as close to it as was possible given a week or two they had to build up the defences anew. Barbatus stayed long enough to look over the wall after dark, from the high ground, and saw enough watchfires for a cohort’s strength in men.’ 

Which means that they could hold it forever if they wanted to?’

Scaurus laughed softly.

‘No, not forever. Just as long as it would take a strong enough force to march around the south-western end of the mountains, and work their way back up the southern side of the range to the opening of the pass ten miles or so down the valley from here. Which is a three-hundred-mile journey, or two weeks for a force capable of defeating the sort of strength that they might have guarding the fortifications, and at least a week even for a cavalry unit.’



‘The Cilician Gates are not impregnable, of course.’ Dubnus stiffened at the sound of a familiar voice, pitched loud enough for everyone to hear, and without any concern that the speaker might be overheard by unfriendly ears. ‘The most notable commander said to have forced a passage of this valley was of course Alexander the Great, who—’ 

The Briton turned to address the unseen speaker in a tone that indicated his irritation.

‘Yes, that’s the right word. Who? Who was it that brought along a man incapable of keeping his mouth shut, and even less so of speaking at any volume quiet enough not to bring the enemy down on us? Is that you out there with the Sparrow, Lugos?’

‘It is.’ The giant loomed out of the night and looked down at ­Dubnus with his customary placidity. ‘He is a hard man to say no to.’

‘For you, perhaps, given your shared love of books and all the nonsense in them, but I don’t have any issue with saying no to him. Why not practise it on him now yourself, and see how easy it can be?’

The diminutive form of the former imperial secretary bustled past Lugos to wave a finger at him.

‘You cannot deny me the chance to see the Cilician Gates, Centurion, not in the cruel way you forbade me even the shortest visit to the ancient city of Troy!’

The centurion bent to address his Aegyptian comrade in terms that made it clear how firmly he intended to hold the line of his refusal.

‘Oh, I’m not stopping you from having a good old look at the Gates, Ptolemy, not at all! Indeed, I encourage you to stroll on down there right now and bid the defenders a hearty welcome. For good measure, you could tell them that you’re one of the men that held their usurping master Niger’s legions to a draw at Rhaedestus, despite there being three of them for every one of us. You could add that we more recently also kicked the living shit out of them at Nicaea, just to make the point that we serve the true emperor, and that their man is no more than a pale imitation and is yet to win a single battle. I’m sure they’ll be delighted to see you, and that any arrows they put into you will simply be a gesture of their undying admiration. And that’s as far as I am prepared to accommodate your urge to achieve an early death. Not to protect you, of course, but for the good of your comrades.’

‘But—’

‘No. You’re not coming with us. Neither is the big man, for that matter. We need to make a quiet approach to whoever it is they have dug into the pass, and we can’t do that with you two declaiming Roman poets and telling each other about the latest books you’ve read along the way. You can stay here with my slave Khabour, and discuss the iniquities of having to live with a bad-tempered centurion until we come back. Or you could just display a little sense, roll up in your blanket and get some sleep. The one thing I can assure you is that you’re not going to miss anything exciting, because this patrol is all about going for a look, and nothing at all to do with fighting.’

‘You truly have changed, comrade.’ Scaurus grinned at the Briton in the pale moonlight. ‘I didn’t think I’d ever see the day when you were the voice of caution in our familia.’

‘It’s half a lifetime of exposure to you and our mutual friend with the two swords, Legatus. I’ve learned that between the two of you, with your ideas about how to win battles and his eagerness to find out if they’ll work, you’re dangerous men to be friends with.’ Dubnus turned to the rest of the scouting party. ‘Come on then, let’s go and see what lies behind the wall, shall we?’ 

‘So, what do you see?’

Dubnus pondered Marcus’s question, staring down from their elevated position on the valley’s heavily forested side at the ground behind the Gates, perhaps a quarter of a mile distant and two hundred feet below them down the valley’s steep slope. Their stealthy approach march, along a barely discernible animal track that ran high above the valley on its western side, had been followed by a slow and careful descent down steep goat paths, a means of approaching the Gates which they would never have found without the guidance of the local shepherd. The wiry old man had declined payment, spitting on the ground as he had described witnessing from the safety of the slopes the murder of his fellow herders to prevent just such assistance to the oncoming army, and the slaughter of their flocks to feed the garrison, his own included.

‘If I had not been hunting for a missing kid, and away from my animals, I would have died with them. My rewards will be to see the bodies of these men. Give me that, and I will have all I need.’

The sky in the east, what little was visible above the high rock wall of the gorge’s other side opposite them, was still pitch black, without even the light of the moon which had set hours before, leaving them in darkness alleviated only by the blaze of stars above the high mountain peaks.

‘What do I see? I see ten cooking fires, burning low but still alight. Enough for a cohort, give or take. Which makes it clear to me that we will have to lie up here for the day, and wait for night to fall again before making the return trip to our forward camp at the head of the pass.’

‘Very good, but what do you not see?’

The Briton turned to look at his friend’s indistinct face with a feeling that there was more to the question than its simple statement. 

‘What do I not see? Nothing. It’s too dark to see anything other than the fires.’

‘Very well, watch the fires for a while and tell me what you don’t see, when you realise what it is.’

Shaking his head in bafflement at his friend’s gnomic question, Dubnus returned his stare to the dark valley before them, waiting with unaccustomed patience for whatever it was that Marcus was telling him to look for became evident. After several minutes of acute concentration, he turned back, frustration in his whispered complaint.

‘But there’s nothing to see.’

‘Nothing to see, other than the fires? Think again. What happens when a man walks in front of a fire?’



The point that Marcus was making hit him with a jolt of insight. 

‘The light of the fire is blocked out.’

‘Yes, just for a moment, unless he stands between the fire and the watcher. It makes the light of the fire flicker, at this sort of distance. Tell me, do you see any such flickering? Any sign of movement at all?’

‘No. Which I expect you will tell me means there’s no one around those fires. But why . . .?’

Marcus shrugged. 

‘That’s anyone’s guess. Perhaps Niger’s generals didn’t think they could trust the defence of the Gates to one of his regular cohorts. After all, several defeats followed by a long retreat, and with our cavalry constantly on their heels, might well have his men wondering whether to just give up and hand him over to Severus. They have little enough to lose by changing sides, it’s not like the emperor is going to do anything more than give them new officers and send them back to their fortresses. They might well also have suspected that any force left to guard such an isolated position would be quick to make a run for it when we arrived, leaving the way well and truly open for anyone with a ladder. And he must have known that if the men left to guard that wall did desert, then we could quite possibly overtake him and bring him to battle before he reaches Antioch.’

‘So, you think he decided it would be better to leave a small number of men he can actually trust to guard the pass, and give him time to get away cleanly. Even if they all end up dying when we break through?’

‘I think that might be it. Whatever the reason, it looks like there are less men holding that wall than we thought was the case. How many fewer we are yet to see.’

Dubnus turned back to him with a look of suspicion.

‘I’ve known you a long time, Tribune. And in all of those years I’ve never yet failed to see right through you when you think there might be a fight to be had. And this feels like one of those times.’



Marcus smiled. 

‘Who knows? There are only twenty-five of us, and if their numbers are very much greater than ours then any attempt to dislodge them would be risky at best. That said . . .’

‘What? Go on, get to the point.’

He grinned at his friend’s irritated impatience.

‘If there are more men down there than we have, but not too many more, then this might be the best chance we’ll get to dislodge them any time before they decide to abandon the defences. Which they will only do once enough time has passed that Niger will be over the plains and far away to the east.’

Dubnus looked down at the valley floor for a moment. 

‘This was always your intention, wasn’t it? That’s why you brought every fighting man we have left in the familia, and a few of Barbatus’s donkey fuckers for good measure. I presume he’s somewhere on the other side of the Gates with the rest of them, waiting for a signal? Let me guess, a fire fed with green wood to give off a plume of smoke and tell him to attack, right?’

‘And well guessed. He’s within five hundred paces of the Gates, if everything has gone to plan.’

‘And what is your plan, that was so secret you couldn’t even share it with me?’

His friend had the good grace to sound just a little abashed.

‘I apologise for that, but it was out my hands. Our senior officers are paranoid about the risk of a spy in the camp, so when Gaius came up with the idea of potentially storming the Gates from both sides it was agreed by Legatus Augustus Candidus on the strict condition that only the people leading the two parties of men involved would be briefed. Myself and Barbatus, and no one else.’

The Briton shook his head in disgust.

‘So here we are. Waiting for the dawn to show us what we’re up against, I presume?’

‘Yes.’

‘In which case you’d best wake me when you can see enough to make a decision.’



He rolled himself in his cloak and, with the skill seemingly possessed by all soldiers, was asleep in seconds. Marcus lay on his front, listening to his friend’s heavy breathing while the sky above the valley’s towering walls gradually turned from pitch black to a dark purple, reflecting on the journey that had brought him to the rocky ledge. The murder of his father and family by imperial assassins and his own disgrace as the son of a man proclaimed traitor to the throne. The restoration of his reputation in the service of Rome and an eventual dealing out of bloody revenge to all parties to that injustice, from an emperor down to the lowliest of the men who had shattered his family and his life. And then, through a quirk of fate, his service to a pair of new emperors, one willingly but short-lived, the other under duress but looking set for the long term and in doing so denying him that which he coveted most.

Just when it had seemed that the familia centred on the patronage of Gaius Rutilius Scaurus had achieved retirement to a quiet life, and the chance for Marcus to raise two children, one his own and the other an imperial bastard whose life he had sworn to his dying wife he would defend with his own, that chance for peace had been cruelly torn away. An ocean storm in the Adriaticus had delivered them into the army of the emperor Severus, in whose service they were now seeking a way to bring the army of Severus’s eastern rival Niger to bay for one final battle. At length he abandoned his reverie and looked down at the enemy camp again.

The sky was lightening fast, and the dimly visible valley floor had resolved itself from pitch darkness into an indistinct, mist-veiled picture in the space of only a few moments. What Marcus had suspected was revealed to be the truth, as the true strength of the Gates’ defending force became visible: a dozen tents pitched in a tight group, with the fires which were still burning in the dawn spaced widely around them, to give the impression of a much larger body of men in defence of the hundred-pace-long and twenty-feet-high stone wall.

He nudged his friend awake.

‘Stop snoring and have a look at this.’



Dubnus rolled over and looked down at the scene, rubbing at his eyes blearily.

‘So, they’re putting on a show to fool us into not attacking the wall. But how strong are they?’

‘That’s what I’m waiting to see.’

As they watched on, the men of the guard detachment crawled out of their tents at the unheard urging of their officers, stretching and gathering around the fires to rekindle them with fresh wood, warm themselves and heat water.

‘There are . . . I make it fifty of them?’

Dubnus grunted. 

‘Sixty. Too many for us to fight.’

Marcus smiled tautly.

‘I agree. But perhaps we don’t have to fight them all at once.’

The morning sun was illuminating the top third of the western side of the valley behind them by the time the men of the raiding party had made their way slowly and stealthily down the last steep slope to the floor of the ravine, and were peering through the thick foliage out onto the stone strewn space between the two opposing cliffs four hundred paces to their north that constituted the Gates. On the wall that spanned the narrowest part of the pass, new stones hauled into place by Niger’s engineers after his legions had passed on their way south, a dozen men were keeping watch with their spears to hand. The remainder of the force were either working on their equipment or just sitting and enjoying the start of what promised to be a comparatively warm day at the end of winter, even if all concerned were still using their blankets as cloaks.

‘So go on, what are you thinking? Just as long as it’s not a frontal attack . . .’

Marcus grinned at Dubnus’s slightly testy question, easing back from the tree-line without answering, and gathering his men around him.

‘There are too many of them for us to fight face to face, they’re at least twice our strength. But as I was telling Dubnus, we don’t have to fight them all. Qadir, when we’re finished here you take Sanga and Saratos and get a fire built, a big one, with as much live wood as we can find without actually cutting anything down and making so much noise that they’ll realise we’re here behind them. And when the time is right, I want to be ready to light it at once, so get a small fire going beside it, with dead wood that won’t throw out a lot of smoke.’

Dubnus looked out at the men on the wall, then turned back to Marcus.

‘So, when will the time be right? What are we waiting for, before we go out there to commit suicide?’

‘They need firewood, and a lot of it. Look about you, they’ve already used all there is around us, which means that when they go to fetch more, they’ll have to pass us and move further on down the valley. How many men would you send to fetch wood?’

‘Half of them. Just in case the wall needed defending without much warning.’

‘Thirty men. And they’ll probably be unarmed, other than daggers. Do you still think there aren’t enough of us to do this?’

The Briton thought for a moment. 

‘We kill the wood gatherers once they’re too far from the wall for their mates to help them, then go after the rest of them? I think we can make it work, if we do it the way I . . .’

Some instinct made him glance up at the sky above them, and he nudged Marcus and pointed at the dark, menacing cloud, that was drifting over the edge of the pass’s western wall, previously hidden from view by the mountains behind them and apparently so loaded with rain that its hue was almost purple.

‘Is there no end to your ability to pull the favour of the gods out of your arse?’

His friend followed his stare. 

‘It might be that a change of plan is called for.’

The first heavy scattered raindrops were already falling, plopping into the trees and splashing across the splintered stones that carpeted the narrow gorge, while the gorge was swiftly getting darker as the cloud drifted over the narrow valley from the west. Dubnus looked up at the oncoming storm with a calculating expression.

‘It’s going to piss down, and not long from now. Probably hard enough to cut visibility to nothing, and loud enough for two elephants fucking to go unnoticed twenty paces away. The only question is, for how long?’

Both men stared hard at the enemy camp, becoming less distinct as the rain began to fall more heavily, before Marcus replied.

‘Indeed. It could be embarrassing were it to stop before we can get among them.’

The two men looked at each other, then Dubnus tipped his head in the direction of the enemy encampment. The wall’s defenders were climbing down off the rampart, heading for their tents with the alacrity of men who knew there was a proper soaking in the offing.

‘Look, they’re all jumping into their tents to get out of the rain. When do we go, the moment we can’t see the camp?’

His friend raised his voice to be heard by the scouting party over the rain’s steadily increasing downpour.

‘The gods are on our side!’ He gestured to the rain that was sheeting down on them, now little less than a full-blooded storm, and as if to back his words up, a booming peal of thunder battered their ears with a sudden clap of sound. ‘See? This is a proper storm! They’ve sent us this golden opportunity to hit the enemy before they even know we’re here!’

The men around the two officers, already soaked by the rain, looked back at him steadily while Dubnus pointed towards the enemy encampment, already only barely visible in the downpour.

‘The moment we can’t see them, we go for them! They won’t see us coming and they won’t hear us either! Break the tent poles and the goatskin will collapse on them! It’ll be heavy with the grease they’ll have used to waterproof it! Cut the guy ropes and roll the tents over with them trapped inside! Kill them as they fight their way out and don’t give them the chance to come at us in strength! Are you ready?’



Before any of them could reply, the vigorous downpour stepped up to another level, a sudden curtain of falling rain that pinged audibly off their helmets and blocked their view of the encampment behind the Gates’ defensive wall. With a swift nod at Marcus, Dubnus led them forward onto the pass’s stony floor towards the hidden tents. Already soaked to the skin, the party closed up behind him, matching the Briton’s deliberate pace as their hobnails slipped and slid across the wet shale. He grinned at Marcus as his friend matched his pace, drawing both of his swords and slanting them down to allow the rain to run off them.

‘No point us being exhausted by the time we get there. We start running when they see us, that’ll be soon enough.’

The tents washed in and out of faint visibility as the rain fell in successive curtains, the wall behind them completely invisible, and to Marcus it seemed like walking through thick smoke, although the half-deafening roar of the rain added a further dimension of other-worldliness. A vivid flash of lightning illuminated the enemy camp like a scribbled charcoal sketch for the merest instant before it vanished back into the rain’s cloak of invisibility, followed an instant later by an ear-splitting boom of thunder that battered the advancing line of men with a palpable force. The momentary instant of visibility had reinforced their expectation that the defenders were sheltering in their tents from the worst of the downpour, oblivious to any threat, and as they got close enough to see the camp’s outlines through the rain it was even clearer that the enemy soldiers were, for the moment, completely unaware that their doom was advancing on them out of the rain.

Dubnus pointed to the closest of the tents, then indicated to two men, one of his pioneers and one of the archers, that they were to do as previously instructed. Marcus went with them, his swords ready, walking up to the tent’s side to a spot just out of view through the half-open flap. The sound of voices reached him distantly over the drumming of raindrops on the shelter’s oiled goat-leather skin, the jocular laugh of one man greeted by a chorus of groans in response to some joke or other. He looked back at the pioneer, who hefted his axe in readiness, then to the archer who was standing with his sword raised and ready to attack the guy ropes. Stepping round to the door, a bolt of lightning gave him a split-second view of the men sitting in the flap’s opening, one of them turning to look up at him. The enemy soldier’s grin of welcome for some comrade coming to get in out of the rain turned to alarm as Marcus swung his spatha with all the force in his arm and cleaved the pole holding the front of the tent up, dropping the sodden leather onto the occupants and hiding them from view. The tent’s rear collapsed a moment later, and as the men inside it struggled to free themselves from its water-soaked animal skin, the pioneer raised his axe high and swung it down into the trapped soldiers beneath its illusory protection. 

A scream of outraged agony greeted the attack, joined an instant later by a massed chorus of panicked bellows and shouts, as the three men stabbed and hacked into the leather again and again. Turning away after a moment, Marcus saw the same scene being played out around the closest tents, the merciless slaughter of their hapless inhabitants before the enemy soldiers had the chance to understand what was happening. Stalking past the grisly scene, as an enemy legionary managed to cut his way through the soaked leather of a tent just as a pioneer’s axe rose and fell to cut deep into his unprotected head, he saw men issuing from another shelter not yet under attack, presumably alerted by the screams of their comrades. 

Dubnus was facing them alone, holding his own axe ready to fight and roaring defiance that momentarily delayed their attack and gave Marcus just enough time to join him from their left. The first man facing him died without ever knowing what had severed his spine and dropped him to the wet stones, the next turning to face a blurred motion in his peripheral vision before staggering back with his belly open and his entrails hanging out. Howling like a man possessed the Briton swung his axe at the closest of the men facing him, momentarily distracted by Marcus’s onslaught, taking his victim’s sword arm off at the elbow and leaving the maimed soldier staring with a wail of horror at the severed limb as it spurted blood out onto the rain-soaked ground. Using the heavy weapon’s downstroke to gain momentum he spun in a circle and delivered a horizontal blow that his next victim attempted to parry with his sword only to receive both the blade of his own weapon in the face, cutting through his cheek and deep into his nose and sending him away clutching at his face and coughing blood as he howled with the pain. 

One of Dubnus’s men appeared out of the rain at his shoulder, blood-soaked from the massacre of another tent party, but before the three men could resume their offensive the short line facing them broke and ran, haring away through the rain rather than face the bloodied blades of their unexpected attackers. Looking back at the tents under attack it was evident that the defenders’ spirit was broken, with barely audible cries for mercy and howls of agonised pain the only sound to be heard through the rain’s unrelenting and deafening drumroll. Dubnus raised his voice and bellowed an order.

‘Let them out, one at a time and disarm them. Anyone comes out with a blade raised, kill them as an example to the others!’ 

Qadir acknowledged Dubnus’s roared command with a wave and the three men followed the fleeing soldiers towards the wall which loomed solidly out of the murk as they got within twenty paces. An officer with the bedraggled cross-crested helmet of a centurion was standing underneath it with his back to the stones, his sword drawn and a dagger in his other hand, and when he caught sight of Marcus he readied both blades to fight, shouting over the rain’s unceasing deluge.

‘Whoever you are, traitor whoresons, I serve the one true emperor, Pescennius Niger!’

Marcus went forwards and raised the point of his spatha, less than a foot from the centurion’s face.

‘My name is Marcus Valerius Aquila, tribunus laticlavius of the Fourteenth imperial legion, Martial and Victorious! Your men are either dead or defeated, so you can either throw down your weapons and surrender to the army of the real emperor, or—’



The officer shook his head disparagingly.

‘Bollocks! Your man seized the throne, like every other usurper before him, and told the senate what to do at the point of a sword. And I’m not about to surrender to the lackeys of a usurping thief who’ll probably just want to torture me for picking the wrong side! There’s no fucking way I’m going to—’

With a sudden grinding roar that they felt in the soles of their feet and in their very bones, the left-hand end of the wall collapsed into a ruin of stone blocks, the initial fall at its far end rippling along its length as the destructive force of the seemingly spontaneous demolition caused more destruction. The cascade of collapsing stonework stopped less than ten paces from where the centurion stood, and Marcus smiled grimly as the officer turned back from the scene of chaos, ashen faced.

‘You see, Centurion? Yet another sign from the gods that they are on the side of my master. Tell me, do you have children?’ Marcus asked.

‘What?’ The other man frowned at him. ‘Yes, a boy, but—’

‘You can see him again, if you do the right thing now.’ Marcus took a step forward, sheathing his spatha and holding out his hand, palm upwards, allowing the gladius in his other hand to lower just enough to indicate a willingness to allow the other man to surrender unharmed. ‘You are not yet a prisoner, but you will be in a matter of a score of heartbeats. Give me your sword, and tell me that this latest demonstration of the gods’ will has caused you to change your allegiance. Fall on your knees before the emperor, and you can yet live to see your grandchildren.’

The centurion stared at him for a moment, then tossed his own gladius aside and reversed his grip on the pugio.

‘Tell them I did my duty!’ 

He thrust the dagger into his own throat, wrenching it sideways to slice through the jugular vein in a spray of blood that pattered across the stones between the two men. His eyes rolling up, he staggered and then fell face first onto the unforgiving surface, leaving them staring at him in silence for a moment before turning away. Dubnus shook his head as they walked back to the ruined encampment and the prisoners gathered miserably under the blades of their captors, droplets of rainwater scattering from his sodden beard.

‘He might have been right about that taking power at the point of a sword thing, but if he couldn’t take a joke—’

With a further grinding roar, the unstable section of wall behind the fallen centurion collapsed onto his corpse in a shower of heavy stone blocks, instantly crushing his body under their weight. Dubnus looked back, then raised a tired eyebrow. 

‘Had he surrendered, we might well be under that lot with him. The gods really do have a sense of humour then?’

Marcus smiled grimly.

‘I suppose that’s the proof that they do.’

‘So, what with that sign of their favour, and that fool’s failure to stand a proper guard in the face of a little rain, perhaps this campaign is finally over?’

He turned away, flicking the rainwater and blood from his gladius before sheathing it. 

‘No, there’s at least one more battle left before we can forget all about the man who will be consigned to history as just not ruthless enough to hold his own against the bastard we serve. You can count on that.’

Legatus Augustus Candidus rode down the pass just as the sun was reaching its zenith, accompanied by Scaurus and first spear Draco. The veteran centurion surveyed the wall’s rubble with a wry smile, watching the team of pioneers hard at work dragging the heavy stones that had fallen away, to clear a road wide enough for the legions to follow the small party that had assembled ready to exploit its destruction.

‘So, Tribune Aquila, no sooner had your legendary instinct for a fight resulted in the capture of the wall, imperfect drainage in the face of a thunderstorm’s worth of rain resulted in it falling over? Meaning that all you ever really needed to do was wait for Jupiter to do the job for you?’



Marcus shrugged at him good naturedly.

‘So it seems, First Spear. Niger’s engineers failed to consider the potential for a proper downpour in allowing for the stream to flow under their defence.’

Draco shook his head at the irony.

‘When the legatus told me that someone had managed to take the wall you lunatics were the first people I thought of.’ He grinned at Marcus and Dubnus, nodding slowly. ‘I never thought to consider incompetent road menders and the gods’ ability to take the piss at every opportunity.’

Candidus smiled indulgently at the senior centurion.

‘I would have thought you’d be keen to talk to the prisoners our colleagues here took in the capture of the wall, First Spear? You know, that whole “tell us what you know or I’ll nail your balls to this tree” thing you enjoy so much?’

The veteran raised an eyebrow.

‘For one thing, Legatus, if you’ll cast your mind back to the occasion in question, I was careful to put the nail through the skin of his sack, not an actual testicle. And for another—’

‘Yes, I know, you nail just one man’s balls to a tree . . .’ The legatus Augustus shrugged with an indulgent smile. ‘It’s not the worst reputation to have, though, is it?’

The older man got down from his horse and gestured to Dubnus.

‘Lead on then, Centurion, let’s go and show these men you captured the size of the nails I’m carrying.’

The Briton turned away with a wink to Marcus, gesturing to Draco’s mount.

‘Nice horse, First Spear.’

‘Don’t you fucking start, I’ve had enough piss-taking from my own centurions since I climbed aboard this cunt carrier, no disrespect intended gentlemen.’ Both Scaurus and Candidus waved away his customary blunt language, exchanging wry smiles. ‘My knees are fucked from walking halfway across the world in pursuit of that usurping prick Niger, and that’s all there is to it. You keep doing this long enough and you’ll find out the hard way too . . .’

Candidus turned to Scaurus with a nod of congratulation as the two centurions walked away.

‘Well done, colleague! I should have known that your band of cutthroats would clear this obstacle to our progress in short order. Indeed, you’ve opened the road to Antioch so speedily that the emperor’s only possible source of disappointment will be the absence of something new to blame on me.’

Scaurus inclined his head in acceptance of the praise, gesturing to Marcus and the cavalry prefect Barbatus, who were standing by the wall’s ruins watching the engineers sweat to drag the wall’s heavy stone blocks away, the latter grinning wolfishly up at his seniors.

‘My tribune Aquila was the true instigator of our swift victory, colleague. He knew when to take advantage of an opportunity gifted to us by the gods.’

Candidus raised an eyebrow at Barbatus, whose smile of satisfaction had not left his face since he had pulled the dead praetorian’s body out from under the stone that had buried him.

‘I see, and much as I would have expected as much from Tribune Aquila, given his ability to wrong foot the enemy. But why is my newest prefect looking so pleased with himself?’

Scaurus raised an eyebrow at Marcus, inviting him to answer Candidus’s question, and he did so with alacrity before the man in question had the chance to interject.

‘Because, Legatus Augustus, the men set to guard this pass were praetorians.’

Candidus shook his head, not understanding the point that was being made.

‘And?’ 

‘They’re the best paid of Niger’s soldiers, just as in our own army. And they tend to use that money to indulge in the purchase of some rather ostentatious equipment. The prefect has a new sword and dagger, courtesy of their centurion, weapons which wouldn’t look out of place for either you or me. In addition to which the dagger is a weapon of high honour, having been used by the man commanding the wall to take his own life when he could see no other way out. All of which is making prefect Barbatus feel more than a little pleased with himself. Oh, and then there’s the other small gift that the praetorians left for us.’

He pointed to a makeshift bag made of goatskin tent leather that one of Barbatus’s men was holding.

‘That bag and another like it are filled with tribuli.’

‘Those nasty little devices that always present a sharp point upwards?’

‘Yes.’ Marcus took one from his own pouch. ‘It’s just two nails welded together and bent into shape, but it’ll disable man or horse if stepped on.’

Candidus examined the wickedly pointed device with a grimace.

‘These were scattered in front of the wall, I presume?’

‘Indeed. So we’ve gathered them up, in the hope of turning them on their makers given the chance.’

The legatus handed it back.

‘So, new toys and new weapons are what make the prefect smile. And there was me thinking it was the simple pleasure of serving his emperor. Oh well, we all take motivation where we find it, I suppose. Legatus Scaurus, perhaps you could give our men their next opportunity to forage yet more items of value from dead or captured members of our enemy’s army?’

‘Indeed so!’ Scaurus climbed down from his saddle, gesturing to Marcus and Barbatus to join him. ‘Here, look at this, both of you.’ He unrolled a map of the mountains and the area beyond. ‘We are here, on the road from Tyana to Tarsós, on the very edge of the province of Cilicia. Niger’s army will be marching ahead of us on the military road, first south as far as Tarsós, then to the east, heading for Katabolos before turning south again to cross the Amanus Mountains by means of the Assyrian Gates. It’s a defensible pass much like this one, and if we allow him to fortify it behind him, I would very much expect him to leave more than a single century to hold it. And in the event of such a disaster, then by the time we either manage to open it by force or go the long way round to the north via the Amanian Gates, he will have Antioch ready to withstand a siege that might just be the rock our army breaks on.’
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