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Prologue



Barbarian Germania, April AD 180



‘Tribune!’


The leading rider gestured down the road along which the search party was trotting their horses, drawing his comrades’ attention to a finger of smoke kissing the horizon and waiting while the two officers rode forward to follow his pointing finger. The more senior of them, a strong-jawed man in his early thirties clad in the customary gilded armour and long purple-edged white cloak of a praetorian officer, leaned forward in his saddle and grimaced.


‘Shit! That is most definitely not what I wanted to see. Of course, it isn’t necessarily Maternus.’


The older man, a centurion with more years of service than he was willing to admit, shook his head in disagreement.


‘That’s Maternus, alright, Tribune. Why else do you think we were sent to fetch him back, other than the fear that he’d order his men to do something rash?’


The senior officer nodded grimly.


‘In which case, we need to bring the fool to heel before he does something truly stupid and risks undermining the emperor’s negotiations.’


As they drew nearer to the source of the smoke, it became increasingly evident that they were approaching a settlement. A wooden wall encompassed the usual cluster of roughly-built dwellings, which were carefully positioned for the best possible defence on a raised piece of ground adjacent to a small river, and surrounded by fields of recently turned earth on all sides. The village within the circular wall was already a ruin, dozens of houses consumed by the fires that had been set among them an hour before – but it was only when the detachment rode through the shattered gates that the full truth of what had happened to its inhabitants became clear. The tribune raised a hand to bring the column to a halt as he stared disbelievingly at the scene of devastation.


‘Gods below. What the fuck have you fools done?’


The soldiers scattered among the smouldering remains of what had once been a bustling community turned to look at the newcomers with tired, fatigue-smudged eyes, their faces twisted in disdain as their senior officer shook his head with an expression of growing incredulity. Engaged in the usual post-battle rituals that had become commonplace during the course of a long and bitter war against the German tribes, they were busy carving grisly trophies from the corpses of the dead or digging in the ruins of the buildings for hidden wealth; they looked up briefly before turning back to their tasks. The tribune’s eyes narrowed at their engrossment in the massacre’s aftermath, opening his mouth to bark an order and then pausing as the distant screams and entreaties of mass rape reached his ears in the ruined village’s silence. Dismounting with an expression of growing fury, he strode forward into the settlement’s wreckage with a look of disbelief on his face.


‘Where’s your fucking centurion? Where’s Maternus?’ Looking about him, the incredulous officer set eyes on a man holding a heavy wooden staff bound with brass at both ends who was looking at him with an expression close to contempt. ‘You! Chosen man! Where’s your officer? And show some fucking respect before I have your back scourged until your spine’s on display and leave you to die with blood filling your boots!’


Straightening his posture fractionally, the man in question pointed to the far end of the village, where the despoilment of the captured womenfolk was so obviously taking place.


Nodding grimly, the officer turned back to his party and signalled to the trumpeter, whose horse was alongside that of his grizzled first spear, ignoring both men’s nervous expressions.


‘Sound the recall! Blow it so loud you split the stones!’


A peal of mournful notes echoed across the ruined buildings and scattered corpses, and in their aftermath the tribune bellowed an order at the soldiers scattered throughout the village’s ruins.


‘Get into a fucking formation, you cock-sucking bastards! You can at least pretend to be the men you’re supposed to be in the short time you have left!’


His senior centurion dismounted and walked across to join him, speaking quietly as the men of the century he had been despatched to retrieve wearily gathered into an approximation of a military formation.


‘Tribune, if I might advise you?’


‘Advise me of what, Centurion?’


The older man cast a meaningful glance at the men who were the object of his superior’s ire.


‘These soldiers, Tribune, are exhausted. Literally worn out. We’ve been fighting the Quadi for over two years and yet there’s no sign of them giving up. We’ve beaten them in every battle that we’ve fought against them, but where a civilised enemy would have sued for peace, all they did was melt away into this infernal wasteland and harry us from the shadows. This century alone has lost twenty-five men, and less than half of that in any sort of straight fight.’


The younger man shook his head.


‘We’ve all lost friends to their raiding, Centurion. That’s no excuse for this sort of wanton disobedience. This sort of insubordination can only—’


‘Tribune! Good of you to join us!’


A well-built officer was walking up the village’s main street, pulling on his cross-crested helmet as he approached, his face creased into a wry grin at the sight of his superior’s evident ire. While he seemed at first glance to be as fatigued as his men, his eyes were bright and calculating, clearly taking the measure of the situation before him as he approached the newcomers. Shrugging off the hand that his first spear had placed on his arm, the senior officer strode out to meet him, his fists clenched with uncontrollable anger.


‘Centurion Maternus, what the fuck do you think you’re doing here?’


The two men stood toe to toe, but if the tribune’s expectation that his well-practised show of swaggering authority was going to cow his errant centurion into a show of contrition, he was disappointed.


‘What do I think I’m doing, Tribune? I think I’m following the orders of our beloved emperor Marcus Aurelius. He ordered us to pursue and pacify the Quadi, and I’m following those orders faithfully and diligently. I’ve just pacified the shit out of this nest of vipers, pacified it so well that there’ll never be any risk of my men being stabbed in the back in the night by one of its so-called warriors, or taking an arrow from some anonymous archer raised here.’ He paused for a moment before speaking again, almost spitting out the words. ‘Orders. Fulfilled.’


His superior shook his head in wonderment.


‘You fool! Marcus Aurelius is dead! As you well know! His son is emperor now, and Commodus has ordered us to hold position and await the completion of a peace treaty that will see us home before Saturnalia. Which means that this’ – he gestured furiously about him at the carnage the centurion’s men had inflicted on the village – ‘is nothing less than the most egregious of provocations! It’s no wonder the prefect ordered me to bring you back, rather than leave you to your own devices! This flagrant disobedience of the emperor’s orders can only have one result!’


The other man grinned lopsidedly.


‘And what result might that be? My being reduced to the ranks? Whipped? Scourged? Made an example of, to discourage anyone else who might harbour thoughts of revenge on the bastards who’ve killed so many good guardsmen without ever giving them a chance to defend themselves?’


The first spear leaned close to his superior and whispered something intended solely for the tribune’s ear, but his only reward was a barked laugh.


‘What? Perhaps I might like to be merciful on this occasion and let this ride? Are you serious, First Spear?’ He spread his arms in amazement, shaking his head. ‘The fool has disobeyed an order from the emperor himself, and led his men here to commit an act of mass murder, robbery and rape that has every chance of ruining the peace discussions that are being conducted even now. And who will be the man singled out for punishment by Commodus if that happens, and he fails in his efforts to get himself out of this war-without-end and back to Rome? Me!’ He turned back to face Maternus, his anger uncontrolled in its vehemence. ‘I will be the man to bear the weight of his rage, Centurion, not you, so you can consider your punishment my revenge for the anger that’s likely to be visited on me before long.’


The first spear attempted to speak again, looking about him uneasily at the hardening faces of the soldiers gathered around them, only to find himself cut off by the renegade centurion’s acerbic response.


‘Threatening your career, are we, Tribune? Is that the problem here? Not the murder of innocent civilians, but the fact that we’re pissing on your dreams of climbing the slippery ladder to the rank of prefect?’ Maternus turned and waved a hand at the men behind him, a contorted mask of anger replacing his previous saturnine expression. ‘Our mistake, Tribune, and our grovelling apologies. We made the fatal error of thinking that this was a war we were fighting. Time after time we found the bodies of our friends and comrades in the dawn, lying where they had been killed in the night by silent, gutless killers like these’ – he waved his hand at the scattered corpses of the villagers – ‘and we naturally assumed that we were caught in a fight to the death; dirty, bloody and without mercy. But now I can see that we’re really only here to make sure that you, Tribune, have a good war, and achieve your ambitions. So when the emperor’s pathetic excuse for an heir decides that he’d rather be in Rome than following his father’s path, betraying the loyalty of the thousands of men who died for the empire in this wasteland, obviously we should have smiled and forgiven the bastards who tortured and killed our brothers. All in the cause of you becoming the emperor’s next lapdog!’


The tribune whipped out his dagger, spitting fury as he looked down its blade at his subordinate.


‘That’s your death warrant, right there! I’ll leave your corpse for the crows for that insubordination!’


He lunged at his centurion, his intention to kill him obvious, only to find his knife hand caught in a firm grip. Raising his other hand to free the weapon, he found it similarly captured. The two men stared at each other across the intimate space between them, and while Maternus made no immediate attempt to take the weapon, neither did he allow the tribune to move from the position in which he was caught. Shaking his head in bemusement, he held his superior’s hands an arm’s length away and lowered his voice in a belated attempt at conciliation.


‘We can still put this fire out, Tribune. If you’ll just put the blade away, we can—’


‘Never!’ The senior officer shook his head and spat an order at his own senior centurion. ‘Get this man’s hands off me, First Spear!’


Reaching for his sword, the older man froze as he found himself looking at the points of a dozen spears, the intentions of the men holding them as obvious as shouted threats.


‘That’s a wise choice, Julius. If that blade clears its scabbard, you’ll find out what it feels like to be on the receiving end of a volley of pila.’ Maternus looked into his superior’s eyes, his gaze calm in contrast to the tribune’s straining efforts and furious expression. ‘This is your last chance. Do you really want to die here?’


The tribune’s defiance was incandescent, his face contorted by fury and his efforts to break his centurion’s grip.


‘Your career, Maternus, is over! From this moment, you can never be anything more than a fugitive, harried by Rome’s hunting dogs, with a price on your head that will draw civilised men and barbarians alike to hunt you down, like flies are drawn to shit!’ He spat in the centurion’s face. ‘I spit on you! Rome spits on you! And you will die – all of you that have taken part in this act of disobedience, for which death is the only just punishment – like the animals you are!’


Maternus stared at him in silence for a moment, the saliva running down his face.


‘Very well. If that choice is already made, I see little choice but to follow it through to the end.’


His biceps flexed, cords in his forearms standing out as he forced the tribune’s knife hand down and round, then inexorably turned the blade’s point upwards until it was inches from his superior’s throat. Shuddering with the effort of resisting the stronger man’s steady but irresistible force, the tribune stared white-faced at his subordinate as the hopelessness of his position hit him.


‘Don’t do this! My family …’


The other man smiled, testing his strength with an upward heave of the knife that the tribune barely controlled.


‘Your family will be mortified that you died after the war’s end, shamefully killed as a last resort by a man whose loyalty to Rome you rewarded with threats of death and infamy that drove him to the crime?’ He pushed the blade upwards again, smiling as the point shuddered another inch closer to the tribune’s throat. ‘Your family will wonder what possessed you to provoke men for whom death has lost all fear?’ He pushed again, and the blade’s point slipped another inch closer. ‘Your family, Tribune, will know only this …’ He grunted with sudden explosive effort, ramming the dagger’s blade up into the other man’s jaw, pushing it home until only the handle protruded from his head. ‘They will know that you were found dead on the blade of your own dagger. Forever shamed.’


The dying tribune staggered backward, choking convulsively as blood ran down his throat and then, as his eyes rolled back, slumped back onto his senior centurion.


‘You’ve … killed him? You’ve killed a fucking tribune!’


Maternus smiled tiredly at the first spear’s amazement, drawing his sword and raising a questioning eyebrow. 


‘He really left me no choice, you can see that. But you tried to prevent it, and the men behind you are no more guilty of any crime than we are. I have no desire to spill the innocent blood of fellow guardsmen.’


The other man shook his head stubbornly.


‘If I go back to the prefect with the story that I wasn’t able to stop you, he’ll have me scourged until I’ve bled to death. There are better ways for a man to die.’


‘I understand.’ The renegade officer shook his head sadly, then stamped forwards and put the tip of his gladius through his superior’s throat, dropping him choking and gurgling into the dust as his blood spread in a dark pool underneath his writhing body. He stared expressionlessly down at the dying man as he wiped and sheathed the sword. ‘May you find your ancestors waiting with a jug of wine when you cross the river. I’ll make sure you have a coin for the ferryman.’


‘What about the rest of them?’


He turned to find his chosen man at his shoulder.


‘The rest of them? They’re just as much the victims of this war as we are.’ He strode out in front of the remaining horsemen, raising his bloody hands for them to see. ‘You are free to leave, brothers, and all I ask in return is that you take a message back to the praetorian prefect for me! Tell him that the blood on my hands is as much his fault as mine! Had he sent a better man to bring us back into the fold, then all might have been well; instead, his puppet tribune has rendered me, and as many of my men as will follow me, as outcasts! We know that we are under threat of execution from this moment on. But let him know that I am placing Commodus under exactly the same threat! When the time is right, when my plans have come to maturity, I will have revenge on behalf of every man who has died to no purpose in this war he’s so eager to abandon!’ He gestured to the southern horizon, his voice dropping in volume to an amused, conversational tone. ‘On your way, brothers, and watch out for those treacherous German bastards. I need you to return to the cohorts safely and to spread the word as widely as you can. Rome has not heard the last of Maternus.’


He waited until the last of the horsemen was away through the settlement’s broken gate, the two dead men’s bodies tied across the saddles of their mounts, then turned to his chosen man.


‘Get the men ready to march, we need to move on. We’ll head west, away from the army, and stick to the woods. The roads will be thigh deep in cavalry within a day or two, all looking to collect on the reward that prick of a prefect will put on my head for killing his favourite bum boy. And I’m not ready to have my head paraded in front of the Guard just yet. After all, we’ve spent the last two years taking lessons in how to avoid the Roman army at the hands of the best in the business; now it’s time to put all that learning into practice, I’d say, and see how long we can stay alive. Who knows, we might even make half-decent bandits?’
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Rome, September AD 186



‘You’ll be happy to get back to some proper soldiering, will you, Tribune? Now that you’ve finished creeping round the swamps and forests at the end of the world kidnapping women, that is?’ Gaius Rutilius Scaurus frowned at his senior centurion’s jest for a moment without speaking, but far from being intimidated by the disapproval of his superior, Julius shook his head and chuckled. 


‘Yes, I know. There aren’t any swamps and forests in Germania – that’s all just an invention of men who’ve never been there to make it sound more outlandish, and to imply that its people are so lacking in civilised values that Romans should feel good about enslaving them.’


The muscular first spear turned and looked at the small party that was waiting on the transit barracks’ parade ground, eager for the order that would dismiss them back to their various centuries after their long ride south from the empire’s northern frontier to the gates of Rome.


‘Let’s have a look then, shall we, and see what you brought me back from the barbarian north? The men we lost died with honour, I presume? Qadir, you seem to have brought back somewhat less men than you took with you.’


A tall, rangy easterner in the scaled armour and crested helmet of a centurion stepped forward and saluted, his eyes seemingly fixed on the horizon. 


‘Four of my men died on the Germans’ blades, First Spear, and not all of them quickly.’


The Hamian’s usual soft voice was edged with something harder at the reminder of a loss whose scars were not yet fully healed. Centurion of the cohort’s Hamian archers, he had watched his closest friend die by his own hand as a means of avoiding the inevitable revenge of their enemy for the deaths he had inflicted upon them, and had yet to reconcile himself to his comrade’s absence. ‘I could not have asked any more of them than to die in the favour of the goddess they worshipped every single day of the years we knew each other. And I am proud to have called each of them my comrade and my friend.’


Julius nodded his head in recognition of the archers’ sacrifice.


‘Thank you, Centurion. I share your pain at those losses and your pride in the way your men chose to meet their ends. I will sacrifice with you to ask for peace for their spirits. Dubnus?’


Another officer took a pace forwards, snapping to attention with a heavy axe resting on one shoulder. Heavily muscled, and just as impressively bearded as his superior, he turned an unblinking gaze on the senior centurion.


‘Three of my brother warriors died, two of them overrun by the Bructeri horde and the third when a wound in his foot turned rotten and infected his blood. We were fortunate that the naval medicus treating him had the milk of the poppy to ease his passage across the river to the underworld.’ Dubnus frowned at the memory of his soldier’s painful, tortured death. ‘But he died with his axe in his hand, his brothers around him to give him strength in his passing, and the blood of many men painted across his armour. You would have approved of the way each of them took their leave of this life.’


The hulking first spear inclined his head in respect.


‘There was always going to be a price to pay, given the paths you were walking.’ He raised an eyebrow at the big centurion. ‘Although I see you still display the same gods’ charmed life as ever. Are you still blowing that horn every night?’


‘Yes, I am.’ Centurion of his pioneer century, and one of the few men on the parade ground who could match Julius for both height and breadth, the Briton looked down his nose at his superior in a way that he knew was guaranteed to irritate the older man. ‘And if I hadn’t blown it as loudly as I could a few weeks ago, then most of us wouldn’t be here.’


Julius shrugged.


‘That’s a story I suspect will have grown in the telling. But it still sounds like a bull having a noisy shit, right? You’d better go and practice some more, and take your muscle sisters with you. You too, Qadir, your archers will be keen to get back to their boyfriends.’ Ignoring their mutual disgruntlement, he moved on down the line as the pioneers and bowmen fell out and headed for their respective barracks, their centurions nodding at each other in mutual respect as they parted. ‘And I see you didn’t manage to shake off any of the less disciplined members of the cohort either, Tribune.’ He paused in front of a pair of soldiers whose stares remained steadfastly locked on the barrack behind him. ‘Sanga, every bit as shifty as you were before, if not even more so, and Saratos, looking even more like a butcher’s guard dog than usual. You two can both bugger off back to the Fourth Century, where I happen to know your centurion is waiting excitedly at the thought of hearing all your thrilling stories. Either that, or he wants to slap you both around just enough to show how much he’s missed you. I’ll let you work out which is the most likely. Dismissed.’


The two soldiers saluted and turned away. Sanga nudged his Dacian companion, urging him towards the gate and the city’s myriad possibilities, but Julius’s parting comment left them in no doubt as to what was expected of them.


‘You’re to report to Otho immediately, you pair of halfwits. He’s expecting you to resume your duties as watch officers, and should you disappoint that expectation, he’s under firm instructions to communicate just how let down he feels, and in his usual direct style. Don’t say you weren’t warned!’


He grinned as the two men changed direction and walked somewhat less eagerly towards the Fourth Century’s barrack, then turned back to stare at the remaining men of the party that had gone to Germania at the imperial chamberlain’s orders, addressing his regard to a pair of soldiers, one old enough to be the other’s grandfather. They were standing alongside a pair of barbarians, one of whom, the tribune’s German slave Arminius, was simply tall and powerful, while the other was a head taller than the first spear. A captive Briton who had long since become part of Scaurus’s familia, his body was slabbed with the muscle needed to heft the beaked warhammer that he held casually, its iron head heavy enough to make the simple act of lifting it from the ground a strain for any of his comrades. Stopping in front of the younger of the two Tungrians, he shook his head in apparent disgust as the other soldier, a veteran old enough to have retired years before, looked back at him with his usual calculating expression.


‘And here, despite the hopes and expectations of every gambling man in his cohort, is Morban, back among us without so much as a scratch.’ He looked the standard bearer up and down before speaking again. ‘And looking just as unsavoury as ever, with half a dozen punishable offences in the state of your uniform and equipment alone that I can see with one glance. On your way, statue waver, and get yourself smartened up before I’m forced to have you dragged in front of your centurion for judgement and a beating. And play nicely with your comrades; there are soldiers under my command who’ve not felt the gentle caress of your fingers on their purses for so long that they’ve almost forgotten the meaning of fear.’ He flicked a glance at the young soldier standing next to the veteran, half a head taller than the last time he had seen him, and smiled despite himself at the almost comical mask of seriousness on the boy’s face. ‘And you can take this young bullock with you. I wouldn’t have recognised the boy if he’d not been standing next to you. Have you dipped your spear in blood yet, Lupus?’


Morban answered for his grandson, an indignant tone in his voice.


‘My grandson was true to his blood, when the time came. He did his duty, and killed his first man, First Spear.’


Julius nodded appreciatively, but any further comment was forestalled by the German Arminius, leaning towards him and speaking quietly but firmly.


‘I see the seeds of greatness in the boy, and the priestess confirmed as much. He’ll do more than just soldier for you; you can be assured of that.’


Julius raised an eyebrow at the interjection, tapping the German on his chest with the tip of his twisted vine stick.


‘Whereas all I see is that the tribune still hasn’t taught you the difference between intelligence and insubordination, eh, Arminius? You’re dismissed, all three of you …’ He shot a glance at the impassive giant of a man standing alongside them. ‘And take that monster Lugos with you. I want to have words with your officers without having to tolerate a running commentary from either you, slave, or you, standard bearer. The boy can tell me about his exploits in the dark German forests soon enough, but for now the grown-ups have more important matters to be discussing.’


He waited until the four men were out of earshot before turning back to Scaurus and the centurions standing beside him.


‘Word travels faster than horses when there’s bad news to be told, and we heard most of the story of your trip north months ago. How you managed to get your hands on the woman the imperial chamberlain sent you to capture, and then lost her back to the tribe you stole her from as the price of your lives.’


Scaurus shrugged.


‘I’ve always found it wise, First Spear, to take all news from far off places, be it good or bad, with a grain of salt, just in case it turns out to have been amended to suit the teller’s bias. And who was it that told you all that? Nobody outside the imperial palace would have had access to that sort of information.’ Scaurus looked at Julius questioningly, but the big centurion simply returned the stare in silence, knowing that his superior already knew the answer to his question well enough. ‘Cleander?’


‘One of his freedmen. He came down the hill a few days ago and told me that you’d be back in the city inside a week, and that I was to ready both cohorts to march. Your friend the chamberlain has plans for us, it seems.’


The youngest of the three remaining centurions standing alongside Scaurus shook his head angrily, putting his hands on his hips and staring over the transit barracks’ low walls at the bulk of the Aventine Hill rising behind them.


‘The man has no pity! How can he expect us to march so soon after returning from such an arduous journey, with everything that’s happened?’


Scaurus laughed softly.


‘No pity? Of course he has no pity. He’s the imperial chamberlain, Vibius Varus, he has the weight of the empire bearing down on him and few enough resources to hand when Rome’s neighbours decide to test the limits of imperial strength. And in our cohorts, as he knows all too well, he has the perfect means to put out whatever fire it is that’s been lit under his backside this time. Fifteen hundred of the best troops in the empire led by men whose instant, unquestioning obedience is guaranteed by the simple threat that hangs over every one of us, and those we hold dearest.’


The taller of his comrades nodded, his lean face set in grim lines at his superior’s words and his knuckles white on the grips of his two blades, one a long cavalry sword, the other an eagle-pommelled gladius, the weapons that were his customary armament and had long since earned him the sobriquet of ‘Two Knives’ among the men of the Tungrian cohorts.


‘This is unforgivable. I should just—’


‘Take your son and vanish?’ The tribune shook his head with a gentle smile. ‘That wouldn’t do anything to lessen Cleander’s hold over us, would it, Marcus? Once a traitor, always a traitor, that would be his only response. We’re bent over the table for him whether you’re with us or not, aren’t we, forever condemned for having sheltered you from the emperor’s “justice” after your family’s murder? A choice, I would remind you – before you consider jumping back into that bath of despond you were wallowing in not so long ago – that we all chose freely. And beside that, it’s clear to me that you wouldn’t last a month, not with Cleander’s agents hunting you and with a small child to care for. At least this way your son is safe, under the wing of the very man who would have us all put to death in an instant if he thought we were anything other than totally loyal to him and him alone. No, for the time being at least, the best way to respond to Cleander’s need to make us jump to his command is to have our boots in the air before he asks.’


He gestured at the hill.


‘Go and see your son, Marcus. You’ll have a short enough time with him without standing round here bemoaning a fate we can’t avoid. And since I noted well enough the fact that you used the term “us” a moment ago, Centurion Varus, let us all be clear that you are hereby freed from your service to the Tungrian cohorts. Let’s hope that your cousin the navarchus found the time to send your father the letter he promised, telling him what a hero you proved yourself while you were away.’


Varus grinned, shaking his head in amusement.


‘My father? He’ll greet me back in his usual manner, I have no doubt of that. I’ll get a good stern talking-to once the women have finished weeping at my safe return, and then whenever his friends come to dinner, I’ll be paraded forth as the hero of the day, with clandestine service to the empire in both the east and the north which, of course, can never be detailed and will therefore soon assume mythical status.’


‘So it’s back to being fawned over by a succession of simpering maidens and eager matrons then, is it? I can only shake my head in pity at your sacrifice, you young b—’


‘Thank you, Julius.’ 


Waiting until he was satisfied that his senior centurion had fallen silent, Scaurus turned back to Varus, the son of a senator whose presence in his auxiliary cohorts’ ranks he had never regarded as anything other than a temporary expedient.


‘Go and make a start on re-establishing your relationship with your father. And I think it’s for the best if we agree that your days marching with the Tungrians have reached their natural conclusion. With this experience under your belt, I’d imagine that you’d make an excellent legion tribune, and if your father has half as much sense as I suspect, then he’ll pull in a favour or two and get you onto some legatus’s staff as quick as he can. Some time spent out of the imperial eye would probably be well advised, given that you’ve deliberately chosen to associate yourself with men who can hardly be said to enjoy the emperor’s favour.’ He swivelled to address Marcus, waving a dismissive hand. ‘And, you, Centurion, have a child who needs a father. Away with the pair of you, and leave Julius and I to consider what we need to have our men ready for, whatever it is that Cleander wants to throw at us next.’


The two men headed for the gate, and after a moment spent contemplating their backs, Julius turned to his superior and the remaining officer with a questioning look.


‘He went away a broken man, more or less. I more than half expected you to come back without him, and I was ready to pronounce his death as a small mercy for such a tortured spirit. And yet there he is, looking more like the old Marcus than anything I ever expected to see again. What happened to work that change in him?’


‘What happened?’ Scaurus shook his head. ‘I have very little idea.’ He touched his side with a grimace. ‘As the result of my own carelessness I was wounded in the act of abducting the priestess, and I spent most of the next few days clinging onto my life with very little understanding of what was happening around me. It was a succession of hills and rivers for the most part, and the most abominable water-logged pathway that seemed to go on forever. I didn’t wake properly for days, by which time the whole thing was over, more or less, and our colleague had been transformed into the man you saw just now. Not quite the Marcus Valerius Aquila of old, but most definitely not the morose and almost completely taciturn individual we took north. He seems to have found … well … peace, I suppose.’


The last of the centurions – an older man with a face lined by experience, but still bright of eye and erect in his posture – shook his head.


‘I know what happened, even if I cannot understand it. The witch we were sent to kidnap put him to sleep with a wave of her hand, it seemed, then woke him with a snap of her fingers. And when he woke …’ He shrugged. ‘You can see as well as I can that he’s a different man.’


Julius stared at his old adversary for a moment, pursing his lips at the older man’s lack of respect for his rank.


‘As untroubled as ever, aren’t you, Cotta? Did you kill any kings while you were across the Rhenus, anyone you can add to your tally? I doubt one emperor’s enough for a practised killer like you.’


The veteran officer smiled back at him thinly.


‘Untroubled? Or no more troubled than I was before? After all, we regicides have a hard time sleeping at night, burdened as we are by our crimes. But Germania was a walk in the park compared to some of the fun and games this one’s put us through.’


He tipped his head at Scaurus, who smiled in his turn.


‘It’s never me that puts you through it, Centurion Cotta, and it’s not even the apparent culprit Cleander either. You do it to yourself, as you know all too well …’ He raised a hand to point at Marcus as the young centurion disappeared through the barracks’ gate. ‘You do it to stay close to the young man you trained from boyhood until he was too good with a sword to learn anything more from you, don’t you?’


The older man shrugged.


‘Everyone needs someone to look after. And besides, I promised his father, when he knew that his time was limited, that I would do whatever I could to protect him. Before the emperor had his family liquidated.’


Julius nodded.


‘You’re one man in a cohort of men who’re dedicated to keeping the young fool alive, Cotta, and if he’s anything close to his old self, I’m sure we’ll all be busy again soon enough doing just that.’ He turned to Scaurus. ‘Do you know where we’ll be marching to, Tribune?’ 


‘Where? No. But when? Soon, from the sound of it. So I suggest you talk me through our readiness to march before I go and give this dirty skin a damned good sweat. Because I’m fairly sure I’ll be standing in front of the imperial chamberlain before the sun sets tomorrow, and it would be as well to know what I need to demand of him.’


‘How much longer must I tolerate this nonsense, Chamberlain? I swear that raddled old fool is deliberately stringing the ceremony out as a means of making some ill-considered point.’


The imperial chamberlain inclined his head respectfully, channelling every possible hint of submissive respect into his posture as he responded to the man who controlled the fate of a hundred million citizens of Rome by decree, and his own immediate future in a rather more intimate and sometimes disturbing manner.


‘It won’t be long now, Caesar. The Brothers of the Field have a sacred duty to make a sacrifice at all of the most holy shrines along the boundaries of the old city before nightfall, which means that they must surely—’


Commodus spat out his response in a vicious half-whisper whose sibilant violence was audible throughout the shrine’s cramped confines, and whose last few words were barked out loudly enough to leave nobody present in any doubt as to their ruler’s state of agitation.


‘Which means, Chamberlain, that they must surely perform their rituals a good deal faster, if they are not to find their sacred duty impeded by the fact that they will have become the sacrifices!’


Those men among the eight toga-clad priests who still retained their hearing cast nervous glances at their imperious ninth member, whose ill-tempered observations as to their short-term futures were, as the chamberlain knew, a more than justified cause for concern as to their immediate safety. Called to their duties unexpectedly only the previous evening – and somewhat confused given that their usual annual rite of entreating the goddess Dea Dia to bless the empire’s harvest had already been carried out months before – the priestly college had been aghast at Cleander’s patient explanation of the likely unhappiness that would result were they, all men of high rank and great fortune, to decline such an august invitation to intercede with the gods on their emperor’s behalf. Nudged by the men on either side of his place at the altar, the chief priest, abruptly transformed from his former air of omnipotent patrician superiority to one of sweating, pale-faced terror, gabbled through the remaining lines of the ancient and arcane rite at a breakneck pace that would have outraged his fellow priests, had they not felt the same cold-eyed threat playing across their ranks. With the words said, the sacrifice of a fine ram hastily made and equally-swiftly declared auspicious, with barely a glance at the animal’s exposed organs, much less a proper examination, the blessings of all present were bestowed upon the emperor along with heartfelt wishes of long life and great strength, after which the Arval Brothers waited nervously for their master to express the degree of his satisfaction with their performance of the holy ritual. And, at length, after playing a long, heavy-eyed stare across his sweating colleagues, and to the obvious relief of all present, Commodus finally chose to relent.


‘May the gods look down on you with favour, my brothers! Once again you have showed them just how much we men of the city worship them! Even those among us who have sprung from their loins …’


He cast a sly glance towards the room to the right of the altar, grinning as he saw their eyes follow his with fresh expressions of incompletely-masked fear.


‘On this occasion, it seems, I will not have cause to open the sacred chamber and fetch out Mars’s shield and spear, neither to defend Rome from those who might be encouraged by any hint of impiety on our part or indeed to punish any man unwise enough to mistake overly-long ritual for zealous worship. The gods, my fellow brothers of the fields, are no fonder of religious over-indulgence than I am. And who better to know that than I?’


The priests nodded and smiled – blankly for the most part, as each man sought to conceal whatever emotion he felt – as the man with absolute power of life and death over them all invited them to ponder the question of his lineage with an expression of the utmost seriousness. Standing behind the emperor, Cleander stared at each of them in turn, his famed attention to the smallest of details evidently focused on the city’s richest men who had in reality been invited to join the ancient brotherhood for reasons that were obvious to all concerned. Commodus sighed wistfully, turning away from the room in which the holy weapons were stored, raising his hands for all assembled to see.


‘You do not appreciate the sacrifice I make simply by passing up the chance to wield a spear in Mars’s holy name. You may add my forbearance to your list, and shout it at the people as you progress around the old walls proclaiming that I, as Jupiter’s son, have their favour. I, in the meanwhile, will go about my never-ending task of enlightening my people as to the godly nature of my presence among them.’


The priests nodded and muttered expressions of respect and devotion for their young ruler, clearly relieved by the prospect of being allowed to go out into the city and live at least one more day, exchanging surreptitious glances at their apparent reprieve. But as the emperor gathered himself to leave, his praetorians opening the temple’s door onto a sunlit morning and the noise of the crowd that had gathered behind their shields to await his reappearance, his chamberlain coughed meaningfully.


‘Ah yes.’ Commodus turned back to face the men of the brotherhood with a half-smile. ‘It seems that I almost forgot the most important matter I had intended to discuss with you. As men of substance, I find myself in need of assistance in dealing with a threat that might yet present a risk to the empire itself. Certainly those of you with estates in Gaul might already be aware of this brigand who goes by the name of Maternus?’


One of the senators stepped forward a pace and bowed.


‘I have heard the name, Caesar. An upstart deserter who attracts fellow brigands and other assorted renegades to join him in ever greater numbers, and whose depredations in the name of some yet-to-be-defined vindicta grow ever bolder and rapacious.’


‘That’s the man.’ Cleander nodded his agreement. ‘I was discussing him this morning with the emperor, whose firm view is that something must be done to put this rebel in his place before real damage is done. The loss of a city or a fortress might make the people of the province question the value of our rule. Caesar’s patience with the feeble efforts of the governors in question has reached the limits of his undeniably generous patience.’


Commodus nodded firmly.


‘I would go to Gaul myself and teach this Maternus the last lesson he’d ever need, if it weren’t for the needs of the city and my people. But others must go in my place, it seems.’


Cleander inclined his head in agreement.


‘The city needs you too much for your absence to be tenable, Caesar. But we must send soldiers. At least a legion’s strength.’ 


The senators looked at Cleander with fresh understanding, their previous relief dissipating as they realised the purpose behind his statement. The boldest among them stepped forward with a look of distaste. A man whose wartime reputation under the previous emperor had been that of a fearless and outspoken commander, his apparent predilection for frankness had led Cleander to predict on more than one occasion that his brutal honesty would almost certainly result in his premature death.


‘And legions cost money, as I am sure you were about to point out to us.’


‘Yes, indeed I was! And how perceptive of you, Senator.’ The chamberlain beamed beatifically at the patrician’s poorly-masked disgust. ‘I’ll have to keep an eye on you, that’s evident! Yes, gentlemen, legions cost money. A lot of money. And all the legions we have are tied up keeping the empire’s frontiers safe against the myriad peoples who would very much like to get inside them. However, our military advisers are clear in their opinion that a full legion’s power will be required when faced with several thousand desperate men who know that their capture can only mean their death. And so a legion must be raised.’


‘How much?’


The chamberlain’s smile widened.


‘Straight to the point, eh? Such directness.’ He shot a glance at his secretary, who inscribed whatever command it was that had passed between them into his tablet. ‘And how much? A lot, Senator, a great deal of gold. For a start, all of the five thousand men in question will have to be paid, at the rate of three hundred denarii for each year of their service: so twelve gold aureii for each of them over the year will be required to deal with this problem. Add in another eight aureii to feed and equip them for that year, not to mention provide them with weapons and equipment. And then there are the hobnails to be taking into consideration.’


‘Hobnails?’


Cleander turned to one of the less militarily-experienced priests, looking pointedly at his exquisitely-made leather shoes before commenting.


‘Indeed, hobnails. Unlike you and me, the empire’s soldiers possess only one pair of boots apiece, and these must be protected from the wear and tear of their arduous life. Legionaries on the march are the most prodigious consumers of hobnails, it seems. Apparently they prevent the leather soles of all those expensive boots from wearing too thin for use. But they must be replaced on a routine basis as they seem to wear out – or indeed in cases of careless maintenance, fall out – which means the empire has to manufacture and supply hundreds of thousands of the things to a legion on campaign. And these are the details that I grapple with every day, the demands on the treasury that have to be met. There’ll be no change to be had from a sum of twenty aureii per man, I’m told.’


‘And you’ll need another five in gold per man to cover the expected exigencies of such a campaign?’


The patrician’s acerbic tone would have made Cleander wince for the man’s breathtaking lack of any instinct for self-preservation, had decades of palace service not trained the expression of any emotion out of him.


‘I find it hard to argue with your well-found estimate, Senator! Although with legion cavalry to equip and feed as well, I’d say that even your proposed contingency might yet not be enough.’


The senator shrugged.


‘I understand the nature of what you’re asking for. So twenty-five aureii a man, and five thousand men, give or take, means that you’re looking for one hundred and twenty-five thousand in gold. Three million denarii.’


Three million, one hundred and twenty five thousand, in point of fact. Let’s call it four million, for the sake of safety.’


‘And to make our donations a nice round five hundred thousand apiece?’


The chamberlain nodded equably.


‘Indeed. And I congratulate you on your prompt voluntary offer of the funds required to put such a force into the field. My secretary will provide you with details of how to remit the donation. A praetorian escort will be sent to each of your houses to ensure that no loss occurs in transit to the treasury.’ He extended an arm to usher the emperor out into the sunlight. ‘Caesar? Your many-fold duties call.’


Commodus stepped out into the sunlight, raising a hand to acknowledge the cheers of the crowd waiting docile behind the deep ranks of the praetorian cohort that had been deployed to ensure his visit to the temple was uninterrupted.


‘Four million denarii? Does a legion really cost that much to raise?’


His chamberlain smiled knowingly, gesturing to the praetorian prefect to bring the emperor’s litter forward.


‘My military experts tell me that the sum might well be a good deal less, Caesar, but I have always believed that a prudent servant of the state should ensure that there is no eventuality that he cannot afford to overcome. And besides, I recall you telling me how much you were hoping that your birthday celebrations would surpass last year’s extravaganza; a good deal of gold will have to flow from the treasury to the gladiatorial schools if we are to be ready in time for the great day.’


Commodus nodded eagerly.


‘Quite so, Chamberlain, quite so! And you’re convinced that you can achieve such a spectacle and deal with this man Maternus at the same time?’


The older man simply smiled again.


‘Ah, here’s your litter. Away to your busy day, Caesar, and leave me to worry about the details of seeing off the empire’s enemies. Prefect Aebutianus?’


The praetorian commander stepped forward and called out an order, prompting his men to a hurried repositioning to either side of the litter, forming a ring of hard-faced guardsmen to clear the emperor’s path back to the palace and the day’s entertainments.


‘It went well, Chamberlain?’


Cleander regarded the prefect for a moment before replying, considering, as he always did, everything he knew about the man to whom he was speaking before venturing an opinion.


‘It went tolerably well, thank you, Prefect.’ The man was his own appointee, albeit one that he kept a close watch on given the power of his position, and he realised he would probably hear the story from his own men in the temple soon enough. ‘Caesar managed to communicate to the Arval Brotherhood that brevity is most definitely a fine attribute when it comes to subjecting a bored emperor to religious ritual, and they repaid his kindness by hurrying through the order of the rite swiftly enough that he wasn’t overcome by the urge to take the sacred spear to them. And the members of that most ancient and respected order have agreed to a generous funding of the army that will be required to deal with this new Gallic bandit. All in all, a successful morning from my perspective.’


‘So we’re raising another legion?’


Cleander shook his head in amusement.


‘No, we’re not raising another legion. The Eighth Augustan will cope perfectly well with this bandit and his fellow criminals from their fortress at Argentoratum, I’d have thought. But I will make a show of sending some reinforcements from the capital, just to give the Arval Brothers the impression that their money is being spent well.’


‘Reinforcements? What reinforce …’


The other man’s eyes narrowed as he realised what Cleander was hinting at.


‘Yes. A cohort or two of your praetorians will make for a noble sight as they march out from the city, and it’s about time they saw some action, wouldn’t you agree? Not to mention the fact that this man Maternus is one of your own, which would make it both right and fitting for it to be the Guard that brings him back to Rome for punishment. And besides, I need some good loyal men to accompany the other military force I plan to send west. They’re incomparable in battle, it seems, but their leadership is suspect, to say the least.’


The prefect shook his head.


‘You mean the auxiliaries who’ve been camped in the transit barracks on the Via Ostiensis for the last six months, I presume?’


‘I do.’


‘If the stories I hear as to their exploits are to be believed, then they’re not just suspect, they’re dangerous. Why you haven’t had their tribune dismissed, or simply put to death, is beyond—’


‘Yes, I know. Well beyond you. But the thing is, my dear Aebutianus, when one’s house seems likely to be overrun by rats, the last thing a wise man would do is kill his best dog. I send those men at the empire’s enemies, and by one means or another, they always succeed in dealing with whatever threat faces Rome. In addition to that, it has to be admitted that they have performed certain services to the city – and to myself – that I view with a measure of sentimentality.’ He raised a jaundiced eyebrow at the praetorian commander. ‘And before you start smirking at the thought I might be capable of such an emotion, I’ll point out that even you, resplendent in your finery, would not occupy that position of grandeur were it not for their actions in unseating your predecessor. But, as with any fierce dog, there’s always the risk that they might bite the hand that feeds. So choose the men you’ll send west alongside them carefully, and let’s see if we can’t dilute that risk a little, shall we?’


‘Your father will be furious with you, you do realise that, don’t you, Gaius?’


Varus smiled wanly at Marcus’s question, raising a hand in salute to the guards as they passed through the Aventine gate.


‘Furious? I expect he’ll be a little exercised, but—’


‘He’ll be incandescent. He’ll already know what happened in Germania, of course, because your cousin will have written to your uncle with the news. And while absconding from Rome to go and play at soldiers – because that’s the way he’ll put it to you – is one thing, interfering with matters of state is entirely another.’


Varus shrugged.


‘There’s no proof that we acted in anything other than the empire’s best interests.’


His comrade shook his head.


‘Proof? Who cares about proof? There was no proof when the last praetorian prefect had my family murdered, just a need for gold and a convenient target in my father and uncle as two of the richest men in the city. Not to mention our estate on the Via Appia, which he promptly took for his own. Cleander won’t hesitate to have you and your family liquidated, if he discovers the truth of what happened to his spy in Germania. Don’t misunderstand me, Gaius, I wouldn’t change any of what we did, but there’s a reckoning hanging over us both now. As it is, it’s hard to see what’s motivated Cleander to keep us alive as long as he has. Of course we’ve been useful, but how long that will last is anyone’s guess. The best thing for you to do is to go home, accept whatever punishment your father hands you and keep your head down. Let’s hope that this will all be forgotten soon enough, for you at least.’


Varus nodded glumly.


‘Perhaps. Although what I’m going to do with myself is a bit of a mystery to me.’


‘Well, for one thing, you can keep an eye on Annia and the children, when he sends us away again.’ The two men paused, having reached the gate of the house where Julius’s woman and the three children she cared for lived. ‘Why not come inside for something to eat and to wash the road from your feet?’


Varus nodded.


‘It’ll delay the moment of truth a little longer.’ 


The gatekeeper was one of Cotta’s former soldiers, left behind to care for Marcus’s familia when the veteran centurion had re-enlisted to accompany the Tungrians to the east the year before. He answered their knock by pulling the gate open swiftly, a knife in his hand, while the gleam of an infantry sword’s blade in the wall’s shadow indicated that he was not alone. Both men bowed respectfully at the sight of Marcus, admitting the two officers and bolting the gate behind them.


‘Apologies, Centurion, but there’s been more than one stranger hanging around of late, so we decided not to take any risks.’


Nodding his understanding, the young officer led his friend into the cool of the atrium, raising an eyebrow as another of Cotta’s veteran soldiers padded silently towards them with a finger to his lips.


‘The children are asleep, sir, and the mistress treats us hard if they get wakened before it’s time.’


Shaking his head, Marcus waved the man away with a quiet chuckle.


‘Let’s get the kitchen fire going and warm up some water, shall we? Once our feet are clean we’ll feel a good deal more like civilised men, and rather less like—’


‘The rough-arsed soldiers you are?’ Varus took a step backwards as a naked woman came out of the kitchen to confront them, a bloody knife in one hand and both arms slathered in gore to the elbow. ‘Julius sent a man to warn me that you would be home today, so I’m in the process of butchering a nice fat pig. And you two men have arrived at just the right time to help me hang him up for skinning.’ Varus and Marcus exchanged surprised glances, but Annia obviously wasn’t in the mood for any reluctance in the matter. ‘Come on, get your armour off and strip to your skin, there’s no point ruining perfectly good clothing. Once blood’s into the weave it’ll never come out, no matter what I do, and I’m not throwing away tunics that cost enough money to feed a family of ten for a week.’ The two men looked at each other in shared confusion, and the de facto lady of the house gestured with her knife in what was an unconscious but nevertheless disquieting action. ‘Get on with it! I’ve seen it all before, trust me, and I’ve seen longer and thicker than either of you two have got to show off, so you’re perfectly safe!’


Bemusedly doing as they were told, both men removed their heavy armour and tunics while she tapped an impatient foot.


‘You can leave your boots on, a bit of blood isn’t going to do them any harm.’


Leading them out into the villa’s back garden, she gestured to another woman, who had taken shelter from the sun in the shadow of the closely-planted trees that protected the house’s privacy from the buildings clustered around it. A dead pig was lying close to the house’s wall beneath a heavy iron hook embedded in the brickwork, a large pail full of its blood testament to Annia’s thrift and no-nonsense attitude.


‘Off your backside, Calistra, your man will be back soon, and we need that animal ready to roast!’


Varus frowned as the younger woman returned to her task.


‘That’s …?’


‘Dubnus’s woman, the one he rescued from the gladiator school. She doesn’t look half bad now that she’s cleaned up and put some weight on.’


Marcus bowed to both women.


‘Ladies, my thanks for the care you’ve evidently been taking of the children.’


Annia snorted her amusement. 


‘And what were we supposed to do while you were away, waft around the markets buying silk and making eyes at gladiators like the rich women?’ She gestured to the wall hook with a look of impatience. ‘Now get those muscles working and hang that fat little bugger up for me so that I can get his skin off and his guts dropped out. Once you’ve done that, you can take that blood inside and cover it to keep the flies off, then go and wash yourselves and entertain the children while we do the hard work. I’ve already tied the beast’s back legs together, so all I need is for you two fine specimens of manhood to get him up on the hook. And you can stop goggling at poor Calistra; she’s been through enough without having to put up with your lechery.’ 


The two men struggled to heave the dead pig’s carcass onto the iron hook, as its blood-slicked skin kept slipping through their grasping fingers; only after several failed attempts did they manage to catch the thick twine that bound its ankles over the hook’s point. Annia looked at the gently swaying beast with satisfaction, jerking a thumb back at the house.


‘Good. Now off with you. You can send a pair of Cotta’s idiots out to get the fire pit ready, and we’ll get this beast roasting. Go and remind your son who his father is, eh?’ Marcus nodded and turned away, only to stop as his friend’s wife tapped him lightly on the arm with the flat of her knife blade. ‘And Marcus, be warned. I’ve bonded with little Felix like a mother. If you do him the slightest harm, it won’t be Commodus or Cleander that you have to worry about. And wash your feet before you go back inside!’


Nodding his understanding, he led Varus back into the house, where the two men used water already warmed over the cooking fire to wash away the blood and clean themselves, dressing in fresh tunics just as the first sounds of the children waking were heard.


‘You’ll be needing this, sir.’ The oldest of the guards, clearly a family man himself, handed Marcus a terracotta feeding bottle that had been left to warm in the sun. ‘The older two will still be digesting their lunch, but that baby cuts up rough if he’s not fed after a sleep.’


Relieving the gate guards to go about Annia’s bidding, they took the infants into the front garden, where Marcus sat in the shade of a cypress and fed the baby Felix while Julius’s daughter Victoria sat talking to a rag doll and his own son Appius stared at him fixedly. Knowing what a daunting prospect his lean, scarred face must be, he waited quietly, smiling at the child until the boy felt sufficiently emboldened to speak.


‘Are you my daddy?’


‘Yes, Appius. I’m Marcus, and I’m your father.’


The child fell silent again for a moment, clearly considering his next words.


‘Annia isn’t my mummy.’


‘No, Annia is a very dear friend who has been looking after you while I was away.’


‘My mummy died.’


Marcus held his breath, waiting to see if the boy had anything more to say, unconsciously flicking a glance down at the baby whose birth had killed his wife, but Appius fell silent again, regarding his father unblinkingly.


‘Yes, she did. And I’ve been away more than I should have. But I’m here now, and I won’t go away without you again, not if I can avoid it.’


Again the child thought before answering.


‘Do you promise?’


Suddenly it was Marcus’s turn to fall silent, knowing that he couldn’t lie to the boy.


‘I promise not to leave you alone again.’


‘Don’t promise what you can’t deliver, Centurion.’ He turned to find Annia behind him, washed clean of the blood and dressed in a man’s tunic. ‘I left Cotta’s men putting the pig to roast, with warnings as to what will happen to them if they make a mess of it. We’ll have all their families to dinner tonight, as a way of thanking them for their protection while you’ve been away.’ She shook her head at him fondly. ‘Marcus, Julius loves you like a brother and so do I, especially after all you’ve been through, and I know you meant well when you tell your son that you won’t leave him behind again. But how likely is it that Cleander will allow you to stay in the city, when he knows you must harbour thoughts of revenge on the emperor for all the pain he’s heaped on you?’


She took Felix from his arms, putting the infant over her shoulder and rubbing gently at his back. Marcus held his hands out to Appius, who, after another moment’s thought, got to his feet and walked close enough to his father to be hugged close to the young soldier’s chest.


‘I understand all that. But I’ve left Appius here twice in the last twelve months. The first time I left him his life was threatened along with that of your daughter, and he was only spared at the cost of another man’s life. And the second time, I left him parentless at a time when he needed me more than ever, even if I was too numb with grief to realise it. I won’t take those risks with him a third time.’


A rap on the gate snatched them back to the realities of the present, and Marcus put the boy down, reaching for the gladius propped up against the garden wall. Holding it in his left hand behind the door’s wooden shield, he opened the gate a fraction. In the street outside, a praetorian guardsman was waiting impatiently, and the young Roman handed the forbidden weapon behind him to Annia before opening the gate wider.


‘Centurion Marcus Tribulus Corvus?’


‘Yes.’


‘I carry a message from the imperial chamberlain, Centurion. You and Tribune Gaius Rutilius Scaurus are to report to his office in the Palatine tomorrow morning, at the third hour. No reply is required.’


He saluted and turned away, and Marcus stared bleakly after him.


‘No reply is required.’ Annia rested the sword against the garden wall and closed the gate, shooting the heavy bolts that secured it. ‘He’s reeling you back in, isn’t he? Another task, another impossibility to be achieved, and this time my Julius will have to go too. I’ll be left here with—’


‘No.’


She frowned up at him in bemusement.


‘You don’t say no to Cleander, and you know that just as well as I do. If he tells you to march, you’ll march, because you have no choice in the matter. And neither do we.’
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‘Rutilius Scaurus, welcome back to Rome at long last.’ Cleander looked up from his desk at the tribune and his companion. ‘And the man who goes by the name of Marcus Tribulus Corvus. It’s kind of you both to spare me some time so soon after your return from Germania, and especially after so long away. Longer than I’d expected, in fact.’ He gestured to the man waiting in silence to one side of his expansive wooden desk. ‘You’ve already met Gaius Vibius Varus, of course, so no introductions will be necessary.’


Scaurus nodded to Varus, and Marcus smiled briefly at their friend’s unexpected presence but, knowing the chamberlain’s ability to unearth the best-hidden secrets, neither showed any sign of surprise at his presence at the focal point of Rome’s power.


‘I invited young Varus here after becoming aware of the unexpected role he seems to have played in your mission across the Rhenus into barbarian Germania. A mission which, to judge from your rather sparsely worded dispatch from Colonia Agrippina, seems to have ended in failure.’


All three men waited in silence as Cleander put down his stylus and stood, advancing round the desk in an impressive display of fearlessness given the presence of at least one man who would happily have beaten him to death given the opportunity, and who was only held back from that satisfaction by the obvious consequences of such an act for those he loved. 


‘So, gentlemen, shall we review exactly what it was that you did manage to achieve in the course of performing what, on the face of it at least, seemed a fairly simple task?’


Scaurus shook his head slightly, a smile of genuine amusement on his hawk-like features.


‘Your simple task, Chamberlain, nearly killed me.’


The older man shrugged.


‘It’s usually hard to put meat on the table without putting blood on the floor, Rutilius Scaurus. And given that whatever it was that befell you hasn’t blunted your customarily acerbic tongue, no matter how likely it is to cause offence, I suggest that you get on with sharing the results of those travails. I am in particular keen to understand the disappearance of an agent of mine, who seems to have vanished without trace after accompanying Vibius Varus here across the river in a mission to collect you from some tribe or other.’
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