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ABOUT THE BOOK

Summer, AD 69. Rome and its empire are in turmoil, caught in the coils of a desperate and destructive civil war. The emperor Otho is dead by his own hand and his rival, Aulus Vitellius, occupies the imperial throne. However, a new challenge has arisen in the East – the legions of Titus Flavius Vespasian have declared him their Emperor.

In the dry heat of an August morning, Gaius Valerius Verrens prepares for his last day on earth. Wrongly accused of deserting his legion on the field of Bedriacum, it seems he is destined to die a coward’s death.

Then the executioner’s hand is stayed. Vitellius’s enemies will spare the life of the man who was once Hero of Rome if he pledges allegiance to Vespasian and his cause. Valerius – tired of the endless slaughter and hoping that he might be reunited with his lost love – agrees. And so he must battle his way south to Rome in order to persuade his friend Vitellius to stand down for the greater good of the city, its people and the Empire.

But this is civil war and this is Rome, and Valerius – his loyalties divided and branded an enemy of the people – is trapped in a maze of distrust, corruption, betrayal and blood-letting...
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Once before, the Capitol had been consumed, but then only through the crime of individuals; now it was openly besieged, and openly set on fire.

Cornelius Tacitus, The Histories


I

Western Pannonia, August, AD 69

‘You are sentenced to death.’

The verdict sent a jolt through Gaius Valerius Verrens as if he’d been drenched in ice melt. All the air seemed to be sucked from the sweltering tent and the three officers facing him behind the rickety campaign table shimmered like a desert mirage. In the centre, Vedius Aquila, commander of the Thirteenth legion, continued to outline the prisoner’s crimes. Valerius could see his lips moving, but their meaning was lost in the void between. This couldn’t be happening.

The civil war that had torn the Roman Empire apart since the death of Servius Sulpicius Galba almost nine months earlier should have been over. Galba’s murderer, Otho, was dead, his army defeated on the damp plain between Cremona and Bedriacum by forces loyal to the governor of Germania, Aulus Vitellius. Now Vitellius sat on a golden throne wearing an Emperor’s cloak and an Emperor’s laurels, his position confirmed by the Senate and people of Rome. Division, deception and the betrayal of old loyalties are the very stuff of civil war. Valerius Verrens counted Vitellius as his friend, but he’d fought for Otho at Bedriacum, as deputy commander of the First Adiutrix legion. He’d watched the First fight like champions, but its cohorts had been annihilated when the army’s left wing collapsed. An eagle was won, but the First’s eagle had been lost, and the loss of an eagle was the loss of a legion’s pride, its honour and its soul. Valerius somehow escaped the final massacre, only to discover that another man now disputed Vitellius’s claim to the throne. That man was Titus Flavius Vespasian, proconsul of Judaea, whose Egyptian and Syrian legions, preceded by a vanguard from Moesia and Pannonia, were now marching on northern Italia.

After Bedriacum, Valerius, branded a traitor to Rome, fled east to join Vespasian’s forces. Bearded, stinking and looking more like a one-handed goatherd than a holder of the Corona Aurea, he’d been arrested as a deserter by the first soldiers he’d encountered. When Aquila had recognized him, Valerius believed his ordeal was over. Instead, it was just beginning.

‘… you are stripped of your honours, your rank and your possessions. Be thankful that I give you a soldier’s death, rather than the coward’s you deserve.’

‘It is not true. I—’

‘Silence.’ Valerius clamped his lower lip between his teeth and drew himself up to his full height as Aquila continued. ‘You will be taken from this place and paraded before the leading cohorts of this army to your execution.’

Strong hands pinned Valerius’s arms to his sides, but he shrugged them away. ‘There is no need to bind me,’ he snapped. ‘I am not afraid to die like a soldier.’ He met Aquila’s stare, and the men holding him relaxed as the legate nodded. Valerius continued to hold his gaze. ‘This is wrong, general. I hope you can live with it.’

The narrow, almost skeletal features froze, but Aquila’s expression remained implacable. ‘Take him away,’ he said tersely.

They emerged into the sunshine, and the summer heat of Pannonia struck Valerius like a blacksmith’s hammer. He blinked as his eyes struggled to adapt to the change from gloom to searing brightness. When they cleared he wondered how it was that, when a man’s life could be counted in moments, every image seemed so sharp, every colour so vivid, deep and intense. He hesitated, taking a deep breath, but a hand shoved him roughly in the back and sent him staggering towards the open square, where two thousand men waited to see him die. His left hand instinctively went to his throat, but the gold charm had been taken when he was captured. At least they had dressed him in a clean tunic and allowed him to shave, so men could see him for what he was: a knight of Rome. A member of the senatorial class that had ruled long before Augustus proclaimed himself Emperor. More important, they had left him the carved wooden fist that was as much part of him as the original, now a pile of mouldering bones lying in the burned-out ruins of a British villa.

That memory strengthened his resolve and he raised his eyes so as not to miss a moment of what was to come. This was meant to be a humiliation – the shaming of a coward and a deserter. Yet he felt their gaze on him and he knew they were seeing a soldier. A tall man, his gaunt features scarred by battle and more wounds hidden beneath the crow-dark hair; eyes filled with defiance burning from a face marked by sorrow and loss. Gaius Valerius Verrens was not afraid to die. He had faced death many times: in the smoke-filled darkness of the Temple of Claudius; on the dusty golden plains of Armenia; and, more recently, on the blood-soaked sands of the arena at Cremona, where another man’s sword had carved him open. He had known triumph and defeat. He could face disaster. But he would not feel shame.

The four guards steered him up the first leg of the square and he recognized the roaring lion symbol of the Seventh Claudia on the line of shields. Campaign-hardened faces stared out at him from beneath polished iron helmets, their expressions varying from tense to bored. These men were veterans; they had better things to do than stand in the sun and watch a stranger die. A few showed sympathy, and some of the younger eyes glittered with anticipation. These would be the newer recruits, soldiers who had not yet witnessed the lake of blood a man couldn’t avoid during a lifetime marching behind the eagle. Valerius was surprised at how little he felt on this day of his death. A hollow emptiness inside. A slight numbness of the mind. A tickle at the neck in anticipation of …

He pushed the thought to the back of his mind and concentrated on the faces of all the friends who had preceded him on this journey: Falco, commander of the Colonia militia, who sacrificed himself and his men to delay Boudicca a few more hours; Maeve, the Trinovante girl who had loved, then betrayed him; Lunaris, defender to the last at the door of the Temple of Claudius, and Messor who risked his life in vain in the tunnels below. Marcus, the old lanista, who led his gladiator cohort to its death at Bedriacum, and Juva, the big Nubian who captured an eagle there. All gone. All sacrificed to Mars. Why should Gaius Valerius Verrens be any different?

His eyes drifted to a cloudless blue sky marred only by three black specks circling lazily over the distant hills. The sound of buzzing insects filled the air and the occasional chink of metal on metal drew a hissed rebuke from a centurion. A new shield, and another lion, but this time with the rays of the sun shining from its maned head. The symbol of the Thirteenth, who had fought on the right flank at Bedriacum, led by the man who had condemned him. Vedius Aquila believed he had been betrayed, not defeated, and these men were desperate for another chance to show they could fight. Their commander had been reprieved, but their most senior centurions were executed in the aftermath of the battle on the orders of Vitellius. Aquila felt the shame of Bedriacum more deeply than any man, and he blamed the First Adiutrix for breaking. The First’s legate had died in the battle, but not before Valerius’s unorthodox tactics had gained him the enemy eagle captured by Juva. They might have won the day if he’d been supported. But Aquila, an old-fashioned commander, blamed Valerius’s impetuous tricks for the defeat, and believed he had abandoned his men. That wasn’t true, but it didn’t matter now.

As he walked barefoot through the dried grass the stems crunched beneath his feet and the sandy soil was almost painfully hot between his toes. For the first time he noticed the bare-chested soldier waiting patiently in the centre of the square leaning on a long cavalry spatha. A burst of energy surged through him and he felt the men beside him tense and move closer as they sensed it. He almost smiled at the thought that they believed he might attempt escape, but he felt betrayed by his body’s reaction. Why feel fear at the sight of a sword? He had sent more men than he could count to the Otherworld with point and edge. Better to die in battle, but no soldier should flinch at the sight of the blade that would kill him. Another turn and he was marching along a wall of shields painted with the emblem of a red bull. Seventh Galbiana, then, the legion Galba had formed in Spain, that had accompanied him on his fateful, and ultimately fatal, march to Rome. In the centre he recognized a face beneath a centurion’s distinctive helmet, with its transverse plume of scarlet horsehair. He tried to place the man, whose serious eyes followed every step of his walk of doom. Then it came to him. An attack on a British hill fort in the months before the Boudiccan rising. A young optio who had sweated beside him in a testudo during the assault. Yes. Atilius Verus; he would recognize that eagle’s beak of a nose anywhere. The man must have been one of the centurions transferred to the Seventh to stiffen the backbone of raw Spanish recruits. Their eyes met and something indefinable made Valerius smile. The faint breath of fear that had stayed with him since the first sight of the sword faded. Verus straightened and nodded approvingly in a show of respect as good as any salute.

A final turn and he was walking in a dream towards the man at the centre of the square. For the first time, the movement brought a reaction from the three cohorts of soldiers brought here to witness the execution of Gaius Valerius Verrens. Just a soft rustle as two thousand men shifted uneasily, but proof that not every legionary here supported the condemnation of a Hero of Rome. He took a deep breath and concentrated on his executioner. A big man, with curiously sensitive eyes but powerful shoulders and the muscles of an athlete or a wrestler. Stripped to the waist, his brick-red face and forearms contrasted sharply with the fish-belly white of his torso. A legionary seldom removed his tunic, except to sleep or bathe. Valerius remembered a man condemned by his general for daring to work naked apart from his sword, and the incongruity of it made him laugh.

The executioner’s face hardened at the unlikely sound. This wasn’t what he expected from his victims. A simple man, born and raised on an Etrurian pig farm, he was only doing his job, and he liked the proceedings to pass with dignity for all concerned. Valerius nodded gravely in greeting and the peasant face relaxed as the man returned it. The escort moved away.

‘Kneel, facing in that direction.’ The soldier pointed towards the men of the Thirteenth.

Valerius obeyed, wincing as his bare knees sank into the burning sand. He sensed the man moving into position behind him. Suddenly his throat felt as dry as an Egyptian salt pan and he would have given anything for a last drink of cool water to send him on his way. In contrast, his whole body felt liquid and sweat started to pour down his face. He told himself it was not fear, but a natural reaction to his situation. He prayed there would be no others.

‘Steady, lad. I’ve done this a hundred times.’ The voice was surprisingly soothing and Valerius was reminded of a sacrifice where the young victimarius had whispered into the bull’s ear right up until the last moment. ‘Just keep your head up and you won’t feel a thing. Good lad.’

Valerius closed his eyes. He felt the soft, experimental touch of the blade on the back of his neck before it lifted for the last time. His father’s face swam into his mind, inspiring a sudden burst of panic as he realized his sister Olivia would be all alone now. He imagined the man behind choosing the perfect spot between two vertebrae, his muscles rippling as the sword rose. He gulped a final breath. A silence like no other filled his world.

‘Hold!’ The sharp command was accompanied by the thunder of hooves. ‘I said hold,’ a voice accustomed to authority snapped a second time.

Valerius heard a murmur of confusion run through the massed ranks in the square, instantly silenced by the snarl of centurions and optiones. He sensed the moment the executioner took a step back, heard Aquila’s outraged tones in the distance. ‘What is the meaning of this?’

The owner of the first voice didn’t reply immediately. Instead, Valerius heard the sound of a single horse approaching and felt a shadow fall over him. ‘You can open your eyes now.’

Warily, Valerius did as the speaker suggested. His head swam as he looked up to see a travel-stained young man in a simple tunic gazing quizzically down at him from the saddle of a fine milk-white stallion. Only the scarlet band at his waist identified him as a legionary legate, and the equal in authority of any man here; perhaps superior. He sighed. ‘Trouble follows you around the way a seasoned bitch attracts every dog in town. Get up, man.’ He grinned. ‘There’s no need to kneel to me. At least not yet.’

‘Titus?’


II

‘This officer has been found guilty by a military tribunal of cowardice and desertion and sentenced according to military justice.’

‘I do not dispute that,’ said Titus Flavius Vespasian, son of the man whose legions were now converging on Italian soil to depose an Emperor. ‘I dispute your right to carry out the sentence without confirmation from my father. Gaius Valerius Verrens is a Hero of Rome, a holder of the Gold Crown of Valour. He has done certain services for the Empire – and for my father.’

Aquila spluttered and Valerius looked on dispassionately as the two men debated his fate. Titus, seated behind the campaign table where the tribunal had passed sentence, was of a similar age to the one-handed Roman. He’d be almost thirty now, though he looked younger. Each had a background in the law, and they’d both served in Britannia during the Boudiccan uprising. That shared past provided a connection after Titus had saved Valerius from dying of thirst on an Egyptian beach after shipwreck. It developed into friendship later, when Valerius had spent six months in the desert helping Titus train Vespasian’s Nubian cavalry. While Valerius tried in vain to prevent civil war, Titus had been adding to his laurels in Judaea as commander of the Fifteenth Apollinaris. Vespasian had wanted his son to become Galba’s heir, but Galba had died before Titus reached Rome. Now the father was bent on taking Rome for himself.

Movement in the corner of his eye alerted Valerius to a newcomer. He looked beyond Titus and Aquila to the doorway and found himself the focus of a pair of the most malevolent eyes he’d ever seen. They smouldered with the primeval menace of a starving leopard and belonged to a tall, whip-thin savage in a ragged tunic. The apparition had a face that belonged in Hades: all dangerous shadow and razor edge, meshed with lines that looked as if they’d been scored with a knife point. His thin lips were drawn back in a permanent sneer and his shaven head glistened with the puckered scars of past battles.

Titus ignored the newcomer. ‘You say the verdict cannot be changed and the sentence stands. I say the verdict is not legally binding until it has been ratified by my father, and the sentence cannot be carried out until it has been confirmed.’ He graced Aquila with a courteous smile. Valerius knew he disliked using his father’s authority to further an argument, preferring reason to brute force, but in the end he was his father’s son and would deploy whatever weapons were to hand. ‘Since the verdict and the sentence cannot be changed, I suggest that they be suspended—’

‘What? Military justice—’

‘Suspended until they are confirmed by the Emperor,’ Titus continued. ‘In the meantime, Gaius Valerius Verrens remains under sentence of death. The punishment is to be carried out only after the Senate and people of Rome formally agree my father’s position and he ratifies the sentence. Thank you, Aquila, for your time and your patience.’

Aquila spluttered with suppressed rage, but he was general enough to know when he’d been outmanoeuvred. He rose from his chair and bowed, and stalked out of the tent, not even deigning to glance at Valerius.

Titus sighed and called for wine. A young slave brought a silver jug and placed it on a table beside four pewter cups, pouring one for the young legate and vanishing behind a curtain at the rear of the tent. The young aristocrat closed his eyes and savoured his drink. ‘I do so hate disagreements.’

‘You’ll forgive me if I’m glad you had this one.’ Valerius reached for the jug and poured two more cups.

‘I’m not sure a convicted criminal is worthy of this vintage.’ Titus fixed him with one weary eye. ‘But your Spanish wolf is certainly deserving. Without him the gentleman with the sword would have gone about his business and I would be having this conversation with your head.’

Valerius carried a cup to the ragged figure who still lounged by the doorway. Serpentius, former gladiator, his freedman and his friend, took the cup and sniffed it suspiciously. Valerius laughed. ‘None of your usual tavern horse piss.’

‘It smells like fruit,’ the Spaniard grumbled. ‘What’s the use of wine that smells like fruit? It should make your eyes shrivel and your balls explode. That’s proper wine.’

‘So what took you so long?’

Serpentius lifted the cup unhurriedly to his lips and drank, his nose twitching at the unfamiliar sweetness. ‘That first day, when they caught us by the river, I wasn’t too worried. I thought you’d talk your way out, the way you always do. So I just followed and watched when you were taken into the Thirteenth’s camp. As time passed, I realized you were in a bit of trouble.’ Titus laughed at the understatement and poured himself another cup. The Spaniard continued. ‘I managed to make friends with a couple of the guard detachment …’ He saw Valerius’s look. Making friends had never been Serpentius’s greatest talent. ‘I taught them a few gladiator tricks,’ he said defensively. ‘The old sword spin, and that belly punch that makes you piss blood for a week before you die. Anyway, they were happy to talk and I found out where you were being kept. They said you were a dead man walking because Aquila blamed you for Bedriacum. I thought about breaking you out …’

‘You were too closely guarded,’ Titus interjected. ‘So he decided the only way to save you was to find someone with more authority than Aquila and plead your case.’

‘I managed to reach the army’s headquarters at Poetivo …’

‘But Primus, who commands, kicked him out on his skinny Spanish arse because Primus is a proper patrician and your friend looks like a mongrel mix of rag salesman, latrine cleaner and hired assassin.’ They waited for some reaction from the Spaniard, but Serpentius only rolled his eyes and took another drink. ‘Somehow, he discovered I’d just arrived in the camp, found his way past my bodyguard – which they’ll regret for all eternity – and you know the rest.’

‘And he has my thanks for it.’ Valerius raised his cup, eliciting a shrug from the former gladiator. ‘What I don’t understand is how you happened to be here. I thought you would be back in Judaea by now. Oh, and Primus? That’s not Marcus Antonius Primus, I hope?’

Titus frowned. ‘It is. Why would it matter to you?’

‘Because I prosecuted him in a fraud case. He and his friends forged an old man’s will so his nephew would get the proceeds of his estate. They threw him out of the Senate and banned him from Rome. Will that cause you a problem?’

The young legate waved a hand airily as if the fact had no import. ‘To answer your first question, I was in Cyprus waiting for my father’s instructions when word arrived that Primus had come out in support of him with his Pannonian legions. Vespasian is aware of, um … certain character defects in his most enthusiastic champion.’

‘You mean he’s a fraud, a liar and a thief?’

The other man smiled. ‘I was thinking more of the fact that he is reckless. The message I brought is that my father wishes him to delay here and conserve his forces until Licinius Mucianus arrives with his Syrian legions. You remember Mucianus from Antioch?’

A narrow, ill-tempered face swam into Valerius’s head. Sculpted patrician features with dark unforgiving eyes. Valerius had been sent to Syria to spy on Nero’s eastern commander, Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo, only to discover that his real mission was to provide cover for the man sent to assassinate Corbulo. When Mucianus had taken command after his fellow general’s death Valerius had become a hunted man. ‘I don’t forget people who want me dead.’

‘One among many, it appears.’ Titus raised a cultured eyebrow. ‘But I believe he is no longer a threat to you. In Antioch he was Nero’s man, and once you had outlived your usefulness he would naturally have had you killed.’ His tone was utterly detached, as if he was discussing the price of grain, and Valerius was reminded that Titus was now a prince of Rome, and, if Vespasian won the throne, heir to the Empire. ‘His loyalty now lies with my father, and my father has made it known he owes a debt of gratitude to Gaius Valerius Verrens.’ He smiled. ‘What is done is done; we have new battles to fight.’

‘But I’m still under sentence of death,’ Valerius pointed out. ‘I won’t be of much use to your father dead.’

‘Suspended sentence,’ Titus agreed. ‘But Vespasian will never confirm it. In any case,’ he added cheerfully, ‘by the time he gets the opportunity you may actually be dead.’ He paused and took another sip of wine. ‘Soon I must return to Judaea, where my father has work for me. He will want all the information I can provide on Aulus Vitellius and his forces. Your Spaniard said you were at Bedriacum and Placentia, but he is as mean with words as he is free with his sword.’

Valerius nodded to Serpentius and the Spaniard slipped soundlessly out of the tent. When they were alone Valerius took the seat Aquila had vacated and told the younger man about his attempt to persuade Vitellius to give up his claim to the throne. He and Serpentius had been forced to flee to Placentia, where they’d manned the city walls against the might of two legions, then escaped to join Otho’s army in time for the horrors of Bedriacum. ‘We hurt them at Bedriacum, but we were defeated because of bad generalship and Otho’s insistence that the army take the offensive over ground that was more suitable for defence than attack. If he’d waited until the Seventh and the Fourteenth joined us it would have been different.’

Titus nodded, noting the grey pallor and new lines around his friend’s eyes that had nothing to do with his months in captivity. He had seen it before in the East, in the aftermath of military defeat. Gaius Valerius Verrens looked like a man worn out by war, or worn out by life. The melancholy thought made him frown. ‘And now Vitellius sits in Rome and my father must force him out or …’ He shrugged. They both knew that if Vespasian failed the most likely outcome was death for the entire family. ‘He will make a fine Emperor, Valerius. He will be fair and just and wise. A new Augustus.’

Valerius remembered another man who had spoken of becoming the new Augustus. Our ambitions are the same, Valerius. A strong Rome, a prosperous Rome, a Rome untainted by the stain of corruption. ‘Vitellius may wear the purple, but the real power lies with his generals,’ he said carefully. Titus’s head came up and his eyes glittered with new interest. ‘If you can split him from them, I suspect his enthusiasm for his new position would be fatally weakened.’

Titus nodded carefully. ‘I will think on that; we can discuss it more fully later. Now, you must leave me. I have letters to write to my father and my brother Domitianus.’ He was already reaching for his stylus and missed Valerius’s startled reaction. Titus’s brother was Valerius’s rival for the affections of Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo’s daughter, and the last time they’d met Valerius had threatened to remove certain parts of Domitianus’s anatomy and make him eat them. ‘He is trapped in Rome, but under the protection of my uncle Sabinus. I—’

A bustle of activity from the doorway made Titus look up, and Valerius turned as a heavy-set, older man in a legate’s sculpted breastplate and red sash entered the tent. Titus smiled a welcome. ‘Marcus Antonius Primus, commander of the Danuvius legions.’

The big man nodded, but a frown shadowed his face as he noticed Valerius for the first time.

‘Don’t I know you?’


III

‘I do not believe I have been able to convince him.’ Titus outlined his problem the next day as his entourage prepared to leave for the East. He kept his voice so low Valerius had to strain to catch the words. ‘My father did not wish to give a direct order to a commander in the field, because he is aware how quickly conditions can change and opportunities arise. In an experienced and thoughtful general that would be well enough, but Primus is a gambler by nature. My greatest fear is that his impetuosity could place this army in danger. We can win, Valerius. We will win. But to do that we must husband our resources, and the battle-tested troops of the Danuvius frontier are our greatest asset.’ He looked Valerius in the eye and his next words contained a challenge. ‘I rely on you to be my agent in this.’

Valerius almost laughed. ‘What makes you think Marcus Antonius Primus will listen to me? The man blames me for destroying his career. Even with Serpentius watching my back I’ll be lucky to last a week without having my throat slit or hemlock slipped into my wine. What was it he said when he recognized me?’ He shook his head at the memory of Primus’s violent reaction; the bulging eyes, the purple distended features, the hands that had twitched for his throat. ‘“If I had known you were in Aquila’s custody I would have had you strung up by your own intestines and personally lit the fire beneath your feet.” Those aren’t the words of someone who’ll thank me for giving him military advice.’

Titus smiled. ‘It’s true his initial reaction wasn’t encouraging, but I’ve spoken to him. He’s not a fool, Valerius. He knows this campaign is his opportunity to return to high office, but the only way he’ll ever wear a consul’s toga and march behind twelve lictors is if he wins victories. I’ve told him my father values your services, and that he should keep you close for your knowledge of Vitellius and his generals. He understands the importance of your experiences at Placentia and Bedriacum. Your rank of tribunus laticlavius is restored and the Spaniard appointed your servant and personal bodyguard. Primus will never like you, Valerius, but he will be happy to use you. As long as you are of use to him, he’ll keep you alive.’

‘It’ll be like being chained to a tiger with toothache.’ Valerius knew he protested in vain. ‘And the outcome is likely to be just as painful.’

The other man laughed. ‘Yes, that would sum it up rather well. But Gaius Valerius Verrens has experience of riding tigers. You survived Nero’s enmity while men like Corbulo and Seneca were swept away. You alone paved the way for Galba’s march on Rome. Who else but Gaius Valerius Verrens would have dared to demand that Aulus Vitellius give up the purple?’ Valerius stifled a denial. They both knew Titus was exaggerating. He had survived Nero by fleeing with Vespasian’s help. Other men had guided Galba to the throne. Honour and duty had dictated he must approach Vitellius, but he had not been alone. None of that mattered. He was here and he was available. Titus placed a hand on his right arm. ‘I would not ask this of anyone else, Valerius.’

A young aide announced that the preparations were complete and Valerius accompanied Vespasian’s son to his horse.

‘I haven’t made my oath to your father,’ he reminded him.

‘And he would not demand it.’ Titus smiled. ‘He knows he is not the Emperor until he has convinced the Senate and the people to affirm it. We will make that pledge together on the day he dons the purple and Valerius Verrens receives the honours he deserves.’ As the escort moved off he leaned down from the saddle and whispered, ‘Tame the tiger for me, Valerius.’

‘Let me be very clear.’ Marcus Antonius Primus sniffed his contempt. ‘I would rather feed you to my dogs than have you on my staff.’

Valerius held the other man’s poisonous stare during the long pause that followed. The last time he’d looked into those eyes had been during his brief return to the law after returning from Britannia. He’d been selected to prosecute three senators on a charge of falsifying a will and forcing it on an elderly man. The evidence against Primus, and his fellow defendants Valerius Fabianus and Vincius Rufus, had been overwhelming, and though they tried every trick, legal and otherwise, to have the case dismissed, they were found guilty. All three were already rich and the only motive for the crime was naked greed. They’d been dismissed from the Senate under Lex Cornelia Testamentaria and banished from Rome. Nero’s death and the short-lived rule of Galba had seen Primus reinstated and given a legionary command. Aulus Vitellius had been one of the senators who had banished him, which forced him to throw in his lot with first Otho, and now Vespasian. The headquarters tent seemed to strain with the power of his anger, and for a moment Valerius thought the general would break the metal stylus in his hand.

Eventually Primus managed to regain control. ‘However, I am a servant of Rome, and if I am to ensure Vespasian takes his rightful place as Emperor I must use every weapon at my disposal, no matter how distasteful. Your rank and privileges as senior military tribune are confirmed.’ Valerius bowed his thanks for this grudging concession as Primus continued: ‘You know the false Emperor Vitellius personally?’

‘I served with him in Africa,’ Valerius admitted.

‘And your assessment of his military capabilities?’

Valerius almost smiled. His old friend Vitellius’s greatest military capability was to eat a full century’s rations at a single sitting and still be demanding more. ‘He is no soldier,’ he said, ‘but no fool either. He will leave the fighting to his generals.’

The legate nodded slowly. ‘And who commands, Valens or Caecina?’

‘I believe neither will willingly yield to the other. Both have an equal influence on the Emp— on Vitellius and he chooses not to choose between them for fear of alienating the one or the other. Caecina Alienus is a charming rogue who milked his province of Baetica dry and would have been prosecuted’ – he saw Primus wince at the hated word – ‘but for Galba’s death. I have never met Fabius Valens, but I know him by reputation. A hard man and a good soldier who personally cut the head from the former governor of Germania Inferior. The only thing that unites them is their ambition.’

Primus chewed his lip thoughtfully. ‘And which is the greater threat?’ Valerius remembered a short-lived negotiation before the walls of Placentia; Caecina, flamboyant in his colourful barbarian costume, a wild excitement in his eyes, his beautiful wife at his side. ‘Valens,’ he said emphatically. ‘At Placentia, Caecina should have waited until he deployed his artillery. Instead, he threw his best men at strong stone walls without support and lost thousands. I doubt he has the patience or the wisdom to be a great commander.’ He hesitated, waiting for a reaction to what could have been a criticism of the man before him, but Primus didn’t respond and he continued: ‘Bedriacum was Valens’ victory. He fought a clever battle over difficult terrain and used his reserves skilfully. With enough men, Caecina could hurt you, but Valens could destroy you.’

Primus looked up sharply, wondering whether to be insulted by the suggestion that either man could defeat him. Gradually he relaxed and his face twisted into what was almost a smile. ‘Yes, I see why Titus suggested I could use you. Honest to the point of foolishness. Brave enough not – quite – to be despised. A man never likely to play the spy.’

This time it was Valerius’s turn to flinch, but he was careful not to show it. Primus believed himself a fine judge of character, but he was wrong. Valerius had played the spy for Nero, for Galba and for Otho, and played it well. He had no doubt Titus wanted to be kept informed of Primus’s moves, but he thought it unlikely the legate would give him the opportunity. ‘I am happy to serve the general in whatever role he feels me best suited,’ he said carefully.

‘A lawyer’s answer.’ Primus’s mood changed in an instant. ‘Venus’s tits, I hate lawyers. Your role will be to be at my orders day and night, and if I tell you to jump off a bridge you will ask me which side is my pleasure. You will be part of my council, because that is what your friend, Titus,’ the word ‘friend’ was given an emphasis that made Valerius want to take the other man by the throat, ‘has suggested and for the moment Titus has his father’s authority, but you will keep your ugly face and that crippled arm out of my line of sight until you are called. I have been advised to stay on the defensive, but that will depend on the reports I receive over the next few days. If the conditions are right, we will march on Rome. We will fight this war, you and I, and we will defeat the enemy, but by the end you will wish you had died under the executioner’s sword. Do not be deceived by my gentle manner today, Gaius Valerius Verrens. When this is over there will be a reckoning. Now get out.’

Valerius bit his lip to stifle words that would put him under another death sentence. He slammed the wooden fist against his chest in salute and marched from the tent. Outside, he found Serpentius waiting on the other side of the Via Principalis. ‘By the look on your face I’d say that went well,’ the Spaniard said.

A bitter laugh escaped Valerius and he looked out over the familiar lines of tents to the grey hills beyond. ‘Remember that time we crossed the Danuvius and were ambushed by the Dacians? I think we were safer among the savages and their skinning knives than we are here.’

Serpentius shrugged. ‘In that case we should get out the first chance we have. You don’t owe these people anything.’

Valerius shook his head. Titus had saved his life; and there was another, more important reason. ‘Primus may be a complete bastard who would like nothing better than to see me hanging from a cross, but he’s more of a soldier than I gave him credit for. Vespasian has advised him to stay here and wait for our old friend Mucianus.’ He grinned, and his voice took on new energy. ‘But I think he’s already made up his mind to fight his way to Rome, and Rome is where I want to be.’

Serpentius shot him a worried glance at the sudden change of mood, but Valerius was too lost in thought to notice. He was already thinking on the battles ahead, and the enemies in front and behind. Titus had asked him to tame the tiger – the problem was to avoid being eaten first.

If Valerius was right, the tiger was about to march on Rome.

And in Rome, Domitia would be waiting.


IV

The great house on the lip of the Esquiline slope in Rome reminded Domitia Longina Corbulo of her father’s palace in Antioch: designed to be full of magical light and wonder, the rooms adorned with works of art and treasures from Asia, Africa and the East. The only difference was that she had felt safe in Antioch.

Walking along the pillared corridor in the villa gardens, she fought boredom as the toga-clad patrician beside her insisted for the fourth or fifth time that she could rely on his family’s protection. The years had made Titus Flavius Sabinus pompous and exaggerated the vanity for which he was famed. He must once have been considered handsome, she thought, but the strong features had blurred with age and his broad forehead now stretched all the way back across his scalp. Sabinus had a thick neck, wide shoulders and a conspicuous paunch that he carried in front of him like a basket of loaves. If he lacked the calm assurance of his younger brother Vespasian, and the signs of nervous stress were unmistakable, it was hardly surprising given his position.

‘As urban prefect I must be seen to be above politics,’ he explained, the thick lips pursing in a worried frown. ‘I am responsible for Rome and I take that responsibility seriously. I hope that whatever issues exist between my brother and the Emperor can be resolved without further bloodshed, but if not I will do my utmost to safeguard this city and its people.’

Domitia nodded gracefully as if she accepted the explanation without question, but she wasn’t sure she believed him. Sabinus’s main aim was to secure his family’s power base in Rome whatever the outcome of the Imperial struggle. He also had the predatory eye for an opportunity that was characteristic of all the Flavians. Vespasian’s decision to remain in Alexandria might be designed to keep the two branches of the family from meeting in combat, but if Vitellius showed any sign of weakness she suspected Sabinus would try to take advantage. Sabinus continued speaking, filling the unacceptable silence with words as was his habit. Domitia glanced over her bare shoulder.

He was still there, of course, three or four paces away, watching. Sabinus’s nephew Domitianus had appointed himself her protector on the long sea voyage back to Rome after her father’s death. No, call it what it was, despite the fact that Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo had taken his life with his own hand. It had been murder. Nero had murdered her father and left her an orphan. At first Domitianus had been like an adoring puppy, happy to be blessed with a nod or a smile, but all that changed when they reached Rome. Even when she’d married the elderly aristocrat Lucius Aelius Lamia, he’d continued to haunt her footsteps. After the wedding, Lamia had made it clear that the marriage was purely one of convenience. He’d cheerfully set off to take up his praetorship in Sicilia and left her to Domitianus’s mercy with instructions not to shame the family name.

Tall, pale and slim, with sandy, tight-curled hair, a weak chin and narrow eyes that never left her body, Domitianus caught her eye. His lips twitched. She flinched away and tried to turn her attention to what Sabinus was saying.

‘The Emperor,’ he grimaced as if the word was a betrayal of his brother, ‘has assured me that he understands and sympathizes with my situation. He is grateful for my support and the work I have done in past years.’ He turned to her with a resigned smile that made her like him more than she had. ‘As a former consul Vitellius knows the pressures of my position; the minutiae, the delicacy required when dealing with so many different personalities and classes. The provision of grain and the policing of the streets take up much of my energies, but in a time of civil …’ he hesitated, apparently not able to bring himself to say the obvious word, ‘strife, my responsibilities are multiplied. In many ways it was much simpler to command the Fourteenth when Claudius invaded Britannia. A man knew his place then.’

‘Then I will try to be as little a burden to you as possible, sir.’ Domitia bowed her head respectfully. ‘And you have the thanks of myself and my husband for your offer of protection in these troubled times.’ She imagined she could feel the heat of Domitianus’s fury at the use of the word ‘husband’. ‘I am sure he will insist on expressing his gratitude personally when he returns from Sicilia.’

Domitianus’s affection had grown into obsession when Marcus Salvius Otho ordered him to escort her back to Rome on the eve of the battle of Bedriacum. But when news came of Otho’s defeat it quickly became clear that obsession had been replaced by ownership. Domitianus assumed she was his for the taking, and all that was required was for her to recognize the fact. He still followed her around like a puppy, indulging what he believed were her needs, but now there were additional irritations. Little ‘presents’, compliments whispered just too low for Sabinus or his servants to hear, and the occasional inappropriate brush of the fingers that she met with a stare of outraged dignity. When patience ran out and word of the true scale of the disaster had arrived in Rome she’d screamed at him to leave her alone. He’d only laughed and said she was a typical woman, overwrought and prone to exaggeration. Sabinus suspected something, but had clearly decided that whatever it was was between his nephew and Domitia. But there had been times recently when the look in Domitianus’s eyes frightened her; moments, when he thought she wasn’t looking at him, when warmth was replaced by a diabolical rage, devotion by lust, and tenderness by the threat of violence.

Sabinus stalked off. A second later she felt hot breath on the back of her neck, and she wasn’t sure whether she heard the whisper or only imagined it. ‘You will be mine. It is only a matter of time.’

She had to get out of here.

But only one man could help her. And for all she knew that man was dead.

Aulus Vitellius Germanicus Augustus felt an ominous liquid gurgling in his lower stomach and fought to conceal the look of unease that was the natural result. His digestive system, so reliable for so many years, appeared to have become confused or unbalanced by the strictures imposed by his new eminence. He’d always been known for his gargantuan appetite and was aware men called him the Emperor of the Dinner Table, but it didn’t concern him. A man should enjoy his food, and if the consumption of it gave him a presence to match his appetite, then so be it. Nothing had spoiled his pleasure, until now. Who would have thought that after so many years of bequeathing vexatious decisions to those more able to deal with them, he should have managed to elevate himself to a position where the problems of the world were the sole province of a single, unlikely, and, he feared, singularly ill-equipped personage. Not that you would know that from the reaction of those in the Senate, who hailed his tormented, hard-won decisions as god-inspired works of genius. Yes, he’d managed to make one or two patently sensible changes. He’d earned the gratitude of his soldiers by outlawing the selling of furloughs and exemptions by centurions. The populace applauded his order to cast every astrologer and like charlatan from the soil of Italia. After Nero’s suicide, Galba’s murder, and the demise of Otho, the mob were happy with the prospect of stability, the games he’d promised, and bread in their stomachs. True, he had made mistakes. He should not have blurted out that Otho’s grave marker was a little tomb, fit only for a little man. In retrospect it was unfitting, had been said in anger at the trouble Otho had created, and he regretted it. Still, the Senate would support him as long as the army did, and the army would support him as long as they were paid – and as long as they were winning.

The thought generated a new spasm and he forced a smile to disguise the discomfort of the moment from the two men who shared the room with him in the great Golden House Nero had built to reflect his glory. Each was clad in the purple-striped toga of a senator, but worn in the distinctive manner, tied at the middle with the cinctus Gabinus, that marked a serving consul of Rome. Suffect consuls, it was true, filling a prescribed role for a prescribed period of time, but consuls no less. When they marched north, the fasces borne by their dozen lictors would carry the axe heads that proclaimed their right to put to death the enemies of empire.

They were the generals of his armies: Gaius Fabius Valens and Aulus Caecina Alienus. His greatest strength and his greatest weakness.

Valens was the elder and normally a man of frighteningly violent disposition. Thin and spare as an unsheathed gladius, blank-eyed, with a nature as vicious as his weaselly features, he was as feared by his officers as he was respected by his troops. Yet the grey pallor and pink eyes staring out from beneath drooping lids took the edge off the threat. He looked old; old and worn out.

‘A tincture with your wine, general?’ Vitellius suggested. ‘My physician can mix it up in an instant.’

Valens grunted his thanks, but shook his head. ‘It’s nothing. A flux that lays me low for a few days. I fear the waters of the Padus did not agree with me.’

‘They agreed with Otho less, I’d say.’ Caecina was plainly enjoying his rival’s discomfort. Ten years younger, he had handsome tanned features and an appealing nature that hid an ambition as great as his opinion of himself, which was enormous. Despite the setback at Placentia, where his desperation to outdo Valens had almost torn the heart out of his army, that opinion remained undiminished. Aulus Caecina Alienus was a young man on the rise. Vitellius had a suspicion he would not be satisfied with a consulship for long. He decided he’d feel more comfortable when the young general was on campaign, where his silver tongue could do less damage than among the marble columns of the Forum.

‘You are …’ Another rumble erupted in the Emperor’s stomach, this time audible to the two men facing him. He struggled to suppress it, only to release an involuntary fart on a scale with his massive frame. Valens looked horrified and Caecina was about to say something more dangerous than clever, but thought better of it. Vitellius shifted uneasily in his seat.

‘I apologize, consuls, but I too am feeling a little indisposed. However, I think we may continue.’ He called to his secretary, Asiaticus, hovering attentively by the doorway, to bring a map of northern Italia. The tall Greek produced a scroll and pinned it to the large mahogany table that dominated this corner of the Emperor’s personal quarters. ‘Vespasian, that low-born mule driver, has challenged the authority vested in me by the Senate and people of Rome. The legions of Syria and Egypt have declared for him. They are far away, but of greater concern is the support of the traitors in Pannonia and Moesia who would have fought for Otho. You are my generals. Advise me.’

Valens blinked. Surely it was obvious. ‘You must lead your army north at the first opportunity, Caesar. Whoever controls the Padus valley controls Italia, and by default the Empire. Choose your battlefield and draw the Balkan legions to you. They are Vespasian’s elite; seasoned troops hardened by years of fighting on the Danuvius. Defeat them and you defeat him.’

Vitellius frowned. This talk of leading and choosing battlefields perplexed him. Wasn’t that why he employed generals and showered honours upon them? He was no coward. A coward did not become Emperor of Rome. But he was prudent, and a prudent man knew his strengths. He studied the two soldiers. ‘How long will it take to concentrate our forces and reach the Padus?’

Caecina looked away and Valens sniffed. ‘Longer than it would have taken if we’d left the First Germanica with the Fifth and Twenty-first Rapax on the Padus as I suggested.’ Vitellius frowned at the implied criticism of his decision to bring the majority of his legions south to take part in his triumphal entry into Rome. The spectacle had been a masterpiece of might and dignity, but the aftermath little short of a disaster. Thousands of troops full of themselves with victory spread through the city taking what they wanted, setting up camp where it suited them and polluting the streets and streams with their filth. With them they’d brought disease, which had spread rapidly, weakening the men and their units. These required replacements, who were already in short supply because he had been forced to replace much of the Praetorian Guard which had still been loyal to Otho’s memory. The worst offenders had been the Batavian auxiliaries who had proved so ungovernable on Valens’ march south. Vitellius had been forced to send them back to their homeland where they would undoubtedly cause problems for the governor of Germania. Still, none of that could be changed. He held the other man’s stare until the legate continued: ‘A week to bring the legions together west of the mountains.’ Valens coughed. ‘Another two to reach the Padus.’

Vitellius looked to Caecina, expecting him to disagree, but the younger man only smiled. ‘I believe the general is correct in his dispositions, Caesar,’ he said.

‘Very well.’ The Emperor nodded decisively, setting his great dewlap jowls wobbling. ‘You, General Caecina, will rally our troops … here, at Narnia, before marching north to suitable positions in the Padus valley. You will also pick up whatever forces you can along the way.’

‘The marines of the Ravenna fleet?’ Valens suggested.

Caecina shrugged dismissively. ‘Is that really necessary? We have four full legions and the substantial elements of another six. What use are a few wetbacks?’

‘A few wetbacks of the First Adiutrix held the walls at Placentia.’ The younger man bridled at Valens’ unnecessary reminder of his failure. ‘And they took the Twenty-first’s eagle.’

‘You must do as you see fit,’ Vitellius said placatingly. ‘In the meantime, you, General Valens …’ Valens glared suspiciously and the Emperor hesitated, knowing there was no point in suggesting the old soldier take the rest he so patently needed, ‘will ensure that whatever forces are available are ready to march north, and aid my brother Lucius in creating a cavalry force that will hold the south against insurrection.’ He saw Valens’ frown deepen and cut him off with a smile. ‘Of course, you will complete your duties in time to re-join your legions before General Caecina departs from Narnia.’

Now it was Caecina’s turn to speak out. ‘So we are to fight as separate armies?’

‘You will have joint command and you will cooperate, as you did at Bedriacum,’ Vitellius answered smoothly. ‘As you said, consul, you have more than sufficient forces to defeat our enemies. Choose your ground with care and the outcome is not in doubt.’

‘And you, Caesar?’

Vitellius froze at Caecina’s question. Did he detect insolence? Perhaps, but the young consul’s smile seemed to rob his words of any slight. ‘I will remain in Rome to run affairs of state and ensure that the Senate keeps my victorious generals well supplied.’ He waved a plump hand towards the doorway to indicate the interview was over. ‘We will discuss the details later, but you have your orders.’

The two generals walked down the marble corridor and past the gigantic gold-leafed marble statue of Nero that still dominated the entrance hall of the Domus Aurea. Caecina stopped to stare up at the head, with its spiked sun rays forming a halo around the dead Emperor’s chubby features. He turned to face Valens. ‘Did you ever serve with Vespasian in Britannia?’

‘No. I was in Germania when Claudius invaded.’

‘But he’s a soldier, yes?’

‘I believe so.’

Caecina shook his head in mock despair as he marched towards the doorway. ‘And we follow a fat fool who will be counting wine barrels while we do the fighting and dying for him.’

Valens watched him go. He knew he should protest, would even be justified in shouting ‘Traitor’, but he was tired. In any case, Caecina was right.


V

Valerius woke to the distinctive bustle of a legion preparing for the march: the sound of centurions roaring at heavy-handed recruits as they struggled with the stakes that had protected the camp overnight, the flap of leather tents being dismantled in a light breeze, the clatter of cooking pots and spears piled for transport on the cohort’s mules. He had seen the signs over the past few days. Instead of the customary exercises with gladius and scutum the men had been allowed to sit outside their tents sharpening their short swords, mending uniforms, polishing their armour and replacing the iron hobnails in caligae. A legionary’s footwear was as important as his sword. He had to be able to march twenty miles a day and fight a battle at the end of it. A single nail out of place could leave the century a fighting man short, and they would need every man when they met Vitellius’s legions.

Serpentius appeared in the doorway of the tent. ‘It’s happening,’ the Spaniard confirmed with a shark’s smile of anticipation. ‘You’ve been called to a conference in the principia tent at the second hour.’

‘Why didn’t you wake me?’ Valerius grumbled. He reached for the small leather bottle that was always within reach of his bedding and oiled the mottled purple stump of his right arm before slipping over it the cowhide socket that held his wooden fist. Serpentius watched as, with teeth and fingers made nimble from habit, he tightened and knotted the leather bindings that fixed it in place.

The former gladiator shrugged. ‘I didn’t reckon a few more minutes would make much difference. Full dress uniform.’ He hefted the scuffed leather tribune’s breastplate Primus had grudgingly provided and waited while Valerius drew his tunic over his head and belted it in place. Serpentius helped the younger man strap on the armour, then the belt with its apron of studded straps that was designed to protect his groin and upper legs. Over Valerius’s left shoulder he draped the leather sling that would hold the decorated metal scabbard on his right hip, the sword ready to be cross-drawn. Only then did he slip into place the gladius he had spent an hour sharpening while the other man was asleep. Satisfied, he helped the one-handed Roman with the straps of his studded leather boots and finally handed him the polished iron helmet that had also belonged to the breastplate’s previous owner, an over-enthusiastic young officer who had died on the end of a Dacian spear.

Serpentius stepped back and nodded approvingly. ‘You’ll do.’

‘I specified full uniform.’ Marcus Antonius Primus looked up from the document he had been studying as Valerius entered. All the other senior legionary commanders were already assembled. Aquila, legate of the Thirteenth Gemina, sniffed disapprovingly when he recognized the newcomer. Valerius nodded to Vipstanus Messalla, the only other military tribune to attend, a scarred veteran who had fought his way up through the ranks to become temporary commander of the famous Seventh Claudia Pia Fidelis. Messalla met his look with a sardonic half-smile that didn’t bode well for the rest of the proceedings. A hollow-cheeked man at the far side of the table where Primus was seated nodded a greeting.

‘Numisius Lupus, Eighth Augusta,’ Primus grudgingly introduced his fellow commander. ‘And this is Aurelius Fulvus, Third Gallica.’ Fulvus needed no introduction. An old comrade, he had been one of Corbulo’s commanders and Valerius remembered him as a steady, intelligent soldier steeped, like his men, in the traditions of the East. ‘Arrius Varus, who commands our cavalry.’ All the men apart from Messalla and Varus wore the scarlet cloaks that signified their general’s rank. Those of Varus and Messalla were white and Valerius’s should have been the same.

‘I apologize, sir,’ he said. ‘If I’d realized I needed a cloak I would have had my servant steal one in time for the meeting.’

Messalla and Fulvus laughed. Primus’s nostrils flared at the insubordination, but he waved Valerius to a chair at the far end of the table, picked up a pointer and turned to a map pinned to a frame beside him. ‘When we are ready, gentlemen. Vespasian’s spies report that the enemy legions have begun to gather, but they will take time to concentrate. At the moment only two legions and a few detachments occupy the Padus valley, which we are agreed must be the first step on our way to Rome. Two legions, and we can muster four at the moment and five within a few days.’ He noted the look of concern that crossed Messalla’s face. ‘I am aware our leader has urged caution, tribune, but the Emperor is not here and cannot judge our situation. This is an opportunity that may not occur again. If we attack now, take Aquileia,’ he pointed to a black dot at the head of the Mare Adriaticum, ‘and open up the road to Cremona, we will be in a position to strike a decisive blow in this campaign while the enemy is still preparing for it. We—’

Valerius cleared his throat and every eye turned to him. Primus’s face, already red from the sun, turned a more dangerous shade. ‘You have something to add, tribune?’

‘A question, sir, if I may be permitted?’

The legate threw his pointer on the table. ‘Very well, and then you will no doubt give us the benefit of your knowledge, and perhaps the Emperor’s too?’ He surveyed the occupants of the tent and two of the men at the table laughed dutifully, but the lack of response from Fulvus, Messalla and Lupus told Valerius that Primus’s command wasn’t entirely united. That gave him encouragement to continue. He got to his feet.

‘I only seek the identity of the two legions and the identity and size of the detachments.’ He saw Primus’s eyes narrow and sought to explain. ‘As you know, I have encountered several of Vitellius’s legions in the recent past. General Aquila,’ he bowed to the Thirteenth’s commander, who exchanged a puzzled look with Primus, ‘and I met them at Bedriacum and I am sure he would agree that, although they were victorious, they did not leave the battlefield undamaged. The Twenty-first suffered heavy casualties before Valens sent in his reserves …’

‘Aye,’ Aquila interrupted. ‘And we made the Fifth Alaudae bleed for every inch of ground in that bastard maze of jungle on the north of the road.’

Valerius bowed again, acknowledging the general’s support. He turned back to Primus. ‘So the identity of the legions would give us a truer indication of the opposition facing us and help decide where and when to meet them.’

The interior of the tent went threateningly still. ‘Do you question my right to make that decision?’ Primus demanded.

‘No, sir, but …’

‘Perhaps you wish to add mutiny to your recent accomplishments? How many death sentences does it take to kill a man? Would you care to find out?’

Valerius bowed and resumed his seat, satisfied he had planted the seed and that whatever risk it had involved had been worthwhile. Aurelius Fulvus confirmed it.

‘Nevertheless, I for one would be glad of the information. Better to know whether you are facing a bloodied and understrength Fifth Alaudae,’ he bowed to Aquila, ‘or a First Germanica fresh from their Rhenus
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