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He launched them upon the enemy so suddenly that the astonished islanders, who looked for fleets of ships at sea, came to the conclusion that, to such men, nothing was too difficult or invincible.

Publius Cornelius Tacitus, Agricola




Prologue

Mona, AD 78

Owain Lawhir, High King of the Ordovices, suppressed a shudder as he watched the scene unfold. A warrior chief in all his splendour, standing a head taller than most men, with a heavy gold torc at his neck and an iron sword in its gilded scabbard at his waist, even he never felt at ease in this place. The great stones of the circle stood out like rotting teeth against the dying roseate light of the early summer sun. At the precise centre a similar stone, a sword-length deep and four long, lay horizontal, its upper face worn to a uniform surface by countless struggling bodies. Specks of light glittered where tiny chips of a different rock caught the last of the sunlight, but mostly the stone – the altar – was matt black where the blood of the two bulls slaughtered at Beltane had congealed to a stinking, hardened crust. In ages past some long-dead craftsman had embedded a pair of iron rings at each end.

Five druids in white robes stood facing the twin pillars of the circle’s entrance. Three were men in their prime, tall and forbidding, expressions impassive and emotionless, their stillness a hint of the iron discipline that ruled them. Another was a mere youth, and despite his attempts to emulate his elders he emanated an air of agitation that told the king the part he was to play in this ceremony. These four flanked the fifth priest, a shrunken, stunted figure by comparison. For the moment he kept his face hidden, but a shock of snow-white hair framed the back of his skull like a sunburst and he stood with his back hunched as if a great burden weighed down on his narrow shoulders.

A hundred other men waited impatiently outside the stone circle, forbidden to enter on pain of death. Their fine cloaks, iron swords and golden neck rings proclaimed them for what they were, an elite, the lesser kings of the Ordovices and the chiefs of their tribes and sub-tribes. On another day any one of them would have shed blood to stand in Owain’s place. But not this day.

A blackbird’s shrill evening song broke the silence, only to turn into the distinctive chirr, chirr, chirr of an alarm call as a murmur ran through the chiefs at the faint sound of clinking metal. The crowd parted to reveal five naked prisoners, four men and a young woman, each fettered hand and foot and held upright by two guards. The prisoners’ mouths had been crudely gagged with leather thongs, but their bulging eyes spoke eloquently of their terror. The white-haired priest raised a hand and the little column stumbled to a halt. He inclined his head towards the tall druid on his left. After a whispered conversation the tall man called out, ‘She is not required. Bring the others forward.’

The woman’s eyes rolled up in her head and she would have fallen but for the grip of her guards as they dragged her away. Her fellow prisoners struggled vainly against their bonds as they were hustled towards the altar. One of them soiled himself at the horror of what was to come with a great spluttering fart, and his captors cursed him as their legs were spattered with ordure.

Owain’s gut tightened like a coiled snake. He felt no sympathy for the doomed men. They were Roman-lovers, traitors to their people, and deserved to die. His concern was for the undoubted outcome of this ceremony and the consequences for himself and his tribe.

One of the druids must have given a hidden signal, because the guards were dragging the first prisoner to the altar, a short, fat man with matted hair and blood trickling down his cheek from a scalp wound. Fear had shrivelled his lower parts and withdrawn them into the folds of his stomach.

The five druids broke into a low-pitched droning chant that seemed to resonate in the very air around them. As the guards approached the stone the volume grew and the prisoner’s struggles intensified. Arms and legs flailed in their fetters so wildly Owain wondered they didn’t snap, but the two guards held their captive with practised ease. The larger of the two stunned him with a short-arm punch to the head and he ceased struggling long enough to allow them to link his chains to the iron rings.

Oddly, the fat man’s struggles ceased the moment his back touched the altar. Perhaps his horror-addled brain understood he was already dead, or fear had drained the strength from him. The chanting faded and the five druids turned to their victim. For the first time Owain looked into the face of the frail figure in the centre. The sight sent a shiver through him even though he’d prepared himself for it. At first it was as if Gwlym, arch-druid of Elfydd, stared into his soul. Only gradually did the mind register that the gleaming eyes were, in reality, two pus-filled red pits. Worse, if a man knew and believed the story behind Gwlym’s mutilation: that he had plucked out his own eyes lest he be distracted by earthly sights and pleasures. The arch-druid believed his blindness brought him closer to the gods and freed his mind to divine their intentions. He lifted his hand to touch the youngest priest on the shoulder.

‘Begin, Bedwr.’

Bedwr took a deep breath before stepping forward to stand over the sacrifice. The chained man had his eyes closed tight and his fists clenched so his nails must have been digging deep into his flesh. Every muscle tensed for what was to come. From the sleeve of his robe Bedwr drew a short, sickle-shaped knife and waited with the glittering blade poised above the shivering folds of flesh beneath the fat man’s breastbone.

Gwlym and his acolytes resumed their rhythmic chant, pledging the soul of their victim to Taranis. Tension filled the air like a living thing and Owain found he was holding his breath. Without warning the chant ended. The knife blade swooped in a single sweeping cut that opened the fat man from breastbone to groin. A stifled cry of agony escaped the gag and the torn body shuddered and bucked against his chains.

‘Aymer.’

Bedwr stepped away to be replaced by a second druid, who pulled back the torn flaps of flesh to expose the glistening coils within. A third plunged his hand into the dying victim’s entrails, causing a fresh convulsion of shuddering, his fingers expertly seeking out the prize he sought. Within moments he raised a dark, gleaming mass that Owain guessed must be the dying man’s liver. Gwlym accepted the dripping lump of offal and the final druid stepped forward to bring an identical sickle blade across the throat of the sacrifice. A spurt of dark blood sprayed the air and with a final heave the body went still.

They were already bringing the second sacrifice forward as the guards removed the fat man’s ruined corpse.

The sky darkened with each soul’s passing and the air hung heavy with the stench of blood and excrement. Gwlym and his druids studied their gory harvest beneath the light of a dozen flickering torches. Eventually they straightened.

‘The gods have spoken.’ Gwlym’s harsh voice cut the night like a rusty saw ripping through a knotted oak. ‘It is their will that the invaders be driven from this land of Elfydd.’

The druid spoke loudly enough for the men waiting in the darkness outside the stones to hear, but Owain knew the words were directed at him. He also knew that whatever the desire of the gods and the messages passed by the sacrifices it was also the will of the arch-druid that the invaders be driven from the island. No man hated the Romans more than Gwlym. It was Gwlym who had carried assurances of the gods’ support across the country and urged the warriors of the Dobunni, the Cornovii and the Corieltauvi to follow Boudicca, queen of the Iceni, when she rose against the despised invaders. Gwlym who stood at the queen’s side as the hated Temple of Claudius burned. Gwlym who exulted at the slaughter of the citizens of Londinium and watched their blood stain the mighty Tamesa. And Gwlym who had seen the souls of Boudicca’s champions harvested by Roman swords like ripe corn in her last battle and himself taken the stomach wound that had turned him into an old man overnight.

‘If it is the gods’ will,’ Owain said carefully, ‘then so it will be.’

‘The omens are good,’ Gwlym continued as if Owain hadn’t spoken. ‘But the gods require further sacrifice. Our people’s freedom will come at a blood price.’ His words provoked a murmur of unease among the watching aristocrats. ‘Do you deny the gods?’

‘We do not deny the gods,’ Owain replied. ‘But we are old enough to remember the blood sacrifices of the past. My father listened to the honeyed words of Caratacus, who claimed the Silurian kingship, begged us for aid and promised to rid the island of the Romans. His reward was to have his head placed on a stake at Viroconium. Boudicca had the support of Andraste’ – the king winced as Gwlym’s head snapped up and he was looking directly into the weeping pits of the druid’s eye sockets – ‘and her warriors were as numerous as grains of sand on a beach, yet they died in their thousands, and the queen with them. Suetonius Paulinus turned the lands of the Iceni, the Dobunni, the Corieltauvi and the Cornovii into a wasteland.’

‘Boudicca was betrayed!’ Gwlym hissed. ‘How else would Paulinus have known precisely where her army would march and arrayed his forces in the only formation capable of defeating her?’

‘The gods—’

‘She believed the gods wanted her to attack, but her final decision was swayed by the only one she failed to appease. A goddess more powerful even than their Jupiter or Mars. The Mother Goddess. We will not make the same mistake.’ Gwlym’s voice took on a new intensity and Owain felt as if someone had run a spear point down his spine. ‘The message the gods send is that all it takes is a single spark to light a fire that may be fanned into an inferno. The peoples of Elfydd understand that the Romans will never stop coming. Every man among you knows he can be dispossessed as easily as Boudicca, or the Trinovantes whose land is now farmed by Roman settlers. All our people need is a sign that the gods are with them and they will join together and drown the Romans in their own blood. You, Owain Lawhir, have been chosen by the gods to provide that sign.’

‘My people …’ The words seemed to freeze in Owain’s mouth. Something was happening in his head. He could hear a voice, but it was his own voice. Owain Lawhir, they call you. Owain Longhand, whose reach and power inspire fear and respect. But lately men have taken to calling you another name, though you choose not to hear it. Owain Cadomedd, Owain who avoids battle. It was true. He had heard the whispers. He had ordered his warriors not to attack the Roman cavalry patrols that made regular forays into the Ordovice lands. They might win a small victory, take a few heads, but he would lose men, and, worse, provoke a reaction that would cost him more. But young men’s fingers itch for the sword hilt and he knew he could not control them for much longer. They would not challenge him. Not yet. But there were murmurings, and plenty of people willing to fan the flames of dissent.

‘You will take your warriors and destroy the fort at Tal-y-Cafn.’ Owain blinked as he realized Gwlym had resumed speaking. ‘The place the Romans call Canovium. Kill every man, woman and child and wipe all trace of it from the face of the land.’

‘They will retaliate. The new governor—’

‘You are not listening to me, king,’ the druid snapped. ‘The gods have spoken. If we do not destroy the Romans, they will destroy us. When they came twenty years ago, Suetonius Paulinus was interrupted in his work by Boudicca. Our survival justifies her sacrifice, but they will return. The gods have provided us with an opportunity. You will be their instrument. The slaughter of their comrades will draw the legions into our valleys and there will they find their graves. They will be the lamb to our wolf when we fall on them from the heights.’

Owain wondered if the druid’s hatred had driven him mad. The simple truth was that Paulinus had simply brushed the Ordovices aside to reach Mona, ignoring their attacks as if they were nettle stings. What had changed? Yet he also read the unspoken threat in the words. King or not, if he refused to do Gwlym’s bidding there would be another sacrifice, or more likely the sting of a knife edge across his throat while he slept.

‘When do the gods wish me to attack?’ He struggled to keep the bitterness from his voice.

‘At the dark of the moon.’ Gwlym’s voice held a tone of dismissal. ‘You have three weeks.’

Owain Lawhir, High King of the Ordovices, stooped to pick up the iron helmet at his feet and marched from the circle past the mutilated bodies of the sacrifices. The gods had spoken. At the dark of the moon he would bring blood and fire and death to the Romans at Canovium.


I

Fidenae, near Rome

Three small boys crouched by the river, brows furrowed in concentration as they stared intently into the clear water. They wore only brief loincloths and their bronze flesh glowed with health as a result of long hours spent in the open air under the summer sun. Each held a sharpened stick the length of a cavalry spatha.

Gaius Valerius Verrens watched from a hillock overlooking the pool. He knew diminutive, wily trout lurked in the shadows of the bank, but also from experience how difficult they were to catch. It took a long time to learn that, by some strange natural phenomenon that only his friend Pliny might understand, the actual fish were inches ahead of where they looked to be. The stream was deep at this spot, a remote part of Valerius’s estate at Fidenae, a few miles north of Rome, and the boys had been specifically ordered to stay away from it. But the fact that he would undoubtedly have to take the sticks to their backs in the near future did not stop him from smiling at the tranquil scene.

A shrill squeak from the smallest of the three, a tousle-haired youngster of about four, as skinny and agile as a sighthound. They’d seen something of greater interest, perhaps a rare specimen of the larger trout that haunted the deepest hollows, visible only as a dark silhouette in the depths. To a small boy such a fish would appear the size of the crocodile Emperor Nero had kept in his zoo. Catching it might save them a beating if they presented it to the villa’s cook.

They jostled for position, but some hidden measure of authority gave the small boy priority. Valerius held his breath as the stick was drawn back, clutched like a warrior’s spear in the lad’s fist, the white of the whittled point gleaming in the sunlight. The boy waited, with a hunter’s instinctive stillness, his eyes never leaving his prey. And struck.

Perhaps the fish was deeper than he’d calculated, or in his excitement he put too much power into the thrust. The result was a loss of balance that left him teetering over the river. His companions reached out desperately to arrest his fall, but they were too late. With a sharp cry the boy plunged into the pool with an almighty splash.

Valerius was already sprinting down the hill to where the two older boys stood paralysed. He pushed them aside and searched the depths until he saw a string of bubbles and a pair of startled eyes staring up at him from a face twisted into a mask of consternation. Taking a deep breath, he leapt into the pool. The chilled waters made him gasp, but they only reached his shoulders. He ducked his head beneath the surface and reached down to grasp the drowning child with his left hand. The boy struggled in his grip, choking and spluttering, until Valerius threw his catch on the riverbank like a sack of grain, where he lay with his eyes closed and his bony chest heaving.

Valerius pulled himself out of the water under the appalled gaze of the others. ‘Claudius. Milo. Go back to the house. You know what to tell your fathers when they return from the fields?’

‘Yes, lord,’ the pair said miserably, turning away to walk downstream, glancing back occasionally to glare at the party responsible for their coming troubles.

Valerius stood over the boy as he lay on his back with his eyes still shut. ‘You know what this means, Lucius?’ he asked sternly.

‘Yes, Father. Five strokes of the cane.’

‘Was it worth it?’

One eye blinked open and the brown face slipped into a grin. ‘It would have been if I’d aimed properly.’

Valerius pulled his son to his feet and cuffed him gently. ‘How big was it?’

Lucius threw his arms as wide as they would go.

‘Then we’ll come back later with hook and feathers and see if we can get him, but first …’

‘Yes, Father?’

‘As we’re both already wet,’ he grabbed Lucius by the waist and lifted him up, ‘we’ll start teaching you to swim.’ With a shout of laughter, he tossed the shrieking boy into the centre of the pool and dived in after him.

Valerius studied his wife Tabitha as she spun yarn with a hand spindle in her seat by the window overlooking the gardens. Slim, and with an exotic, eastern beauty that still took his breath away, she moved with unconscious grace as the spindle twirled to the twitch of her fingers. She sensed his gaze and looked up with a smile.

‘Shouldn’t you be working on the accounts, husband?’

‘They can wait,’ he said, continuing to oil the mechanism of the hidden knife in the wooden fist that took the place of his right hand. He’d lost the original during the rebellion that ravaged Britannia during Nero’s reign, but the replacement had become so much part of him over the years he barely felt the difference. She knew that poring over the accounts was the part of an estate owner’s life he least enjoyed. He could have employed someone to do them, but his father always said a man who didn’t look after his own accounts was a man asking to be relieved of his estate. ‘I was just thinking I have never been so happy.’

‘Then I am pleased,’ she said, her words confirmed by the light flush of her cheeks. ‘Though I fear Lucius is less so.’

‘You warned him against going near the Rock Pool,’ Valerius pointed out. ‘He understood the consequences.’

‘Yes.’ She nodded. ‘But he has a way of persuading the other boys to follow him into trouble. He takes after his father, I think.’ Her lips twitched mischievously.

‘His father wouldn’t have got caught,’ Valerius said in mock dismissal. Yet her words contained a grain of truth. Even at four, Lucius was an adventurous child, always searching out some new place or testing some fascinating, and often potentially dangerous, new experience. Valerius had seen enough adventure to satisfy two lifetimes. He’d soldiered in the mountains of Britannia and on the plains of Armenia, played the spy for emperors and princes, and faced death more times than he cared to remember. But no more.

In the last four years the fates had been kind. He’d been allowed to enjoy a settled life with his family. The accession of Vespasian to the purple united Rome and brought prosperity to those he valued, of whom Valerius was fortunate to count himself one. This villa and the sprawling estate, with its olive groves, well-irrigated fields and slopes filled with vines, were the gift of the Emperor. To the south lay a second family estate, occupied by his sister Olivia and her husband, and to the north the vast palace that once belonged to the philosopher Seneca, a former owner of these lands. After Seneca’s enforced suicide, Nero granted the estate to his secretary and spymaster Tigellinus. Years later, Tigellinus suffered a similar fate at the orders of Marcus Salvius Otho during the disastrous civil war known as the Year of the Four Emperors. The war that brought Vespasian to power. Valerius’s friend and protector, the Emperor’s eldest son Titus, commander of the elite Praetorian Guard, was currently serving his sixth consulship and had developed a deserved reputation for honesty and competence that boded well for the future of the Empire.

Valerius spent his time running the estate, attending the Senate, where he seldom spoke and then only in support of the Emperor or Titus, and took the occasional high-profile case at the law courts when it suited him.

‘Have you decided whether to defend Tulius?’ Tabitha’s words were a gentle reminder that one of his clients had asked him for help in a case. Normally, Valerius wouldn’t have hesitated. A man had a responsibility to support his followers. But …

‘I can’t.’ She wouldn’t judge him, but she was fond of Tulius and his young wife and he could feel her disappointment. ‘His accuser Rusticus is close to Domitian. Titus has asked me not to do anything that might antagonize his brother further.’

And there lay the only shadow over their placid, rustic existence.

Titus Flavius Domitianus, Vespasian’s younger son, had been Valerius’s sworn enemy since Domitian attempted to steal the one-handed Roman’s then lover, Domitia Longina Corbulo. The fact that Domitia was now Domitian’s wife changed nothing. Domitian had accused Valerius of treason and forced him into exile. Since then Valerius had survived several attempts to kill him, all, he was certain, emanating from the same source. He’d thought Titus’s favour and Vespasian’s admiration, won during the siege of Jerusalem, might have brought an end to the threat, but the potential menace of Domitian hung over the villa like the cloud of smoke over a volcano. Valerius had reason to believe his household contained more than one of Domitian’s spies. He and Tabitha both had experience of the clandestine world and Tabitha had ordered the sale of a slave she’d suspected, but Valerius knew that agents were easily replaced.

‘He cannot touch you without harming himself, at least as long as Titus and Vespasian live.’

Tabitha’s honeyed voice contained a rare suggestion of contempt. In her eyes Domitian was a coward who paid other men to do his bidding. She viewed any threat to Valerius as a threat to them all and a core of iron ran through that willowy frame. Tabitha had been a princess of Emesa, an eastern state riven by political and religious division and threatened by its neighbours. Under normal circumstances her uncle, the king, would have used her marriage to form a dynastic alliance or cement an existing one. Instead, her close bond and friendship with Titus’s lover, Queen Berenice of Cilicia, had allowed her to marry for love. She had left friends and family to follow Valerius to an alien land, but he had never heard her complain. Her beauty hid the fact that she was accomplished in the darker arts of conspiracy and intrigue. Valerius knew that, given her way, she would have her own methods of dealing with Domitian. But he was the Emperor’s son and Valerius had pledged his loyalty to Vespasian.

‘That may be true,’ he conceded, ‘but he’s still a very dangerous man. Another reason Lucius shouldn’t go wandering off with his friends.’

She nodded. ‘I will confine him to his room for the rest of the day. An extra punishment for frightening his poor mother.’

Valerius laughed. They’d fought spears and knives, faced drowning together and almost burned to death, but he’d never seen her frightened. ‘Maybe it’s time we employed a tutor for him?’ he suggested.

The delicate chin came up and a certain light in her eyes told him he had a fight on his hands. ‘But Valerius, he’s so young. It would be like caging a fox cub.’

‘He’d have less time to get into trouble,’ Valerius grumbled. ‘Two or three hours a day resolving Zeno’s paradoxes would clip our little hawk’s wings. And Olivia has a tutor for her boys. I’ll think about it. In the meantime, he should mend his ways.’

‘I will make sure he understands that,’ she said meekly. Too meekly.

Being reminded of Domitian had changed his mood. Another reason for hating the scheming little bastard. In his fortieth year and with the scars and grey hairs to prove it, Valerius had better things to do with his time. He rose to his feet.

‘I’ll take a turn round the groves on the south slope and check how they’re getting on with the drainage channels. If I find Atticus sleeping under the olive nets again, I’ll sell him to Verecundus the shit collector.’

‘And quite right too,’ agreed Tabitha, who knew Valerius would never break up a family and that Atticus was the father of her devoted maid Helena’s daughter.

Valerius’s spirits rose with every stride he took up the broken path that wound between the olive trees and the vines. Halfway to the top he looked down at the sprawling villa complex. It was at least twice the size of the one he’d grown up in a few miles to the south, and lay in a great loop of the Tiber river. Fields of ripening crops carpeted the valley floor before they gave way to grapes and olive groves on the slopes. He remembered visiting groves just like this as a boy with his father and discussing the trees and their potential. Was it better to plant twenty-five to the iugerum or was the soil rich enough for fifty? Did this tree or that need pruning? Could a tree ever be too old? Was it worth planting vines directly beneath the canopy where the sun was unlikely to penetrate? That and the perennial problems that faced every estate owner. Low yields and dwindling profits. Why every pest under the sun liked grapes. And why did weeds grow twice as fast as any plant that could earn a man a living?

He smiled at the memory and continued climbing. His son was named for his father: Lucius Valerius Verrens. Some day all this would be his and he would have to be taught how to care for it. That had been the old man’s byword, through good times and bad: Remember this, Valerius: we may profit from the earth but we are only caretakers of the land.

Atticus and his workers were hard at it with spades and mattocks when he reached the area where he’d decided ditches would improve the drainage. The trees and vines needed all the moisture they could get, but sometimes a thunderstorm would cause a flash flood. Better that the water was channelled to drain away to the lower slopes than that it wash away the thin red soil. He had a feeling they hadn’t been working for long, but it didn’t matter. Just being here made him feel better. He talked to them all, as he had the men of his many commands. How were their families? The food? Did they have any complaints?

Of course, there was always one. Didius, a slow-witted young labourer with shoulders like a bull, worried that an overseer was trying to take advantage of his mother. Valerius assured him he would deal with it and Didius thanked him with grave solemnity. When he left he heard the mattocks strike with renewed vigour. A slave always worked better when someone took an interest in who, rather than what, he was. He was their lord and master, with the power of life and death over them. They rightly feared incurring his wrath, but they also respected him, which was not always the case. Each man received a new tunic every year, and a cloak and a pair of wooden clogs every second year. They worked long hours, but they were well fed and they celebrated the same holidays as the family. Cato the Elder had advised that farmers sell ‘useless things, such as worn-out cattle, diseased sheep and aged and feeble slaves’. Valerius’s workers knew that when they were too old and unfit for heavy work they would still have a roof over their heads and a garden plot, and Tabitha would find them light duties around the house or the farm. Serpentius would have laughed and called him soft. Valerius felt the faint melancholy that always struck him when he thought of his old friend, the former gladiator. But he consoled himself that Serpentius would have gone mad with boredom here. Given the choice he’d have thanked his gods that he’d died with a sword in his hand and not a dribbling ancient lying in his own piss among damp blankets.

Was that the fate that awaited Valerius? He knew he shouldn’t feel regret, because it meant many more nights with Tabitha, more time to watch his son grow, and, if the gods willed it, more children.

But not if Domitian had his way.

He heard the commotion as he approached the villa. Sharp cries and a child’s shrieks of something between excitement and fear. The sounds came from the family quarters and he dashed through the corridors until he found a gaggle of slaves and servants gathered outside Lucius’s bedroom.

‘Make way,’ he shouted. They parted like an enemy flank before a Boar’s Snout wedge and he pushed his way to the door. Lucius was on his bed jumping with excitement as Tabitha stood by it with a hobnailed sandal in her hand and a murderous look on her face. It took a moment before he saw the reason for her fury.

Forty or fifty scorpions scuttled about the floor with their curved stings raised and ready to strike. He winced as Tabitha brought the sandal down with a sharp crack on one that came too close, leaving a mess of broken carapace on the tiled floor. She moved to strike another and Valerius saw with a thrill of alarm that her feet were bare.

‘Tabitha, wait.’

The order evoked a rebellious glare, but she obeyed. She shouldn’t be in any real danger. The scorpions of the hills around Fidenae were small and black and capable of a sting that would cause a few days’ pain and a localized swelling. But Valerius noticed something different about some of these.

He made his way through the waving armoured claws and into position behind one of the larger specimens. The scorpion was perhaps the length of his middle finger, and the pale yellow colour of ripening barley. He stooped and gently picked it up just beneath the sting, so it hung wriggling from his fingers. A gasp went up from the watching slaves.

He showed it to Tabitha. ‘Do you recognize it?’

The blood drained from her face. ‘The Deathbringer. How?’

Valerius had experience of the species in Syria and Judaea, and Tabitha had grown up with a healthy respect for them. One of the few breeds of scorpion whose sting could be fatal. If one hid in your boot or your blanket, you could take a week to die in terrible agony. This changed everything. His first thought had been the revenge of a disgruntled slave. Even a child’s prank by one of Lucius’s companions. This was different. Whoever had released these scorpions into Lucius’s bedroom had murder in mind. They had tried to kill his child.

‘Marcus.’ His voice sounded like a sword scraping on the lid of a tomb and even Tabitha drew breath at the savagery of his tone. ‘Bring me my whip. The big one, not the toy I normally use. And have the household servants gather in the barn. Every last one, the aged, the sick, the kitchen boys and the lady’s maids. All of them.’


II

Thirty slaves, servants and their overseers gathered in a frightened huddle in the barn under the terrible gaze of Gaius Valerius Verrens, flanked by two trusted ex-legionaries he retained as bodyguards. Behind Valerius, Tabitha watched impassively, with Lucius clutched to her side, her eyes unblinking as a hawk on the brink of a stoop.

‘Helena?’ Tabitha’s maid stepped forward, her hands clutched together to stop them shaking. ‘Where were you between the seventh and eighth hours?’

Valerius already knew the answer, but he and Tabitha agreed Helena must be questioned with the rest, and it gave him his starting point.

‘I was with the mistress, lord, as I’m sure she will confirm.’

Valerius glanced at Tabitha and she nodded. ‘You may return to the house. Julia …’ The villa’s cook stepped from the huddle, her wizened, beetroot features daring him to question her loyalty.

He began with those whose positions made them easy to track and one by one they confirmed their innocence, or had it confirmed by one of their workmates. Surprisingly quickly the group was whittled down to eight or nine. It took a while to establish who was where and when, but gradually they worked it out. And were left with two. Cassius, the estate manager, who said he was in the tablinum preparing the accounts for Valerius to check, but had no one to substantiate his claim, and was close enough to Lucius’s bedroom to deliver the scorpions. And Rautio, the overseer, who, if his claim he was counting amphorae in the wine store was true, had been too far away to do so.

Valerius stared at them and Tabitha emitted a hiss of disgust. One glared back in defiance, the other stood a little aside, his face muscles twitching with either outraged innocence or fear. Valerius flicked out the whip so its length lay on the dirt floor between them. The leather tapered over ten sinuous feet to a slim tip split into three with knots that had shards of metal twisted in their loops. In his father’s day he’d seen a man stripped to the backbone in a dozen lashes.

‘Cassius. Did you try to kill my son with those obscenities?’

The estate manager didn’t flinch. ‘I would never harm Lucius, lord. If you believe I would, lay aside your whip and give me your dagger. I’ll gladly cut my wrists now.’

Valerius nodded. ‘That’s what I thought. You may go.’

Cassius sidled past Valerius with a glance of hatred at the other man. Tabitha followed him from the barn with Lucius in tow, only to be replaced by Julia, the cook, dragging one of the kitchen boys by the arm.

‘You should hear what he says, lord,’ she said.

‘No, lord.’ Rautio’s voice crackled with desperation. ‘You must believe me. I couldn’t have had anything to do with it. I was in the wine store. The boy will confirm it.’

‘That’s what he told me to say.’ The kitchen boy’s shrill words ended with a squeak as the cook encouraged him with a sharp twist of the arm. ‘I met him between the dining room and the family quarters. He said he’d get into trouble if anyone knew, so I was to say I’d seen him in the wine store. He gave me a silver denarius.’

‘Please, lord …’

Valerius remembered that Rautio was the overseer accused of taking advantage of the widow. She happened to have responsibility for cleaning the family area, including Lucius’s bedroom. He would have known the boy’s every movement. ‘So, Rautio, give me a reason why I shouldn’t flog you to death.’

‘I don’t—’

Valerius flicked the whip so the knotted thongs cracked within inches of Rautio’s ear. The overseer collapsed to his knees, whimpering. ‘Let’s begin with the identity of the person who ordered this.’

‘A man,’ Rautio whispered. ‘He said he would have me flayed alive if I didn’t do what he told me.’

‘Vitalis.’ Valerius called one of the guards. ‘Search his quarters – thoroughly, mind – and bring me anything that doesn’t belong there.’ He turned his attention back to the overseer. ‘How long have you been working for him?’

By the time Vitalis returned, Rautio had given up all he knew and was grovelling on the floor, sobbing. His description of his contact might have fitted a hundred others. Naturally he didn’t know the man’s name, but Valerius had no doubts as to the source of his troubles. He dropped the whip, glad he hadn’t been required to use it, but any sympathy he might have had for the overseer vanished when Vitalis placed a leather pouch in his hand. ‘He’d hidden it beneath a loose tile.’

Valerius weighed the pouch in his hand, making an estimate of its value before opening the leather thongs with his teeth and pouring the contents on the floor.

‘Fifty gold aurei.’ Valerius nudged the coins with his foot. Five thousand sestertii. Half a year’s pay for a legionary. Fresh minted, too, with a decent likeness of Vespasian’s wrinkled, hook-nosed features showing sharp and clear. Further proof his suspicions were correct. ‘Enough for a prudent man to start a new life. But for that I would need to be dead. How much more were you to receive when you’d killed me? I’m genuinely interested in how much my head is worth.’

But Rautio knew anything he said would only condemn him further and was prudent enough to keep his mouth shut.

‘Lock him in the wine store, so he may ponder his fate through the night. Make sure no harm comes to him, but I want him ready at the second hour, roped to the saddle of my best horse. He won’t be needing his sandals.’

‘The gold, lord?’

Valerius picked up a coin from the dust and flicked it to Vitalis. The guard caught it with a grin. ‘One for each of you. Take the rest of it to Cassius. Ten aurei for his manumission fund, and what’s left split between the slaves. They might as well profit from their troubles. Oh, and tell him to be generous to Julia. She might have a face that would sour milk, but she’s a better interrogator than I am.’


III

‘Is this wise, Valerius?’ Tabitha asked as he prepared to set out the next morning. It was a reprise of a discussion that had gone on long into the night. They stood in the atrium, Tabitha wrapped in a shawl against the morning chill. Valerius held her to him, her head resting on his shoulder.

‘I can’t allow him to think I will let him threaten my family and do nothing.’

‘Still, the Emperor’s reaction …’

‘Is unpredictable,’ Valerius accepted, ‘but he is a fair man, and a man with few illusions.’

‘Then be careful, my husband.’ She lifted her head to kiss him on the lips, and whispered, ‘I will prepare for your return with extra care.’

Valerius felt a liquid glow run through him. The words were a kind of code and contained a certain promise. ‘Then I will definitely return at speed. In the meantime, make sure Lucius doesn’t stray.’

‘He has learned his lesson,’ she said. ‘I believe it was instructive to see his father in all his terrible glory. Master of life and death.’

‘And his mother.’ Valerius smiled. ‘You frightened me as much as those scorpions. But if you hadn’t been there …’

‘It will not happen again?’

‘You have my promise. I will send such a message today that the gods will hear it.’

She released him and he strode out to the courtyard where his horse waited. Vitalis held the reins at its head. Rautio stood clear of its tail, his wrists bound by a length of rope attached to the saddle. His narrow, unshaven features wore an expression of dread and his eyes darted between the twitching beast’s dangerous hooves and the vengeful crowd of slaves who had gathered to see them off, hissing insults and curses.

Valerius wore his finest toga, a voluminous affair not ideal for horseback travel, but he pulled himself up and settled awkwardly into the saddle. He reached back to test the rope, almost pulling his captive off his feet. ‘Come, Rautio,’ he said, loudly enough for the watching slaves to hear. ‘We have a long journey ahead of us and we can’t afford to dally. The exercise will do you good. You’ve been putting on weight lately.’

He flicked the reins and they set off up the cobbled track, the slaves jeering and Rautio half running to keep pace. It was close to eight miles from the villa to the centre of Rome, and by the time they were halfway Valerius could hear the wet slaps as Rautio’s bloodied feet hit the roadway. The former overseer had pleaded for water, to stop for a rest, but Valerius kept the mare to a steady walk that suited her. He didn’t consider himself a cruel man. Rautio’s ordeal was nothing to the fate he deserved. The wrath of his fellow slaves would have been the least of it. He had a feeling Tabitha would have been happy to spend an instructive hour with the man who had tried to murder her child. Valerius, on the other hand, had a more fitting punishment in mind.

He closed his ears to the whines and complaints and concentrated on the path ahead. The Via Salaria was the ancient road used by the Sabines when they harvested salt from the marshes at the mouth of the Tiber. Nowadays it linked Rome with the towns of the Apennine Hills and the trading centres of Amiternum and Ausculum on the Adriatic side. At this time of the day it thronged with the last of the farmers hurrying their cattle and pigs to the markets at the Forum Boarium and the Forum Suarium, and the produce of their fields to the Forum Holitorium on the Campus Martius. Valerius pushed his way through the heavily laden donkeys and past little families herding a single cow or a pair of squealing sows. The more curious among them noticed the exhausted, half-naked prisoner with the bloody feet struggling to stay upright at the end of his tether, but his plight evoked little reaction. Nobody much cared about a slave in trouble, not even another slave.

Soon they reached the straggle of houses, factories and warehouses that had grown up outside the city walls, and the crumbling tombs that lined the road. The guards at the Porta Collina were familiar with Valerius and waved him past without scrutinizing the Imperial warrant allowing him access to the Palatine night and day. They barely glanced at his prisoner.

Down the familiar cobbles of the Alta Selita and the left fork that would take him through the Subura. As he forced his way through the crowded, narrow street in the shadow of the towering insula apartment blocks he wondered again at the irony that such a festering pit of humanity could survive the Great Fire of Nero’s reign when so much of value had been entirely consumed. There was a sharp cry behind him as Rautio slipped on something unsavoury and fell amongst the filth and the rushing feet. Valerius reined in for a moment to allow him to struggle to his feet. He had a moment of regret that he hadn’t cut the assassin’s throat and had done with it, but he quickly thrust it aside. Rautio was only a minor player in this drama; a bystander to be struck down in the final act. This was not about him. It was about ensuring the safety of Valerius and his family. To disguise his feelings he gave the rope a tug to jog Rautio into movement.

In the narrow gaps between the buildings he could see the familiar outline of the Temple of Jupiter Capitolinus, completely restored after its destruction eight years earlier in the civil war. Vespasian had vowed it would be even more magnificent than before, in memory of his brother Sabinus, captured there by the Vitellians and later murdered on the Gemonian Stairs. A great golden chariot now adorned the summit, with a likeness of Sabinus at the reins, and eagles and horses lined the roof. Valerius thought it gaudy, but he understood that an emperor’s ambitions must be seen to outdo those of ordinary men.

The road widened as they reached the street known as Argiletum. Rather than his usual route by the Victory Road across the northern face of the hill, he took the Clivus Palatinus to the main entrance to the palace complex. He dismounted when he reached the gate and unhooked the rope attaching Rautio to the saddle. The former overseer slumped to his knees, mumbling to himself. Valerius handed the reins of his mount to the black-clad gate guard and asked him to call a groom to take the beast to the nearby Imperial stables. He hauled Rautio to his feet and allowed him to drink from the stone trough beside the gateway.

‘Are you expected, lord?’ The guard commander checked his list with one eye on the swaying, unkempt Rautio.

‘The Emperor sent a courier demanding my presence,’ Valerius told him. It had happened several times in the past. ‘He will want to hear what this man has to say.’

The guard commander hesitated only for a moment, such was Valerius’s reputation not just as adviser to the Emperor and friend of Titus, but as holder of the Corona Aurea, a Hero of Rome. There were also certain whispered tales of service to successive emperors that were no business of any soldier who wished his career to prosper in the Imperial service. Gaius Valerius Verrens was a man to reckon with, and not one to delay.

‘Very well, sir. Shall I send someone along with you to keep this brute in line?’

‘That won’t be necessary.’ Valerius pointed to the man’s feet, strips of torn flesh straggling at the centre of a pool of pink water. ‘As you can see, he’s in no condition to trouble anyone.’ He hauled at the rope and led Rautio stumbling through the gates and up the slope. A hundred years ago the Palatine had been home to anyone rich enough to buy a house on the summit. That had changed since the time of Augustus, who had taken over the entire hill. A succession of emperors had left their mark since, building palaces that their successors had felt the need to improve and enlarge. Now it was a warren of luxurious complexes surrounded by manicured gardens. It housed not only the Emperor, his retinue and their favourites, but also the Palatium, the offices of state that took up most of his waking hours, without which the Empire would crumble and fall.

Valerius gave the guard time to watch him march Rautio towards Vespasian’s palace before changing course. The Domus Transitoria, where Titus had set up home, lay to his right, but he continued straight ahead through the gardens. His destination lay in the centre of the Palatine, close to the Temple of Apollo where he’d witnessed the augury on the fateful day the Praetorians butchered Servius Sulpicius Galba and ignited the civil war that brought Vespasian the throne.

He approached a wide two-storey building with white columns, walls of pale gold and a red-tiled roof. A line of soldiers emerged from a hut near the palace entrance. Naturally, there would be a permanent guard, even here in the centre of the Palatine. It was a measure of the insecurity of the man he was about to confront.

‘Gaius Valerius Verrens, Hero of Rome, seeks an interview with Caesar Domitianus, suffect consul,’ he announced to the officer in command of the guard.

The centurion was young for his rank, probably not long in the Imperial service, with piercing blue eyes and a long nose. He would have been personally appointed by the Emperor and his expression said he was impressed by neither the senator’s stripe on Valerius’s toga nor his outdated military honours. He waved two of the guards to cover Rautio with their swords. ‘What is the subject of this interview?’

Valerius ignored the sneer. ‘I seek the consul’s advice on a private matter. Please pass my request to him.’

The centurion didn’t like it, but he sensed Valerius would provide no more information. He was an admirer of Domitian, a forward-looking patrician of his own age. Caesar Domitianus would know how to deal with this upstart with his airs and graces. With an irritated shake of the head he marched up the palace steps and disappeared inside. A short time later he reappeared and motioned Valerius forward into the cobbled courtyard. ‘You may approach … that is far enough!’ he snapped.

Halfway to the steps, Valerius obeyed the order without protest. Naturally Domitian would want to inspect him before he came within range of sword swing. As he waited a figure appeared on the balcony overlooking the courtyard and stood, unnaturally still, staring at the tableau below. Valerius could almost feel the throb of hatred in his enemy’s temples. If the eyes had been spears, he’d already be dead. Domitian had never hidden his homicidal loathing for Valerius, especially since the day the one-handed Roman dangled him from a similar balcony on the Esquiline Hill.

‘Have you searched him?’ The high-pitched voice was the same, but Domitian had filled out in the shoulders and chest since their last encounter. Vespasian’s youngest son was no longer the arrogant boy Valerius had scorned and dismissed. The centurion cursed beneath his breath and marched forward to run his hands over Valerius’s toga. ‘If he finds so much as a fruit knife,’ the young consul continued, ‘I would have every right to have you executed.’

‘No weapons,’ Valerius assured him. The guard commander nodded his confirmation. ‘I’m here to talk and bring you a gift.’ He pulled Rautio forward. ‘On your knees, slave.’

‘Centurion Polio hinted that you needed some advice. Is this some kind of Saturnalia jest, or has country life driven you mad? I seem to remember madness runs in your family.’

Valerius allowed his eyes to drift to the left. The shadowy figure standing by the curtain of a window stepped back beyond his scrutiny. ‘This slave failed in his duty to not one master,’ he said, ‘but two. I wondered how you would deal with him.’

Domitian sniffed, but didn’t hide his interest. ‘Then I would beat him twice to remind him of his duties. How did he fail them?’

Valerius fixed his eyes on the younger man’s. ‘He owed his loyalty to the one, and the other, who had bought it, gave him a small task he was too clumsy to complete.’ Valerius sensed Domitian go still. Now the young patrician understood. ‘When discovered he told everything, thus betraying his real master as well as his rightful one.’

Domitian was puzzled now. Whatever the slave had revealed was unlikely to threaten him, but he couldn’t understand how Valerius might profit from bringing him here. It didn’t occur to him that Valerius’s very presence with Rautio was all his enemy sought, and, for the moment, all he needed.

‘Then you should cut his throat now.’ Domitian laughed. ‘Or perhaps Polio should do it. You never did have the stomach.’

Valerius smiled up at him. ‘No.’ He dropped the rope and nudged Rautio in the back so he sprawled on the cobbles. ‘I only wanted to bring him back where he belongs. I’ll let you decide what to do with him.’

‘Please, lord, no. Not that,’ Rautio croaked.

Valerius ignored him. ‘As you say, I’ve always been a little squeamish. Thank you for your advice, consul.’ He turned and walked away.

‘Wait. I haven’t given you leave to go,’ Domitian cried. ‘I am not finished with you. Stop him!’

But Valerius was already beyond the line of guards. This was an argument they wanted no part of.


IV

His route took him through a park where clumps of tall cypress trees masked the surrounding buildings, so he might have been in the country rather than at the centre of the world’s greatest city. As he followed the path, Valerius considered what he’d just done. Domitian would always be a threat. Logically, the only course of action was to reduce that threat to its lowest possible level. He had left his enemy confused and, hopefully, off balance; perhaps even a little frightened. He’d made it clear any future attack would have its repercussions. In a few hours everyone on the Palatine would know what had happened between them, certainly everyone who mattered. Letters would be dictated. A message would be sent. Vespasian and Titus had placed Valerius under their protection. Even the Emperor’s son was not immune from his wrath. At worst, he had bought his family a breathing space.

There would be a price to pay, naturally. A man did not kick over a hornet’s nest on the Palatine without consequences. For all their friendship, he doubted Titus would appreciate his actions. It might even harm their relationship. But he couldn’t allow Domitian to believe he could act with impunity. His honour and his duty to his family demanded he do everything possible to protect them.

‘Valerius?’

His head whipped round at a familiar voice that aroused memories and ignited a whirl of conflicting emotions. She stood in the shadow beneath one of the cypress clusters, a diminutive figure in a dress of lilac silk belted at the waist with a gold chain. A cream shawl of the same material covered her shoulders. More full-bodied than he remembered, but otherwise untouched by the passing years. The same lustrous walnut tresses, artfully styled to frame the perfect oval of her features, appraising dark eyes with hidden depths of passion, and a skin so pale it was almost luminous. Domitia Longina Corbulo. Still with that cool, almost detached air. Such a contrast to his Tabitha; the difference between ice and fire. She was the daughter of General Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo, commander of Rome’s eastern armies until Nero ordered him to commit suicide. Valerius had escorted Domitia to join her father in Antioch a decade or so earlier. Shipwreck and disaster threw them together and falling in love seemed natural. Unknown to Domitia, Nero had ordered Valerius to spy on the general, with a suggestion that he should kill him if the opportunity arose. Instead, Valerius saved Corbulo from assassination. Circumstances had torn them apart, only for fate to rekindle their love in the bloody chaos of the Year of the Four Emperors.

He stepped towards her, glancing over his shoulder to ensure he wasn’t being followed. Hers had been the presence at the window, but how had she got here? Of course, the hill was riddled with cryptoporticus, the underground passages that allowed emperors, princes and their acolytes to move freely between the palace complexes without being observed. After eight years on the Palatine, Domitia would be familiar with many of them.

‘My lady.’ Valerius bowed. ‘This is a surprise.’

‘A surprise, Valerius, but not a pleasure?’

It seemed she hadn’t lost the ability to disconcert him with a few well-chosen words. The last time they’d been alone together the smoke from the burning Temple of Jupiter still hung over the city and Valerius had been a penniless outcast. Domitia had bought his life by promising herself to Titus Flavius Domitianus. At the time he had felt slighted and diminished, not knowing whether to love or hate her. Now he understood that his reaction had been selfish and inconsiderate. She had saved him without thought for herself and had lived with the consequences.

She saw something of it in his face. ‘What’s done is done, Valerius. We cannot take back the years.’

‘I thought my pleasure would have been obvious.’ He allowed himself a smile. They stood less than a pace apart and the breeze brought him the lilac of the perfumed oils she wore. She studied him for a moment and he noticed her eyes drifting to his neck. She was wondering whether he still wore the little golden star of Fortuna she had given him at their parting. He hoped she wouldn’t ask about it; he didn’t like to lie. She was a woman and despite the years that had passed he doubted she’d appreciate knowing he’d presented the charm to a soft-handed slave girl in the baths at Apamea.

A door banged somewhere and Valerius again checked the way he’d come. ‘Won’t Dom—he miss you?’

‘He is not interested in me.’ A disdainful toss of the head accompanied her answer. ‘Only the ideal of me. First, he will apply himself to discovering just how much the slave told you, and how much harm it has the potential to do him. It will take time and involve shears and glowing iron. I doubt the slave will survive.’ She looked up into his face. ‘Does he deserve such a fate, Valerius?’

Valerius told her about the scorpions and she grimaced. ‘Ugh. I remember the filthy creatures from my father’s palace at Antioch. He is truly evil.’ She could have been referring to Rautio, but Valerius chose to believe otherwise.

‘Yes,’ he agreed.

‘When he has taken his pleasure from that creature’s pain he will retire to the library with a flask of wine and rail about his hatred for you, and how your every breath demeans and belittles him. He hates you and fears you, Valerius, and he believes that if he does not kill you, you will kill him.’

‘Perhaps I should.’

‘You are many things, Gaius Valerius Verrens, but you are not a murderer.’ She shot him a look of irritation. A harder Domitia, this, than he remembered, more cynical, but how could she not be, living with a man like Domitian? ‘We are safe enough for now. When the wine takes its effect he will spend another hour rambling about his favourite subject: himself. It is unfair his father heaps honours on Titus, while he must be content with a mere temporary consulship. It is unfair he must live in a twenty-room hovel while Vespasian and Titus occupy whole palaces. If his father did not want the Golden House, Domitian should have been given it. Instead he must watch it demolished. He says he will build the greatest palace Rome has ever seen, greater even than the Domus Aurea. It will cover the Palatine, absorbing everything that went before, and will have libraries and baths, and gardens, audience rooms, great halls so high clouds will form beneath their ceilings. The plans consume him.’

Valerius remembered a visit to Nero, not so far from here. A hand sweeping across a model to clear whole districts from the centre of Rome. Another man consumed with the need to be remembered in stone. A thought occurred to him. ‘To carry out such a plan he would require not only wealth, but power.’

Her eyes held his. ‘Of course.’ A heartbeat’s hesitation. ‘Are you happy, Valerius?’

‘Yes,’ he said, surprised by the conversation’s abrupt change of direction. ‘I would never have believed I could be this happy.’

For a moment he saw what might be pain in the dark eyes, then it vanished.

‘And they truly meant to kill your son?’

‘Truly.’

‘He will never stop until he sees you dead.’ Valerius nodded, uncertain where this was going. ‘So we must provide you with a means to make him stop.’

‘We?’

‘Despite what happened between us I would never see you hurt … or your family.’

‘Thank you.’ He resisted the temptation to reach out to her, but he had a question. ‘What I don’t understand is how.’

‘Domitian is a plotter.’

Valerius froze. The information didn’t surprise him, but the fact that she was prepared to share it meant she knew more. ‘Who does he plot against?’ Even as he asked the question the faces were already clear in his mind.

‘Anyone in a position to oppose his ambitions.’ So, there it was, unsaid, but unmistakable. Only two men held positions lofty enough to thwart Domitian. ‘I cannot promise anything, Valerius,’ she continued. ‘At the moment all is suspicion and conjecture, but if there is a way of discovering more I will find out. If I succeed, I rely on you to deal with it sensitively.’

Do not get me killed, was what she meant. He felt a sudden surge of his old affection for her. ‘You have my word. But please, Domitia, don’t put yourself in any danger.’

‘Do you remember the cypher we were to use to write to each other when I was staying with my uncle at Dertona?’

‘Yes, I think so.’ A simple substitution code – numbers for letters of the alphabet – with a symbol to indicate which letter was the number 1, and the added refinement that the first two sentences of the message were nonsense, designed to frustrate any potential code-breaker.

‘If I discover anything of value, I will contact you. The messenger will carry a token.’ She removed a gold ring with an enormous green stone set in a coiled snake. ‘Will you remember this?’

He laughed. ‘It would be hard to forget. But will you be able to trust your courier?’

She nodded. ‘With my life. He served with my father in Armenia and he’s entirely devoted to me.’

‘What if I want to contact you?’

Perhaps the words contained an implicit message he hadn’t intended, because she shook her head and her smile was tinged with sadness. ‘Oh, Valerius, so scarred and experienced, but so unworldly. That is not how it works. This is the Palatine. You may count on my support, but after we part today I doubt we will ever see each other again.’

She lifted her head to kiss him on the cheek. When she disappeared into the trees, the sense of loss surprised him.
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