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			AD 56. General Corbulo has assembled a force of 20,000 men to wage war on Parthia. The Second Praetorian cohort, commanded by veterans Tribune Cato and Centurion Macro, is ready for action. The auxiliary units, ill-equipped and barely trained, are not. Corbulo’s army cannot march before winter.

			But the Parthians are on the move. The war lord Desert Hawk has attacked Rome’s outposts. What is his goal? And if he is aware of the weakened state of Rome’s troops, who is providing that information?

			Cato is dispatched on an intelligence mission into Parthia. Even within his tiny unit of men a traitor may be lurking. Death seems almost certain. But at least Cato has left his old comrade Macro in the safety of the garrison. Or so he thinks . . . For Macro too is facing an unheralded challenge that will test his courage and skills to the very limit.
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			CHAPTER ONE

			Autumn AD 56

			‘Here they come,’ Centurion Macro muttered as he gazed towards the far side of the training ground, where a small cloud of dust indicated the approach of a column of soldiers. He finished chewing the end of an aniseed twig and tossed the frayed length aside, then spat to clear the fibrous pulp from his mouth. He turned to see his superior leaning back against the trunk of a nearby cedar tree, dozing in the shade. Tribune Cato was a slender man in his late twenties. His dark hair had been cropped short the day before and the stubble made him look like a recruit. In slumber, his face would have looked serene and youthful were it not for the white scar tissue scoring a ragged diagonal line from his forehead across his brow and down his right cheek. He was a veteran of many campaigns and he looked the part. Beside him lay his dog, Cassius, a large, wild-looking beast with wiry brown fur. One of its ears had been mauled at some point before Cato had taken the animal on a year before, when they had been campaigning in Armenia. It rested its head in Cato’s lap, and every so often its tail swished a little in contentment.

			Macro regarded Cato in silence for a moment. Although he had served for twice as long as the younger man, he had come to recognise that experience was not everything. A good officer had to have brains as well. And brawn, he added to his shortlist. The latter Cato may have lacked, but he made up for it with courage and resilience. As for himself, Macro readily accepted that experience and brawn were his main qualities. He smiled as he reflected on the reasons why he and Cato had been close friends as long as they had. They each made up for the one quality the other was deficient in. It had served them well for nearly fifteen years, as they had fought through campaigns across the Roman Empire, from the freezing banks of the Rhine to the baking deserts of the eastern frontier. The two officers had an enviable record, and the scars to show that they had shed blood for Rome.

			However, Macro had begun to wonder how much longer he could tempt the Fates. They had spared him thus far, but there must come a time when even their indulgence would be exhausted. Whether his death was dealt by an enemy’s sword, spear or arrow, or by something inglorious like a fall from a horse or sickness, he could sense the moment drawing closer. What he feared even more was a crippling injury that would leave him less than a man for the rest of his years.

			He frowned at such morose thoughts. Five years ago he would never have entertained them. But now he was conscious that his muscles felt stiff in the morning, and there was a painful twinge in his knees at the end of a hard day’s marching. Worse still, he no longer moved as swiftly as he did in his prime. That should come as no surprise. After all, he reminded himself, he had already served with the army for over twenty-six years. He was entitled to request his discharge and take his bounty and the grant of a small plot of land, as was his due, and settle into retirement. That he had chosen not to do so was simply because he had not been able to imagine a life outside of the army. It was his home, and Cato and the others were his family.

			But now he had a woman in his life.

			He smiled as his mind filled with the image of Petronella; bold, brassy and beautiful in precisely the way that Macro valued beauty. She was well-built, with dark eyes set in a round face, and while her tongue could be sharp, her hearty laugh warmed his heart through and through. It was partly because of her, and partly because of the burden of his years, that Macro was now giving more and more thought to the notion of retiring from the army. And yet he felt guilty when he caught himself contemplating applying for a discharge. It was as if he was betraying the men under his command and, more importantly, letting down his friend, Tribune Cato.

			He would have brooded on this more, but there was no time for that now. There was work to be done.

			Macro cleared his throat as he approached the tribune. ‘Sir, the Syrian lads have arrived.’

			Cato opened his eyes, then blinked at the bright sunlight just beyond the boughs of the cedar tree. The dog raised its head and looked up questioningly. Cato gave it a brief pat on its neck, then eased himself up onto his feet and stretched his shoulders as he made a quick mental calculation. ‘They’ve taken their time. They were supposed to be here at noon. That was at least an hour ago.’

			The two officers squinted across the expanse of dry ground stretching out from the treeline. The auxiliaries of the Fourth Syrian Cohort were tramping along the track that led from the city of Tarsus to the training area. They were just one of the units from the army that was being assembled by General Corbulo to wage war on Rome’s long-standing eastern enemy, Parthia. Several auxiliary cohorts and two legions were in camp outside Tarsus, over twenty thousand men in all. It would have been an impressive figure, Cato reflected, were it not for the poor quality of most of the men and their equipment. Consequently there was no question of the campaign beginning until spring, at the earliest. In the meantime, Corbulo had given instructions for his men to train hard while equipment and stocks of food were gathered in to supply the army.

			For its part, the Syrian cohort had been ordered to make a ten-mile route march in the country surrounding the city before heading to the training ground to carry out a mock attack on a stretch of defences that Cato’s men had erected a short distance to his right. It measured a hundred paces end to end, with a gate halfway along its length. Already the men of the Second Praetorian Cohort were emerging from the shade to take their positions along the packed earth rampart that ran behind the timber palisade. In front of them was a ditch that completed the defences.

			Cato looked over his men with an experienced eye and felt a familiar surge of pride swell in his heart. These soldiers, in their off-white tunics and segmented armour, were without doubt the finest men serving in General Corbulo’s army. They had already proved their worth fighting in Spain, and in the previous year’s campaign in Armenia. The thought of the latter caused Cato’s pride to subside as he recalled the men he had lost in a bid to place a Roman sympathiser on the Armenian throne. The three hundred survivors represented just over half the number that had marched out of their barracks on the edge of Rome when the cohort had been sent east to act as Corbulo’s bodyguard. When they eventually returned to the city, there would be much grieving for their families, as well as the need to find replacements for training.

			Hopefully, Cato reflected, that training would proceed more swiftly than was the case with the units of the Eastern Empire. For too long they had served as garrison troops, keeping order amongst the local people and ensuring that taxes were collected. Very few of them had ever been on campaign, and they lacked fitness and experience of battle. Corbulo had spent the last year gathering his forces for the coming invasion of Parthia, and many of the men were ill-equipped and unready for war. The Syrian auxiliaries tramping towards the Praetorians were typical of the poor calibre of men under the general’s command.

			The dog nuzzled Cato’s hand and then jumped up, resting its long forelegs against his chest as it tried to lick his face.

			‘Down, Cassius!’ Cato pushed it away. ‘Sit!’

			At once the animal went down on its haunches, the tip of its tail still wagging.

			‘At least someone can be trained,’ said Macro. ‘I’m starting to wonder if we’d be better off with a pack of dogs rather than those layabouts.’

			There was a shout from the officer riding at the head of the Syrian column as he raised his arm, and the soldiers shambled to a halt. Without waiting for permission, some of the men lowered their spears and shields and bent over, gasping for breath. The commanding officer wheeled his mount and rode back down the column, berating his subordinates and gesturing furiously.

			Macro shook his head and spat to one side. ‘Just as well today’s drill ain’t an ambush, eh?’

			Cato nodded. It was easy enough to imagine the chaos that would have caused amongst the exhausted auxiliaries. ‘Get our men ready. I want them to go in hard when the Syrians make their attack. They need to understand that we’re not playing at war. Better a few bruises and broken bones now than have them thinking it’s going to be a gentle stroll into Parthia.’

			Macro grinned and saluted before striding out in front of the length of rampart. He halted near the middle and turned to face the Praetorians. They had been issued with training weapons: wicker shields, wooden swords and javelins with blunt wooden heads. Though designed to cause less damage than the real thing, such weapons could still deliver painful blows and injuries. He raised his centurion’s vine cane and patted the head of the gnarled length of wood in the palm of his spare hand as he addressed the men in the clear, loud voice he had perfected over the years for training soldiers and commanding them in battle.

			‘Time for a little exercise, lads! There’s nearly six hundred auxiliaries over there. Twice as many as us. And that’s bad odds for them.’ He paused to allow the men to smile and chuckle. ‘That said, if even one of those idle bastards gets over the rampart, I’ll have every last man of the century manning that stretch on latrine duties for a month. And since the remaining men will be fed a diet of prunes, you will be so deep in the shit that you will be dreaming of fresh air!’

			There was a chorus of laughter from the Praetorians, and Macro indulged them a moment before he raised his cane to command their silence. ‘Never forget, we are the Second Praetorian Cohort, the finest body of men in the entire Imperial Guard. Now let’s show these Syrian layabouts why!’

			He punched his stick into the air with a savage roar, and the Praetorians followed suit, stabbing the rounded tips of their training javelins towards the heavens as they shouted their battle cries. Macro encouraged them for a moment longer before he turned away and strode back to join Cato and his dog. Cassius’s remaining ear had pricked up at the sound of the cheering, and now he rose back onto four feet, his hindquarters swaying as his bushy tail swept from side to side. Cato took a sturdy leather leash from his belt and tied it to the dog’s iron-studded collar as he muttered, ‘Can’t be having you eat any of the Syrians . . . Bad for morale.’

			Taking a firm hold on the leash, he straightened up and looked out over the open ground towards the Syrians. The centurions and optios were busy marshalling their men into a battle line opposite the rampart. Cato saw that the lines were poorly dressed even as the officers pushed and shoved the auxiliaries into position.

			Macro stood with the top of his cane resting against his shoulders and let out a long sigh. ‘Sweet fucking Mars, have you ever seen such a shower of shite? I wouldn’t bet on that lot being able to fight their way out of a roll of wet papyrus. If they ever go up against the Parthians, they’d better pray that the enemy kill themselves laughing, or they haven’t got a hope.’

			A glint on the track behind the Syrians drew Cato’s eye, and he saw several riders approaching. They were bareheaded, but wearing gleaming breastplates. ‘Looks like Corbulo has taken an interest in today’s drill.’

			Macro sucked his teeth. ‘Then he’s in for a bit of a disappointment, sir.’

			They watched the general and his staff officers ride round the far flank of the Syrian cohort before drawing up a short distance beyond to observe. Cato glanced at the prefect in command of the auxiliaries and felt a brief twinge of pity for the heavy-set and balding man. Paccius Orfitus was a decent enough officer. He had served as a legionary centurion on the Rhine frontier before being promoted to command the Syrian cohort barely a month before, and had only just begun training his men for the coming campaign. And now he had the additional burden of carrying out an attack drill under the scrutiny of his commanding general.

			With the cohort formed up in two lines of three centuries, Orfitus dismounted, took his shield and helmet down from the saddle horns and armed himself to lead the formation. Like the Praetorians, the auxiliaries had been issued with training equipment that was heavier than their field kit, and no doubt added to their evident exhaustion. Orfitus waited until the colour party took their place between the two lines, then paced to the front of his cohort and gave the order to advance. The glint of the sun on their helmets shimmered as the formation rippled forward.

			Macro watched for a moment before he commented grudgingly, ‘At least they can keep in step. That’s something for the prefect to be thankful for.’

			Cato nodded and then jerked his thumb towards the rampart. ‘Better get yourself up there with the lads.’

			‘You not joining in the fun, sir?’

			‘No. Just observing.’

			Macro shrugged, then saluted before jogging off behind the rampart to pick up his kit and join his men. Cato was left alone with the dog. Sometimes, he reflected, it was best to stand apart from such drills to get an overview; it was easy to miss important details from the heart of the action. He wanted to see how his own cohort performed during the exercise.

			The Syrian auxiliaries steadily closed the distance, and then, just out of arrowshot, Orfitus gave the order to halt. His men drew up and there was a moment of shuffling amid the shouting of the officers to dress the line, before the formation stood still and awaited his next command.

			‘Second Century! Prepare to form testudo!’

			Cassius pulled on his lead and Cato tugged him back as he watched the auxiliaries in the centre of the front line form into a column. When they were ready, their commander moved into the front rank and shouted the order. ‘Form testudo!’

			What followed was every bit as bad as Cato had anticipated. Those in the front rank were supposed to present their shields to the enemy before the second rank raised theirs overhead, followed by each rank in turn. Instead, many men moved to lift their shields as soon as the order was given, causing chaos as they knocked into the men around them and clashed shields with the surrounding ranks. Once again the air filled with the curses and bellowed instructions of the junior officers as they struggled to restore order. In the end, Orfitus was obliged to make his way down the column, overseeing each rank’s efforts to adopt the formation. From the rampart came a ragged chorus of jeers and laughter as the Praetorians looked on.

			When at last the century was ready, Orfitus returned to his position and gave the order for the cohort to advance. The men of the two flanking centuries began to open their ranks as they prepared to hurl their training javelins. At the same time, they raised their shields until the rims covered most of their faces. Glancing back towards the rampart, Cato could make out the crest of Macro’s helmet as the centurion hefted his own javelin and waited for the Syrians to come within easy range. The mockery and taunts faded, and a relative quiet fell over the training ground as the men on both sides prepared to engage. Cato looked on with professional approval. This was as it should be. Training was a serious matter. It was the quality of their training that allowed the armies of Rome to dominate a vast empire and defeat the barbarians who regarded its riches with envious eyes.

			‘Prepare javelins!’ Macro bellowed.

			The men along the rampart eased back their throwing arms and widened their stance before bracing themselves. Then they stood still, like sculptures of athletes, thought Cato, as the Syrians tramped closer, sheltering warily behind their wicker training shields.

			‘Loose javelins!’ Macro ordered.

			The Praetorians stretched back their throwing arms and then hurled the weapons into the air with a ragged chorus of grunts. Cato watched the shafts, dark against the clear sky, as they arced towards the auxiliaries. The men of the front rank stopped in their tracks, causing disruption as those behind were forced to draw up. Even so, there was just time to duck behind their shields as the training javelins pelted down. Their light construction and blunted tips meant that there would be few injuries, but the auxiliaries’ instincts made them hesitate and take cover, just as they would in a real battle. It was up to their officers to keep driving them forward.

			‘Don’t stop!’ Orfitus bellowed. ‘Keep moving! Advance!’

			He called the pace as the testudo edged forward, with the flanking centuries keeping up on either side. On the rampart, fresh javelins were being passed forward to the men along the palisade, and the Praetorians were hefting them as they prepared to unleash another volley. But the attackers got in first, the centurion on the right of the line raising his sword and calling out to his men.

			‘First Century! Halt! Ready javelins! Loose!’

			The rushed sequence of orders led to a ragged response from the Syrians. Already tired from their forced march, many of the men were unable to throw the training javelins far enough, and the shafts plucked handfuls of soil from the foot of the rampart or fell into the ditch. Less than half, Cato judged, struck at the palisade and the men standing behind it. The Praetorians had raised their shields, and the shafts clattered aside, save for one lucky shot that caught one of the men on the shoulder. He stumbled back a pace before losing his balance and rolling down the rear of the rampart in a cloud of dust and loose soil.

			As soon as the men on the other flank realised that their comrades had unleashed their volley, they followed suit, with just as little effect. By contrast, the Praetorians’ second throw was well ordered, and the javelins clattered down on the auxiliaries’ shields with a brief rattling staccato, causing some of the more nervous men to lose grip of their shields.

			Orfitus continued to count the pace as he led the testudo towards the narrow causeway in front of the gate, where Macro was positioned. On either side individuals snatched up the training javelins from the exchange of volleys and hurled them back at the opposition in a steady flow of shafts to and fro. As the testudo reached the causeway, Orfitus ordered his men to halt. And Cato wondered what the prefect was planning to do next. The assault ladders were in the rear with the three centuries of the reserve line. There was a brief pause as they were brought forward and fed through the testudo, ready to be thrown up against the rampart for the assault to begin. Then it would be man on man between the auxiliaries and the Praetorians, and he had little doubt that his cohort, though outnumbered, would be able to hold the rampart.

			‘Form pontus!’ Orfitus called out. At once the leading ranks of the testudo ran across the causeway and raised their shields, bracing their spare arms against the timbers of the gate. As the following ranks moved up, adding their shields and each assuming a lower posture, the bridge of overlapping shields began to form a ramp leading up to the palisade.

			Cato tensed in surprise, and then smiled grudgingly. He had not expected this bold manoeuvre, particularly from a unit he had been ready to dismiss as third rate. ‘Well, well,’ he mused quietly, realising how well this must have been rehearsed.

			Some of the Praetorians along the palisade were equally surprised, and leaned forward to observe Orfitus and his men, until their officers bawled at them to face the front.

			‘Seems like our friend Orfitus is more than a little resourceful . . .’ Cato clicked his tongue and fondled Cassius’s ears.

			The dog twitched its head to one side and gave its master’s fingers a quick lick, then gently eased forward until restrained by the taut leash.

			‘Keen to get stuck in, eh? Not this time. Those men are on our side, boy.’

			Cato focused his attention back towards the causeway. The new formation was almost complete, and the century that had been following the testudo was trotting forward to advance over the makeshift assault ramp. Ahead of them the Praetorians stood waiting, training swords levelled at the edge of the wicker shields, ready to strike. But there was no sign of Macro’s crested helmet amongst them. Cato frowned, wondering what had become of his friend in the moment the dog had distracted him. Had he been knocked down? Or slipped back off the rampart? That was hard to believe, as Macro had the veteran’s keen awareness of danger, as well as sure-footedness in the heat of battle. So what had happened?

			He noticed a party of men gathering behind the gate, a half-century or so, in tight formation. Above them their comrades were duelling with the first of the auxiliaries to reach the palisade, wooden swords striking at wicker shields, helmets and exposed limbs with the flat of their weapons. Already, one of the Syrians was attempting to climb over the palisade to gain a foothold on the walkway above the gate.

			Just then there was a roar as Macro and the Praetorians opened the gates and bellowed their war cries as they surged forward. A tremor went through the auxiliaries who formed the assault ramp. A handful of the men making their way up to the fight toppled off and rolled into the ditch on either side before the formation crumbled into a confused mass of men struggling to stay on their feet. Then Cato saw that the gate had been opened, and there was Macro’s crest bobbing above the fray as he and his men drove forward, thrusting the attackers back and causing yet more men to tumble into the ditch. Prefect Orfitus tried to rally his men at the end of the causeway, but there was no time to steady them before the Praetorians charged on into their disordered ranks. Cato caught one last glimpse of Orfitus before he was knocked down, then his men turned and fell back before Macro’s onslaught.

			Cassius tugged at the leash again. He strained and looked up at Cato plaintively.

			‘You want to play?’

			The dog wagged its tail and Cato loosened his grip. At once Cassius bounded forward, the leash whipping from side to side behind him.

			Cato shrugged. ‘Whoops . . .’

			More of the Praetorians clambered down inside the defences and poured out of the gate in pursuit of the retreating Syrians, roughly knocking them down or tripping them over. Cassius raced in amongst them, jumping up at men from both sides as he weaved through the mayhem. Cato watched for a moment longer before strolling forward, cupping his hands to his mouth as he drew a deep breath.

			‘Second Praetorian! Halt! That’s enough, boys!’

			The nearest of his men turned and drew up obediently. Those further off had one last go at their opponents before following suit as the officers relayed the command. Macro gave the order for the centuries to form up, then watched with an amused grin as the downed auxiliaries struggled to their feet, retrieved their equipment and stumbled back across the training ground to where the rest of their comrades stood, catching their breath as they regarded the Praetorians warily. Cato caught sight of the crest of the prefect’s helmet as Orfitus sat up and shook his head. He made his way across, bending down and holding out his hand. Orfitus blinked and squinted up at the shape looming over him before he realised that it was Cato.

			‘Your men don’t seem inclined to take prisoners, Tribune Cato,’ he gasped, then coughed to clear his throat.

			Cato chuckled. ‘Oh, they’re happy enough to take prisoners as spoils of war. But there was no profit in sparing your lads, I’m afraid.’

			They grasped forearms and Cato hauled the other officer to his feet. Orfitus briefly dusted himself down as he scanned the training ground and saw the last of his men limping over to rejoin the rest of their comrades. Then he glanced towards Corbulo and saw the general sitting stiffly in his saddle, his amused-looking officers exchanging comments to one side.

			‘I don’t think the general is pleased with the way that went.’

			‘Don’t take it too badly,’ Cato responded. ‘It was a neat move to use the pontus. I didn’t see that coming.’

			‘Didn’t do us much good though, did it?’

			‘Not this time,’ Cato admitted. ‘But you were up against my Praetorians. And men like Macro know just about every trick in the book, and how to counter them too.’

			There was a chorus of angry shouting from across the training ground, and the officers looked round to see that Cassius had herded several men off to one side and was racing around them, nipping at anyone who tried to break away.

			‘Would you mind calling off your cavalry, Tribune? I think he’s caused enough mayhem.’

			Cato stuck two fingers in his mouth and gave a piercing whistle. Cassius stopped in his tracks and looked back. Cato whistled again, and the dog gave a last longing look at its prey before turning sharply and bounding back towards its master.

			‘I owe you a drink when I next see you in the officers’ mess,’ said Orfitus. ‘You and that bloody wildman, Centurion Macro.’

			They exchanged a nod before Orfitus marched stiffly to take command of his cohort, trying to preserve as much dignity as he could. Cassius ran up and skittered to a stop, flanks heaving as his long tongue lolled out of his panting jaws. Cato took up the leash and made his way over to where Macro was standing in front of the Praetorians drawn up before the rampart. The men stood at ease, wicker shields grounded as they laughed and joked.

			‘Good work, Centurion. That was quick thinking.’

			Macro grinned. ‘Coming from you, that’s praise indeed, sir. Of course, me and the boys had some help.’ He patted Cassius on the head and was rewarded with a lick.

			‘Any injuries?’

			‘A few bruises. Nothing to worry about.’

			Cato nodded with satisfaction. ‘Good.’

			They were interrupted by the thud of horses’ hoofs as the general and his staff rode up and turned to face the disordered ranks of the auxiliaries. Corbulo looked older than his forty-nine years; grey-haired, with a deeply lined face and a wide downturned mouth that made his expression appear sour and severe.

			‘Prefect Orfitus!’ he bellowed. ‘Get your bloody men formed up! I’ll not have them milling around like a bunch of wasters on a public holiday!’

			The hapless prefect saluted, then gave orders for his officers to have the men fall in. With much shouting, liberal use of vine canes and optios’ staffs, and shuffling boots, the six centuries of the Syrian cohort took their places and stood to attention under the glowering stare of their general. When at last they were formed up, Corbulo flicked his reins and walked his mount along the front of the unit. There was no mistaking the contempt in his expression as he regarded them. He returned to his former position in front of the centre of the cohort to address them.

			‘That was the most ludicrous display I have ever seen from any unit in the entire Roman army,’ he announced in a harsh, strident tone. ‘Not only did you fail to keep up anything like a decent pace on the march, you failed to remain in formation. Ye gods! A band of one-legged vagrants could have turned in a better performance. If that was not bad enough, you shambled onto the training ground like a bunch of first-day recruits. From what I can see of your kit, it is poorly maintained, and some of you don’t even have the full issue. Centurions! I want you to take the name of every man here who has failed to turn up in full regulation kit. No exceptions. Officers included. Those who don’t come ready for war get to sleep in the open for the rest of the month, and will be issued nothing but barley gruel to eat.’ He twisted in his saddle to indicate the rampart. ‘As for what might laughingly be referred to as your attack on prepared defences, I swear before Jupiter, Best and Greatest, that a gaggle of vestal virgins would have presented a more fearsome prospect to the enemy.’

			There was some laughter from the Praetorian ranks before a sharp curse from an optio silenced the men.

			Corbulo glared at the Syrians for a moment before he continued his dressing-down. ‘If that’s how you perform when you go up against the Parthians, I promise that not one in ten of you will survive the experience. You may have amused our Praetorian friends, but I can assure you that the Parthians will not be laughing when they come for you. You and all the other men in the eastern army who have spent their lives sitting on their fat arses in comfortable garrison postings.

			‘Life has been far too easy for you, but that has now changed, gentlemen. When spring comes, we will be invading the Parthian empire. It will be the greatest test of Roman military might in the east since the days of Marcus Antonius. For those who live to see the final victory, there will be enough booty to make us all wealthy beyond measure. For those who fall along the way, there will only be an unmarked grave at the side of a dusty road, soon to be lost to memory. That is the fate that awaits if you cannot perform far better than you just did.

			‘Too long you have merely played at being soldiers. Now you must earn the coin of Rome. You must earn it through shedding sweat and blood. You must strengthen your hearts, thicken your muscles and harden your resolve. You must look after your kit. If your armour is weak and worn, it will not save you. If your blade is rusty and blunt, it will not kill for you. If your boots are worn out, they will not carry you far, and you will fall behind to be picked off and butchered by the enemy. And the enemy we face is perhaps the most formidable foe that Rome has ever encountered. Oh, I know there are some who say the Parthians are corrupt and weak, flouncing around in their flowing robes and kohl eye make-up like women, but those who dismiss them as such are fools, and make themselves easy prey for the enemy. Be not mistaken: the Parthian is a skilled warrior. He rides as if he was born in the saddle. He can shoot arrows from atop his mount just as steadily and accurately as if he was standing on the ground. The Parthian cavalry is as the flow of a river. It sweeps round obstacles and moves on unhindered, until its way is blocked by a dam. We will be that dam. We will be the line of rocks the enemy cannot pass. Not even the mailed might of their cataphracts will break us. On our shields and on our spears and swords they will dash themselves to pieces. And then we will have victory.’

			Corbulo paused to let his words sink in before he continued in a sombre tone. ‘But that will never happen while you shame the reputation of Rome as you do now. I see no soldiers before me worthy of the name. I see only the lazy detritus of a once proud cohort whose men did honour to their standard and their emperor. That must change. If it doesn’t, you will all end up carrion for the buzzards of Parthia. Prefect Orfitus!’

			The cohort’s commander stepped forward. ‘Sir!’

			‘These are your men. You set the standard. If they fail from now on, it is because you have failed. And if you fail, then I will show you no pity. I demand the best from my officers. If they can’t give their best, then they have no place in my army. Is that clear?’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘Then you will see to it that these men are trained properly. Those who fail to meet the required standard will be discharged without the usual gratuity. That goes for every other unit under my command. Including the legions.’ He jerked his thumb back over his shoulder. ‘And the Praetorians.’

			Cato and Macro exchanged a quick look.

			‘That’s taking things a bit too far,’ Macro said quietly. ‘It won’t go down well in the ranks.’

			‘Nor in Rome, once Nero hears about it,’ Cato added. ‘If there’s one lesson every emperor has learned, it’s that you don’t mess about with the privileges of the Praetorian Guard.’

			‘Quite right too,’ Macro responded with feeling.

			Corbulo gave the cohort one last look of withering contempt before he snapped at Orfitus, ‘Dismissed!’ Then, wheeling his horse around, he spurred it into a canter and led his staff officers back in the direction of the main gate of Tarsus in a swirl of dust.

			Cato regarded him for a moment before he glanced towards the Syrians. ‘Not quite the inspiring address those men needed from their general.’

			‘It’s exactly what they needed,’ Macro responded. ‘They’re a pile of shit, and they know it. The sooner Orfitus whips ’em into shape, the better.’

			Cato nodded. ‘Corbulo was right about one thing. If they’re not ready when the time comes to face the Parthians, then they’re as good as dead.’

			Macro grunted. ‘On that cheery note – what are your orders, sir?’

			Cato thought briefly. ‘The men could use some exercise. March them around the city a couple of times before dismissing them.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			‘I’ll see you when you’re done. Push ’em hard, Centurion.’

			‘Is there any other way?’

			Cato nodded, tugged at Cassius’s leash and set off towards the city gate with the dog trotting at his side.

			Macro turned to the Praetorians, many of whom were still grinning at the discomfort of the Syrians. It was a fact of life that the units of any army had a competitive rivalry. The legionaries felt superior to the auxiliaries, the auxiliaries resented the legionaries’ arrogance, and both groups of soldiers hated the Praetorians. If any of the Syrians ran into Macro’s men in the city’s drinking holes that night, there was bound to be trouble. In that case, the only thing that concerned Macro was that the Praetorians gave the other side a bloody good kicking.

			He sucked in a deep breath as he looked over the depleted ranks of the Praetorian cohort and affected a dark frown as he bellowed, ‘What in Hades are you bastards grinning at? You won’t be laughing when you know what’s in store for you! Stand to! Shields up! Prepare to march!’

		

	
		
			CHAPTER TWO

			While the rest of the army lived in tents in their camps outside Tarsus, Cato and his men were billeted in the city, as the Praetorians had been assigned to serve as the general’s bodyguard. Corbulo’s decision to send them into action the previous year had been a calculated political risk as well as a military one, since the emperor would have taken a very dim view of the loss of one of his prized guard units. At the time, though, the general had had so few reliable men at his disposal that his hand had been forced. The Second Cohort had suffered many losses, and there had been no way of replacing them with fresh recruits, as far from Rome as they were. It was small comfort to know that there were too few men left for Corbulo to send them into the field again. They would serve out the campaign at the side of the general and his staff, away from the battle line. That might well frustrate Centurion Macro, but it was a source of profound relief to his woman, Petronella. Especially as she was about to become his wife.

			Cato smiled in anticipation of the next day’s wedding celebrations. It would be a small enough affair. Besides himself and the other officers of the cohort, there were a few men from other units that Macro had befriended, as well as a handful of the local people and Cato’s five-year-old son, Lucius.

			It was because of Lucius that Macro had come to meet his bride-to-be. Petronella had been the boy’s nurse, bought from the slave market in Rome for the purpose. Fierce and intelligent, she was exactly the kind of woman Macro needed, thought Cato. Moreover, she doted on Lucius, and he in turn loved her. His mother had died shortly after he had been born, and since Cato had been away on campaign for most of the youngster’s life, a powerful bond had grown between Lucius and his nurse. Not that she was a slave any longer. Cato had granted her her freedom a year ago, and she and Macro had been living together with him in the house he rented in Tarsus. And now the centurion had decided to make their relationship legal.

			Over the last month, Petronella had been joyfully preoccupied with making the arrangements while Macro looked on in a state of bemusement that turned to concern as soon as he took stock of the money she was spending. But, she explained, such things as a silk stola for the day, flowers, the feast, entertainers and the blessing from the priest of the imperial cult in Tarsus did not come cheap, still less free. Cato had watched in wonder as his friend, the fearless veteran of so many battles, shrugged meekly and surrendered to her wishes. It seemed that love had been able to achieve what no enemy weapon, nor any barbarian warrior, ever had.

			Cato turned into a street leading out of the forum towards the Jewish quarter and the comfortable house in which his small household rented rooms. The afternoon heat was even more cloying in the confines of the city, and sweat trickled from his brow as he strode along, avoiding the small heaps of refuse and sewage that had collected in the street. He exchanged a salute with a party of legionaries, who stepped warily aside as Cassius strained towards them. Passing through an arch with a menorah carved into the facing of the keystone, he entered a small square. The house of the silversmith, Yusef, was on the far side, the entrance flanked by a bakery and a shop selling pottery. As he approached, he saw Petronella sitting on a step a short distance from the door, trying to cool herself with a straw fan. In front of her, Lucius played with some of his wooden soldiers. A small, dark-haired girl in a plain tunic sat beside him. Cato recognised her as the daughter of one of the neighbours; the girl Lucius often spoke of as his friend, before he became self-conscious and denied that he had chosen to play with a girl and that she just tagged along.

			Petronella stood up as she caught sight of her former master and waved a greeting. ‘Look who’s here, Lucius!’

			The boy looked up and smiled brightly as he sprang to his feet. ‘Cassius!’

			Cassius tugged at the leash, but Cato held him back firmly as he drew up outside the silversmith’s house. Lucius rushed forward to hug the dog, Cassius’s long tongue playing over his face, but the girl flinched away. Cato could well understand her nervousness, given the size and wild appearance of the beast.

			‘Cassius, eh?’ He sighed theatrically. ‘No greeting for your father?’

			He hunched down and ruffled Lucius’s dark curls. His son gave him a perfunctory hug and then continued patting the dog’s flank. Cato glanced towards the girl. ‘And how is little Junilla today?’

			She smiled back shyly, then abruptly turned and scurried away, darting into a passage a little further down the street.

			‘What did I say?’ Cato frowned.

			Petronella laughed. ‘It’s not you, master. Just the dog. He looks like a wolf to most of the townsfolk. If I didn’t know him better, I’d be the same. Come now, Lucius, pick up your toys. It’s time to go inside.’

			The boy gave the dog a last pat on the head, and then recoiled as the long tongue flickered towards his face again. Scooping up his wooden figures, he followed the others up the steps to the front door and into the silversmith’s house.

			Inside, there was a short corridor leading to the simple atrium, where a shallow basin reflected some of the light coming from the opening above. Arranged around the four sides were the owner’s office and living quarters and the kitchen. The rooms that Cato and Macro rented overlooked the small courtyard garden at the rear. The faint tinkle of the fountain greeted Cato’s ears as he led the way into the garden and down the gravel path to the pool where the water splashed. He untied the dog’s leash and then eased himself down onto one of the benches shaded by the vine-covered trellis that surrounded the pool.

			Lucius set his toy soldiers down beside his father and then sat on the pool’s marble edge and swung his bare feet over into the water, kicking gently to cool his toes. Glancing round with a hopeful wag of his tail, Cassius waited a moment for someone to play with him. When no one responded, he sat heavily at his master’s feet before lowering his head between his paws and letting out a deep sigh.

			‘How are preparations going for the big day?’ asked Cato.

			Petronella settled on the neighbouring bench and smiled happily. ‘I think everything is ready, master.’

			‘You think?’ Cato arched an eyebrow and smiled. ‘Best to be sure, before the centurion gets back. He’s a stickler for details, as you know. I wouldn’t want to get on the wrong side of Macro.’

			‘Oh, he’s a pussycat, if you know where to tickle him. Besides, I think I’ve made it clear to him who wears the breeches.’

			‘Are you sure you weren’t a centurion yourself in a previous life? That or a camp prefect. For a fine-looking woman, and wife-to-be, you seem to have the bearing and demeanour of a hardened veteran.’

			Petronella’s expression became strained. ‘Spending most of your life as a slave will do that to a person, master.’

			‘But you are no longer a slave. You are free. I am no longer your master.’

			‘Force of habit, sir.’

			They exchanged a slight smile. Although she was no longer Cato’s property, Petronella, like any person who had been freed, was obliged to regard him as her patron for the rest of her life. In exchange for her loyalty and occasional services, it would be his duty to ensure her welfare. Of course, he reflected, that was the guiding principle. Many failed to honour it. Some masters treated former slaves as but one step removed from their previous status. And many slaves repaid their former owner’s kindness with cold contempt once they were freed. In a few instances, freedmen proved themselves so successful in their endeavours that they amassed vast fortunes and became far wealthier than their former owners. Nevertheless, slaves they had once been, and no amount of fine clothes or expensive perfume would ever change their place close to the bottom of Rome’s social hierarchy.

			But for the imperial preference enjoyed by his father, Cato too would have suffered the fate of a freedman. As it was, he had been granted citizenship, on condition that he served in the army. But even now, he wondered how many of the officers knew of his humble origins and mocked him behind his back, despite his elevation to equestrian rank. Not that he had much cause to care what they thought of him. He had won his reputation the hard way, unlike those who had acquired prestige by mere accident of birth. He had a degree of wealth too, having inherited the estate of his father-in-law, Senator Sempronius. There was a house in Rome, a farming estate in Campania, and rental income from an apartment block on the Aventine Hill, for as long as the building remained standing.

			And yet despite such riches, Cato was not content to live a life of comparative luxury in Rome. Although born and raised in the capital, he had found it overwhelming after returning from years campaigning on the empire’s frontiers. The stench of a million people and animals living in such close proximity was unbearable, and he had been astonished at himself for not being aware of it earlier. Moreover, the teeming streets made him feel hemmed in, like a sack of grain tightly packed into the fetid hold of an old cargo ship. And then there was the need to cautiously pick his way through the maze of Rome’s social and political life. An unintended slight might unwittingly make him an enemy for life. Given the right connections at the palace, or with the criminal underworld of the Subura, such an enemy could prove deadly indeed. Cato might be stabbed in a crowded thoroughfare, or poisoned at a banquet, without ever knowing the reason why.

			For all these reasons he preferred life in the army, where a man knew who his enemies were and could count on his comrades. For the most part, he conceded. The influence of Rome could stretch to the furthest corners of the empire for those whose influence was deemed a threat by the emperor and his advisers. For now, though, Cato felt confident that he was too insignificant to be at risk from such attention. The same could not be said for General Corbulo. He might well be a fine soldier who had served Rome well and won the respect of those he commanded. He might even be utterly loyal to whichever emperor sat on the throne, but that would not save him if he was deemed to be too successful.

			Cato smiled bitterly to himself. Such was the paradox of empire. Good generals were necessary to defend Rome from its enemies, but if such men were too good they could easily come to be regarded as just another enemy. In which case they would be stripped of their command and spend the rest of their days in Italia, under the scrutiny of the imperial spies. If they were less fortunate, they would be accused of some capital crime and executed, or offered the honourable way out by taking their own life.

			‘Is anything worrying you, sir?’

			Cato looked up and saw Petronella watching him closely. He forced a smile and shrugged. ‘Nothing more than the usual burdens of command. Is there anything more I can do to help you prepare for tomorrow?’

			‘You’ve already done more than enough. Without your loan, it wouldn’t be much of a celebration. Not that Macro would mind. You know what he’s like, doesn’t appreciate all the fuss. It’s just that I wanted to give him a day to remember, sir. Just like your late wife wanted you to have, I imagine.’

			Cato’s lips pressed together as he stared past Petronella at the hunting scene painted on the plaster of the wall behind her. He recalled his own wedding day clearly enough. It had been a simple affair, but it had seemed perfect at the time. Only later had he discovered that Julia had been unfaithful to him while he had been away fighting in Britannia. Now the memory of his wedding mocked him.

			Petronella leaned forward earnestly, misreading the change in his expression. ‘Don’t worry, sir. I am sure Macro and I will be able to repay you soon enough. He says he’s got plenty saved with a banker in Rome.’

			Cato chuckled. ‘Don’t worry about that. The loan is the very least I could do to help. I offered the money as a gift, but Macro insisted that it be a loan. I owe you both more than any man can ever repay. You for raising Lucius, after his mother died. And Macro for . . . well, making me what I am today. I owe him my life. He’s got me out of more difficult situations than I care to remember. So don’t worry about paying back the money in a hurry. I can survive without it.’

			‘That’s as maybe, sir. But we’ll do right by you, and your son.’

			‘I know you will. Just tell me that you haven’t been too caught up in preparing for tomorrow to forsake making us something good for dinner.’ Cato rubbed his hands together. ‘It’ll be Macro’s last feast as a single man after all.’

			Petronella rolled her eyes. ‘Don’t remind me! I keep getting those comments about surrendering his freedom, being manacled, giving up on other women . . .’

			‘Trust me, there are no other women in his eyes. Not now that he has you.’

			‘Oh . . .’ She blushed slightly and flapped her hands. ‘Anyway. Dinner. Yes, I’ll prepare something special.’

			‘Bloody delicious!’ Macro announced as he pushed his samianware dish away and wiped his mouth on the back of his hand. He looked across the garden dining table at Petronella with admiration. They were eating in the coolness of twilight as swifts darted through the air feasting on insects. ‘Well now, that’s sealed the deal for me. I’m definitely marrying you.’

			‘As if there was ever any doubt,’ she sniffed.

			‘Seriously,’ Macro continued, ‘if you can produce a meal like that . . .’

			‘I had some help,’ Petronella admitted. ‘One of your men, Hirtius. He used to be a cook in a senator’s household, he tells me.’

			Macro’s eyes narrowed fractionally. ‘Oh? And since when did you swap cooking tips with the rankers?’

			‘Tarsus isn’t that big a city. I ran into him when I was buying herbs in the market. You don’t often see a soldier buying cooking ingredients, so we got talking. He told me there was a dish you liked on campaign last year, so I got him to share the recipe.’

			‘Last year?’ Macro frowned.

			‘The goat dish,’ Cato prompted. ‘The night there was a fight between one of our men and the Armenian.’

			‘I remember . . . Poor Glabius. He deserved a better death.’

			‘Yes.’ Cato nodded sadly.

			There was a brief silence as they recalled the man Cato had been forced to execute for killing one of their allies.

			Petronella cleared her throat and waved her spoon at Lucius. ‘I saw that, young man!’

			Lucius started, and then affected a wide-eyed look of innocence. ‘What did I do?’

			‘I told you before, no feeding that mangy beast at the table. I saw you slip it your last piece of meat.’

			‘I didn’t!’

			She gestured towards the dog sitting on its haunches at the boy’s side. Cassius’s pink tongue swept round his muzzle before he used it to give Lucius a nudge.

			‘He’s hungry,’ said Lucius.

			‘He’s always hungry. He’s a dog. Eating’s the only thing he ever thinks about.’ Petronella gave an exasperated sigh and shook her head. ‘Surrounded by men and beasts, not that there’s much difference. What’s a poor girl to do? Anyway, it’s time for you to go to bed, my boy. It’s going to be a busy day tomorrow, and you’ll need your sleep. More to the point, I need you to sleep. Say goodnight.’

			‘But it’s early!’ Lucius protested. ‘And I’m five years old. Let me stay up. Please.’

			‘No. But if you’re good and do as you are told, I’ll tell you a story after I’ve tucked you in.’

			Lucius swung his legs over the bench and hurried round to Macro, giving him a hug. ‘Goodnight, Uncle Macro.’

			‘Sleep well, soldier!’ Macro beamed as he ruffled the boy’s hair.

			Lucius wriggled free and went to his father. Cato smiled fondly, even though there was already no mistaking the curve of the jaw his son had inherited from his mother. It made Cato’s heart ache with longing, laced with bitter betrayal. He leaned forward to kiss Lucius on the crown of his head. ‘Off to bed with you. Be good for Petronella, or I’ll have Macro place you on fatigues for the rest of the month.’

			Lucius laughed with delight at being treated like one of his father’s soldiers. He stamped his feet together and saluted. ‘Yes, sir.’

			Cato struggled to keep a stern expression as he returned the salute. ‘Dismissed!’

			Once Petronella had ushered the boy away from the table and the two officers were alone in the garden, Macro grinned. ‘He’s a fine boy. And he’ll be a fine man one day, I’m sure of it.’

			‘I hope so. It’s been good to be able to spend this last year with him. Once Corbulo leads us into Parthia, I won’t see Lucius again for a while. Same goes for you and Petronella.’ Cato reached for the wine jug and topped up their cups. ‘She can’t be happy about that.’

			‘She’s not,’ Macro responded. ‘If she’d had her way, I’d have taken my discharge by now. So I’ve told her this is my last campaign.’ He raised his cup and took a sip. ‘Once it’s over, I’m leaving the army.’

			‘I wondered if that was what would happen,’ said Cato. ‘The lads and I will miss you, of course.’

			‘Bollocks they will. They’ll be pleased as fuck to have me off their backs.’

			‘Ah, you’re a stickler for a good turnout on parade, and you don’t miss a detail, it’s true. But they respect you. I know they do. And why wouldn’t they? Can’t be many centurions in the army who have a record like yours. Gives the lads confidence to follow a man into battle who they know will be the first into the fight and the last out.’

			Macro shrugged. ‘There are plenty of good centurions around. You’ll find someone to replace me easily enough, lad.’

			‘I doubt it. I’ve served long enough to know that the likes of you are a very rare breed indeed, brother. Truly, it’ll be a sad day when you take your discharge.’

			They sat quietly for a moment as the last of the light began to fade and the sky above the roof tiles took on a maroon hue. One star already gleamed overhead. The sounds of voices and the rumble of a cart in the street outside carried on the air.

			‘Have you given any thought to what you and Petronella will do when you leave the army?’

			Macro nodded. ‘We’ve talked about it. There’s no way I’m settling down as a farmer on whatever patch of swamp some clerk at the palace allocates me. I’ll take money instead. Then we’ll make for Britannia.’

			‘I thought you hated the place.’

			‘I hate campaigning there. Freezing in winter, and wet in what passes for summer. And the natives are an ugly bunch who I wouldn’t trust any further than I could spit. As for those crazy Druid bastards . . . fanatics, the lot of them. You’d think they’d have appreciated the benefits of being part of the Empire by now.’

			Cato clicked his tongue. ‘You’re not selling me on the notion of Britannia as a choice place to retire and enjoy the rest of your life with your bride.’

			‘Oh, it’s peaceful enough where we’ve managed to subdue the buggers and make them realise that we’re there to stay. As long as we have loyal tribes like the Atrebates, the Trinovantes and the Iceni at our backs, we’re safe enough. And there’s still good money to be made in Londinium if we get in quick. My mother’s doing well out of that inn we bought together, so we’ll join her in the business and make a go of it. As long as I get the chance to sample the wares and spend time swapping stories with passing soldiers, I’ll be happy enough.’

			‘You really think so?’

			Macro considered his prospects for a moment and then drained his cup. ‘Yes, I do. I love the army. It’s been my life. But a man can’t stay a soldier for ever. Not if he’s going to do the job properly. I can feel my limbs stiffening, lad. I’m not as fast or as strong as I once was, and it will only get worse from now on. Better I quit before I let myself or the men down. I’d rather be remembered the way I am now, not as some wizened old crock who can’t even keep up with the bloody stragglers. So one last campaign and then I’m done, and me and the wife will make a new life for ourselves in Londinium. Assuming she and my mother can see eye to eye.’

			Cato had met Macro’s mother some years before. A formidable woman indeed. He smiled wryly. Now that he thought about it, there were many qualities she and Petronella shared. That might work well for Macro’s dreams of domestic bliss, or it might equally be the cause of bitter conflict. It would be fascinating to hear how the two women in his life got on. Or didn’t.

			‘Well, Centurion, I truly hope you find the peace and happiness you and Petronella deserve. Of course, she’s going to have to break the news to Lucius.’

			‘Not for a year or two yet, I expect. By which time he’ll be old enough to cope.’

			‘I imagine so,’ Cato replied doubtfully. Petronella had served as the boy’s nurse from his earliest months. She was more like a mother to him, in truth. It would be a hard parting for his son.

			‘Besides,’ Macro continued, ‘you’ll find another woman for yourself soon enough. You’re a good prospect.’

			He picked up the wine jug and gave it a slight swirl. It was almost empty. He shared what was left between them and raised his cup.

			‘A toast to our final campaign together. May Mars crush our enemies and may Fortuna fill our coffers with loot.’

			‘I’ll drink to that.’

			They drained their cups, but Cato felt little cheer at the prospect of the end of the coming campaign. Lucius might be losing someone he had come to regard as a mother, but Cato was losing someone who had been as a brother and father to him. And when the moment came, it would be impossible not to grieve. He tried to shake off the morose thought. He had no right to begrudge Macro the happiness that Petronella had brought to his life. It was an unworthy sentiment, and he resolved to share his friend’s joy in full measure when the pair were married the next day.

		

	
		
			CHAPTER THREE

			From first light the household was consumed by frenzied activity. Petronella was awake and dressed as a pink hue stretched across the eastern horizon. A quick dig in the ribs was enough to stir Macro into wakefulness, though not without some surly grumbling and rubbing of eyes.

			‘Up you get, lover,’ she greeted him cheerfully. ‘There’s some barley gruel in the kitchen to set you up for the day. First thing, go down to the forum and get your hair cut, and then pick up the tunic and toga from the fuller opposite the bathhouse. Make sure he’s done a good job and pay him four sestertians, and not an as more. You can order the bread on the way back to the house. Tell the baker I want it here no later than noon. Oh, and don’t forget the sow.’

			‘Sow?’ Macro looked bewildered.

			‘For the sacrifice. It’s on the list.’ She handed him a waxed tablet with her clumsy writing detailing the loaves and pastries required, as well as the ceremonial spelt cake. She arched an eyebrow. ‘Any questions?’

			Macro stretched his shoulders and winced as a joint cracked. ‘Fuck, I thought I was supposed to be the one giving orders.’ He coughed to clear the phlegm at the back of his throat, then stood up and saluted. ‘No, sir. Anything else, sir?’

			Petronella cocked her head to one side and wagged a finger. ‘Less of your cheek, my man. Or you’ll be remembering your wedding night for all the wrong reasons.’ She made an underhand clenching gesture.

			‘Ouch.’ Macro winced. ‘As you command, my lady love.’

			‘That’s more like it.’ She bent over him and kissed him on the forehead. Macro made a quick fumble for her backside and she retreated and slapped his hand away. ‘No time for that. There’s work to be done. On your feet, soldier!’

			Macro swung his feet down onto the floor and yawned. ‘And what will my beloved be doing while I am attending to her list, I wonder?’

			She stood in the doorway, her hands on her hips, and frowned. ‘Your beloved will be feeding Master Lucius, getting him scrubbed, combed and dressed. She will then be arranging the tables and benches in the garden, baking pies, pastries and honeyed rolls, roasting a dozen chickens and several joints of lamb, and frying sausages. Then she will be cutting up all the cooked meat and arranging it in trays and dishes. After that, she’ll be setting up the flowers and wreaths around the trellises, sweeping the flagstones and scrubbing the bird shit off the rim of the fountain. And once that’s done, she might take a short breather before she bathes, has her hair dressed for the wedding and makes herself smile sweetly when the guests start to arrive. Satisfied?’ Without waiting for a response, she turned and stalked out of the room, slamming the door behind her.

			Macro arched an eyebrow. ‘Sweet Jupiter, Best and Greatest, I only asked . . .’

			When Cato rose a little later on, the silversmith’s house was filled with the clatter of dishes, the scrape of furniture being moved, and chatter and laughter, intercut with Petronella’s loud voice giving instructions and answering questions. There was something in her tone that indicated it might be best if Cato avoided his usual routine of ambling into the kitchen to request his breakfast and a freshly cleaned tunic.

			Instead, he put on his clothes from the previous day and warily made his way past the kitchen and into the atrium. There he found Lucius sitting on the edge of the impluvium, kicking his feet in the shallow water. He was dressed in his best tunic, a finely spun cotton garment dyed a deep blue. His hair was neatly combed and oiled, with ringlets arranged around the fringe. He raised a hand to scratch his head and then pulled it away sharply as he heard his father’s footsteps.

			‘Under orders not to touch your hair, eh?’ Cato grinned.

			Lucius nodded indignantly. ‘Petronella said there would be blood if I messed it up. I don’t like her when she’s like this.’

			‘It’ll pass. She has a lot to organise today. Once it’s all ready, she’ll be nice Petronella again, I promise.’

			Lucius looked doubtful. ‘She’s like a Fury, Father. You know, those ladies from the story you told me.’

			‘I shall have to be careful what stories I tell you in future.’ Cato shot him a quick look. ‘You didn’t say that to her, did you?’

			Lucius shook his head, and Cato sighed in relief.

			‘I’m hungry, Father.’

			‘Hungry? Haven’t you had any breakfast?’

			The boy shook his head and his little shoulders slumped. ‘She forgot. And when I started to ask, she got cross and told me to wait here. That was ages ago. So I’m hungry.’

			‘Me too.’ Cato glanced round. Petronella’s voice had risen to a shriek as she berated one of the women she had hired to help her for the day.

			He crouched down on his haunches in front of Lucius and spoke quietly. ‘I think it might be best if we went out and got our own breakfast. How does that sound?’

			Lucius looked up, his dark eyes bright with pleasure. ‘Can we go to the Cup of Croesus, Father?’

			Cato was taken aback at the suggestion. The chop house was a favourite amongst the soldiers billeted in Tarsus, thanks to its cheap food and wine, cheaper women and raucous atmosphere. ‘How do you know about that place?’

			‘Uncle Macro and Petronella took me.’

			‘Really?’

			The boy nodded. ‘It was fun.’

			‘I bet.’

			‘Please, Father!’ Lucius rubbed his stomach. ‘I am so hungry.’

			‘Oh, very well then. Let’s go.’

			They left the house and closed the door quietly behind them. The street was already busy with people mostly heading towards the city’s main market. A few mule-drawn carts rattled in amongst the pedestrians, and Cato took his son’s hand to make sure he could guide him safely and not lose him in the crowd. Fortunately Lucius was young enough not to be self-conscious, and Cato felt the boy’s grip tighten on his hand as they set off. He smiled, paternal affection swelling in his heart.

			On either side of the street hawkers cried out, advertising their wares and trying to lure customers into their shops. The sour tang of humanity mingled with the comforting aroma of bakeries and the sensual lure of scents and spices. Lucius stared around in fascination at the myriad colours of clothing, his gaze lingering on the more exotic people who passed by either way; mostly easterners clad in bright robes.

			As the two of them emerged from the shaded street into the market square, they were struck by the full glare of the sun and the swell of noise from the lines of traders’ stalls. Closest to them was a low stage on which the auctioneer’s servants were arranging the human stock for the first round of sales. There were two groups: the first comprised several well-built men wearing simple tunics and sandals. The second was made up of neatly dressed men and women destined for the wealthy households of Tarsus. As he and Lucius passed by, Cato glanced at the first group. Two of them were young and muscular and might well be spared the endless toil in a fullery or some chain gang on a farm if they were fortunate enough to be bought by one of the owners of the local gladiator schools. He was about to pass on when the last man in the line caught his eye.

			He was perhaps as old as fifty, with curly silver hair and lined features. He had a wiry build and stood with his shoulders back and chest out, chin jutting proudly as he regarded the people in the street with a haughty expression. He had the tell-tale tattoo of a small helmet on his right forearm. The sign of an initiate of the third grade in the cult of Mithras was common enough in the legions, and the man certainly had the bearing of a soldier.

			Cato stopped in front of him and looked him up and down. As soon as the auctioneer spotted a Roman examining his wares, he scurried over and bowed his head in greeting before speaking in accented Latin.

			‘I see Flaminius has caught your eye, my dear sir. Clearly you are a man of excellent and discerning judgement. He is a bond slave. He may be old, but he is tough and has many years of good service still in him.’ He leaned towards the slave and patted his firm shoulder. The man did not flinch or react in any way; just as a soldier might standing to attention on the parade ground, thought Cato. The auctioneer gestured towards the slave’s legs. ‘As you can see, my dear sir, he is in fine shape and would make an excellent field hand. Or perhaps a stevedore or porter. Yes, perhaps that, since I imagine you are one of the fine Roman soldiers gracing our city with their presence . . . Or perhaps a bodyguard for your dear little boy there.’ He beamed at Lucius and reached out a hand to ruffle his hair, but the boy pulled back out of reach, anxious to avoid Petronella’s sharp tongue if her careful arrangement was disturbed.

			‘What’s your story?’ Cato addressed the slave directly.

			Before he could respond, the auctioneer quickly interposed himself between them. ‘Flaminius was landed with the rest of the shipment from Bithynia, sir.’

			‘I’ll speak to him myself,’ Cato interrupted tersely.

			The auctioneer paused a moment and then nodded his head. ‘If you need any further information about this man, or any of the others, I would be honoured to help you, my dear sir.’

			He backed away two steps, bowed his head again, and then crossed the stage to his stool a short distance from the auction block.

			‘Who are you, Flaminius?’ asked Cato. ‘You have the bearing of a soldier, I think.’

			The slave returned his gaze unflinchingly, and Cato sensed that the man was weighing him up before he responded. ‘I was a soldier. Twenty-six years with the Fourth Scythica before I was discharged. Honourably.’

			‘So how did you end up as a slave for auction?’

			‘Because some bastard senator took a fancy to my farm. I wouldn’t sell, so he made sure business went badly for me. I got into debt and my family was ruined. I sold myself to settle the debt, so at least my wife and kids are free. As far as I know. That’s my story, sir. That’s all there is to it,’ he concluded with understandable bitterness.

			Cato shook his head. ‘That’s a sorry tale, brother.’

			‘You’re a soldier, then?’

			‘My father’s a Praetorian!’ Lucius chirped up. ‘And a tribune.’

			Flaminius instinctively tried to stand to attention, and the manacles clattered together and pressed into his chafed ankles, causing him to wince. ‘Sorry, sir. I didn’t realise. Thought you was a civvie.’

			Cato shook his head sorrowfully. ‘This is no way for an ex-legionary to end his days.’

			Flaminius shrugged. ‘Fortuna plays her games, sir. I had some good years in the ranks. Just my bad luck coming across some stuck-up cunt who wanted to add my land to his park.’

			Lucius tugged his father’s hand. ‘What’s a stuck up—’

			‘Someone who should know better than to cheat an old soldier out of what he’s earned,’ Cato said hurriedly. He stood for a moment, deploring the old soldier’s bad luck. And Flaminius’s fortune was more than likely about to take an even worse turn. He was too old to be bought by a lanista or to be much good as a bodyguard. There were few prospects for such a slave. He would end his days being worked steadily to death. Unless his fortune changed . . .

			Cato turned abruptly towards the auctioneer.

			‘You! Come here!’

			The auctioneer had been munching on a seeded roll. He quickly put it on his stool and brushed the crumbs from the front of his tunic as he hurried across the stage. ‘My dear sir, how can I assist?’

			‘This man. What price will he fetch?’

			The auctioneer pursed his lips and cocked an eyebrow. ‘Who can say, sir? It is an auction after all. Who can put a price on such a man in such a situation on any given day, my dear sir?’

			Cato frowned. ‘Spare me the sales pitch. How much?’

			The other man hesitated momentarily as he sized up the Roman and attempted to work out how much he could afford. ‘Four hundred denarians would be a fair price for Flaminius, sir.’

			Cato made himself snort with derision. ‘Bollocks. He isn’t worth half that. A few more years and this man will be good for nothing. He’ll be just another mouth to feed for twice as long before he’s finally done. I’ll give you a hundred and fifty for him. That’s more than he’ll fetch at auction, and you know it.’

			The auctioneer’s obsequious expression faded. ‘Two hundred and fifty and he’s yours.’

			Cato grunted and turned to hoist Lucius onto his shoulders. ‘Come on, son. This fat fool is wasting our time. Let’s go.’

			‘Two hundred and twenty-five, sir!’

			Cato hesitated. ‘One hundred and eighty. Not a denarius more.’

			‘Oh, come now, sir! He’s worth more than that. Two hundred at the very least.’

			‘Done!’ Cato thrust out his hand and took that of the auctioneer firmly. ‘Two hundred it is.’

			The auctioneer gritted his teeth and nodded. ‘You can pay my cashier. Over there, behind the stage.’

			‘No. I want him delivered to my billet. You know Yusef the silversmith?’ Cato gestured towards the street leading to the house.

			‘I know him.’

			‘Have the slave brought there tomorrow morning. I’ll have the money ready then.’

			The auctioneer rubbed his hands together. ‘A deposit is customary, my dear sir.’

			‘I am the commander of General Corbulo’s Praetorian cohort. You have my word the money will be paid to you.’ Cato stared at the man, daring the auctioneer to challenge him. The other man swallowed and nodded reluctantly.

			‘The word of a Roman gentleman is priceless, dear sir. As you wish.’

			Cato looked up at Flaminius and caught a flicker of feeling in the man’s face. It might have signified gratitude, he thought. Or resentment. It was impossible to tell. He cleared his throat and nodded at the slave. ‘I’ll see you tomorrow.’

			‘Yes, sir.’

			As the auctioneer steered Flaminius to the holding pens behind the stage, Cato turned away and resumed his progress along the edge of the market, making his way towards the Cup of Croesus at the crossroads on the far side. He held on firmly to Lucius’s ankles as his son clasped his little hands over the crown of Cato’s head to hold on.

			‘Why did you buy that man, Father?’

			Cato thought for a moment. The truth of it was that he felt offended by the prospect of a veteran being sold into slavery. He had served long enough to know many men who had put their lives at risk for Rome, and for their comrades. It was the latter that meant most to him. Soldiers looked out for each other. That was the most sacred bond of all. Better that Flaminius was taken into Cato’s service than that he was worked to death in the fields or mines. Lucius was too young to understand all that.
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