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			It is AD 55. As trouble brews on the eastern fringes of the Roman Empire, Tribune Cato and Centurion Macro must prepare for war . . .


			The Wily Parthian Empire has invaded Armenia, a frontier territory claimed by Rome, ousting King Rhadamistus. The king is ambitious and ruthless, but he is vital to Rome’s strategic interests. General Corbulo must restore him to power, while also readying the troops for war with the powerful Parthian Empire. Corbulo orders new arrivals Cato and Macro, and their elite cohort of Praetorian Guards, to carry out the task.


			Marching into unmapped and unfamiliar terrain to restore an unpopular king is a perilous mission. Allies cannot be trusted and foes lurk on all sides. The bravery and skill of the Roman army will be tested to the limit . . .


		




		

			For Colour Sergeants Coates and Hillary, 
and all the other modern-day Macros.


			


		




		

			[image: ]


			


		




		

			[image: ]


			


		




		

			Cast List


			Quintus Licinius Cato: Tribune in command of the Second Cohort of the Praetorian Guard


			Lucius Cornelius Macro: Senior centurion of the Second Cohort of the Praetorian Guard, a tough veteran


			General Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo: Recently appointed commander of the armies of the eastern Empire


			Ummidius Quadratus: Governor of Syria


			Gaius Amatus Pinto: Quaestor in the governor’s retinue


			Praetorian Guard


			Ignatius, Nicolis, Metellus, Petillius, Placinus, Porcino: Centurions


			Marcellus, Gannicus, Tertius: Optios


			Centurion Spiracus Keranus: Promoted by Cato to command the Balearic slingers


			Rutilius: Standard-bearer


			Auxiliaryman Gaius Glabius: A Balearic slinger


			Titus Borenus: A legionary


			Parthia


			King Vologases: King of Parthia


			General Sporaces: Parthian general


			Abdagases: Royal treasurer


			Prince Vardanes: Eldest and favourite son of King Vologases, and heir to the Parthian throne


			Mithraxes: Armenian ambassador to the Parthian court


			Armenia


			Rhadamistus: Iberian prince, and the recently deposed king of Armenia


			King Tiridates: Brother of King Vologases, and recently installed by him as the new king of Armenia


			Arghalis: Chamberlain at Tiridates’ court


			Narses: One of Rhadamistus’s retinue, appointed as interpreter and liaison officer between the Iberians and the Romans


			Zenobia: Rhadamistus’s wife


			Bernisha: Servant girl in Rhadamistus’s retinue, taken pity on by Cato


			Iberia


			King Pharasmanes: King of Iberia, father of Rhadamistus


			Others


			Lucius: Son of Cato, something of a handful . . .


			Petronella: Nurse to Lucius, and a woman to be reckoned with


			Yusef: Silversmith, and landlord to Cato


			Graniculus: Quartermaster to the Roman garrison at Bactris


		




		

			CHAPTER ONE


			Ctesiphon, capital city of the Parthian Empire, 
March, AD 55


			The setting sun lit up the broad stretch of the Tigris river, so that it gleamed like molten gold against the pale orange of the sky. The air was still and cool, and the last clouds of the thunderstorm that had drenched the city had passed to the south, leaving the faintest odour of iron in the gathering dusk. The servants of the royal palace were scurrying about their duties as they prepared the riverside pavilion for that evening’s meeting of the king and his council to discuss the latest Roman threat to Parthia. They were urged on by the impatient shouts and blows from the chamberlain, a thin rake of a man, prematurely grey with the anxiety that came from attending the irascible ruler of an empire that stretched from the banks of the Indus to the borders of the Roman province of Syria. King Vologases was a man bent on reviving the grandeur of Parthia and was not prepared to suffer anyone who stood in the way of his destiny, to the smallest degree. Neither rebellious noble, nor clumsy or inefficient servant. The last chamberlain had failed to ensure that the food served at a banquet had been sufficiently hot when it reached the royal table. For that he had been flogged almost to death before being thrown into the street. The current chamberlain was determined not to follow his example, and so he cursed and beat his underlings as they set up the divans, piled fuel by the braziers and hung thick embroidered screens on three sides of the pavilion. The fourth was left open for the king and his guests to enjoy the view of the river as the sun disappeared beyond the horizon and the stars came out and shimmered on the dark waters of the river.


			When the last silk cushions had been carefully deployed, the servants backed to the side of the enclosed space and waited as the chamberlain scrutinised their work and bent to make a handful of minor adjustments until satisfied that there was nothing his master could take exception to. Not that Vologases was inclined to closely inspect every detail of the luxury he was accustomed to living within. Still, the chamberlain mused, better to be scrupulous than take the slightest risk of incurring the king’s wrath. Having completed his inspection, he clapped his hands loudly.


			‘Away, you dogs! Bring the fruit and wine.’


			As they began to trot away, he turned to his assistant. ‘And you, tell the kitchen master to have the meal readied to be served the instant I give the word.’


			His assistant, a younger, corpulent man who no doubt aspired to replace him, nodded and scurried away. The chamberlain cast another look round at the handiwork of his staff and then stood in front of the king’s dais and narrowed his eyes as he inspected the large divan, cushions and covers minutely. He leaned forward to ease out a crease in the cloth and then stood back and folded his arms in satisfaction. Then, uncharacteristically, he gave a thin smile and glanced around warily. But he was quite alone. It was a rare moment in his life, consumed as it was with the myriad duties of his post. The interlude would be brief enough before the servants returned with the fruit and wine, along with the royal taster, who would sample each bowl and jar at the behest of the chamberlain to ensure that King Vologases would be able to eat and drink safely. Vast and enduring though Parthia was, the empire’s rulers were less enduring, regularly falling victim to the plots of powerful nobles, or the ambitions of members of the royal family.


			The chamberlain breathed deeply as he smiled at the royal divan and felt an almost irresistible urge to bound forward and throw himself upon its silk cushions, unobserved. It would be the act of a moment and no one would ever know. His heart quickened at the prospect of such an extraordinary breach of protocol, and for a few breaths he tottered on the brink of temptation. Then he drew himself back and covered his mouth in horror at the thought of what would become of him if the king ever discovered what he had done. Although the chamberlain was quite alone, the fear of his master ruled his heart and he quailed at his fleeting madness. With an anxious gasp he hurried to the top of the steps leading down to the gardens either side of the path that stretched towards the bulk of the palace. The first of the servants was returning, laden with a large silver platter of figs, dates and other fine fruits.


			‘Run, you idle dog!’ the chamberlain snapped, and the man broke into a trot as he struggled not to upset the arrangement on the platter.


			The chamberlain took a last look at the setting and offered a quick prayer to Mithras that his master would find nothing amongst the arrangements to displease him.


			When the king and his small retinue emerged from the palace, the sun had slipped beyond the horizon and a band of bronze sky stretched across the shadowy landscape across the river. Above, the bronze gave way to violet and the dark velvet of night, where the first stars glittered like tiny specks of silver. A party of bodyguards marched in front, armed with lances and wearing their flowing, richly embroidered trousers tucked into their leather ankle boots. Scale armour cuirasses and conical helmets gleamed in the light of the torches and braziers burning either side of the path. But their appearance was as the basest metal to the purest gold compared to the magnificence of their master. Vologases was a tall, well-built man with a broad brow and square jaw, made to look more square still by the meticulous trimming of his dark beard. His eyes were equally dark, like polished ebony, which lent his gaze a formidable intensity. Yet there appeared to be humour in his expression too. His lips lifted at the very edges so that he smiled when he spoke in his deep, warm voice. And, indeed, he was capable of wit and kindness, alongside his wisdom and ambition, and his soldiers and his people regarded him with loyal affection. But those who knew him well were wary of the mercurial change in mood that he was capable of and smiled when he smiled and stood in rigid, fearful silence when he raged.


			This night his mood was sombre. News had reached the Parthian capital that Emperor Claudius was dead, murdered, and that he had been succeeded by his adopted son, Nero. The question for Vologases was how the change of reign might affect the strained relationship between Parthia and Rome, a relationship that had soured in recent years. The cause, as ever, was the fate of Armenia, the hapless border kingdom caught between the ambitions of Rome and Parthia. Some four years earlier a pretender to the Armenian throne, Prince Rhadamistus of the neighbouring kingdom of Iberia, had invaded Armenia, killed the king and his family, and installed himself as the new ruler. Rhadamistus had proved to be as cruel as he was ambitious, and the Armenians had appealed to Vologases to save them from the tyrant. So he had led his army against Rhadamistus, who fled his capital, and placed his brother Tiridates on the throne. It was a provocation, Vologases knew, since Rome had regarded Armenia as within the Roman sphere of power for over a hundred years now. The Romans were not likely to regard Parthia’s intervention favourably.


			The chamberlain, who had been waiting at the entrance, bowed to the waist as the party climbed the steps into the pavilion. The bodyguards took their positions outside, except for the two largest men, who stationed themselves either side of the king’s dais. Vologases eased himself down on to the divan and settled comfortably before he gestured to the members of his high council.


			‘Be seated.’


			In a formal setting his guests would have remained standing before their master, but Vologases had deliberately chosen the pavilion and put court protocol aside to encourage his subordinates to speak freely. Once they were seated on the divans, the king leaned forward, plucked a fig from his platter and took a bite, thus giving permission for the others to eat as they wished.


			Vologases tossed the half-eaten fruit back on the platter and gazed round at his guests: Sporaces, his finest general; Abdagases, the royal treasurer; and Prince Vardanes, the eldest son of the king and heir to the Parthian throne. An ambassador from Tiridates completed the gathering: a younger man, about the same age as the prince, Mithraxes by name.


			‘We’ve little time to waste, my friends,’ Vologases announced. ‘So you’ll pardon me for dispensing with any small talk. You’ve all heard the news from Rome. We have a new emperor to contend with. Nero.’


			‘Nero?’ Sporaces shook his head. ‘Can’t say that I recall the name, sire.’


			‘It’s hardly surprising. He was only adopted a few years back. Son of Emperor Claudius’s last wife by a previous marriage.’


			‘The same wife who happens to be Claudius’s niece,’ Vardanes added wryly. He clicked his tongue and raised an eyebrow. ‘Those Romans, eh? Quite the decadent type. Never anything short of scandalous.’


			The others smiled at his comment.


			‘What do we know of this Nero?’ Sporaces continued. The general was a veteran who had little time for levity, a characteristic that suited his thin, almost gaunt features. Most of those in the royal court held his boorish manners in low regard, but Vologases knew his worth as a soldier and prized his talents. Moreover, as the son of a Greek mercenary and a whore from Seleucia, Sporaces was despised by the great nobles of Parthia and therefore posed no threat to Vologases.


			The king nodded to Abdagases, who ran the network of spies that Parthia used to glean information about events within the Roman Empire. ‘You’ve read the full report. You tell them.’


			‘Yes, sire.’ Abdagases cleared his throat. ‘Firstly, he’s young. Only sixteen years old. Barely more than a boy.’


			‘Maybe so.’ Sporaces tilted his head slightly. ‘But Augustus was only eighteen when he set out to destroy his opponents and become the first emperor of Rome.’


			‘Nero is no Augustus,’ the treasurer contradicted him tersely. ‘He may become one, though the possibility of that is remote, according to our agents in Rome. The new emperor fancies himself as something of an artist. A musician. A poet . . . He surrounds himself with actors, musicians and philosophers. He has ambitions to make Rome some kind of beacon for such people, rather than turn his mind towards more martial matters.’


			‘An artist? A musician?’ Sporaces shook his head. ‘What kind of a bloody emperor is that?’


			‘One who will play into our hands, I trust,’ said Vologases. ‘Let us hope that young Nero continues to concentrate his efforts on his art and is not distracted by events in Armenia.’


			Abdagases nodded. ‘Yes, sire. We can hope, but it may be wise not to be guided by mere hope. Nero may be a dilettante, but it would be foolish to dismiss him out of hand. He is surrounded by advisers, many of whom have the intelligence and experience to cause us problems. Not least because they suffer from the Roman disease.’


			‘Roman disease?’ Vardanes cocked an eyebrow, helped himself to a second fig and took a big bite. His jaws worked casually before he attempted to continue with a full mouth. ‘What . . . disease . . . is that?’


			‘It’s a term some of us at the royal court have used for those Romans obsessed by the pursuit of glory and their utterly inflexible sense of honour. No Roman noble of any standing ever passes up the chance to win acclaim for his family. Whatever the cost. Which is why Crassus attempted to invade Parthia and came to grief. And Marcus Antonius after him. It’s a pity that they seem to measure themselves by outdoing the achievements of their ancestors, and are driven to succeed where others have failed.’ Abdagases paused a moment. ‘It would seem that the failures of Crassus and Antonius only serve to inspire Romans to regard Parthia as a challenge to be overcome. Reasonable men might have profited from the example of failure, but Roman aristocratic honour trumps Roman reasoning almost every time. Augustus was shrewd enough to realise that he could gain more from diplomacy than from military actions in his dealings with Parthia, and his heirs have followed his example in the main. Even if that meant frustrating the senators urging them to wage war on us. The question is, will this new emperor be able to resist the blandishments of his advisers, and the Senate?’


			‘I sincerely hope so,’ Vologases answered. ‘Parthia can ill afford the risk of war breaking out with Rome while we have enemies threatening trouble on other fronts.’


			Vardanes sighed. ‘You speak of the Hyrcanians, Father?’


			Vardanes was the king’s favourite son. He had courage, intelligence and charisma, qualities useful in an heir. But he also had ambition, and that was an attribute that was as much to be feared as admired. Particularly in Parthia. The king’s expression darkened.


			‘Yes, the Hyrcanians. It seems that they disapprove of the increase in tribute I have demanded of them.’


			Vardanes smiled. ‘Which is no surprise. And not helpful at a time when we have provoked our Greek subjects by forcing them to put their language and traditions aside to embrace ours, even though Greek is the common tongue across the eastern world. Then there is the trouble brewing up with Rome over Armenia.’ He sipped his wine. ‘I fear we are overreaching ourselves. Particularly with respect to Armenia. Rome and Parthia are like two dogs fighting over a bone.’


			The treasurer coughed politely as he interrupted. ‘His Highness oversimplifies the matter. The bone happens to be ours, and those Roman interlopers have no right to attempt to seize it. Most of the nobles of Armenia share our blood. Armenia owed loyalty to the Parthian empire for centuries before Rome turned its gaze to the east.’


			‘I think we can all agree that Rome has no right to Armenia. Nevertheless, Rome lays claim to Armenia, and if it comes to war, she will take it. I have heard much about the might of the Roman legions. We cannot prevail against them.’


			‘Not in pitched battle, my prince. But if we can avoid a head-on clash, our forces can wear them down, weaken them and, when the time is right, tear them to pieces. Just as hunting dogs kill the mountain bears. Is it not so, General?’ Abdagases turned to Sporaces for support.


			The general thought a moment before he responded. ‘Parthia has defeated the Romans in the past. When they have blundered into our lands without adequate intelligence of the lay of the land, or adequate supplies to sustain them. They march slowly, even without a siege train. Whereas our forces can cover ground far more swiftly, particularly our horse-archers and cataphracts. We can afford to trade ground for time in order to let them exhaust their supplies and their strength. But that is true only if they wage war across the rivers and deserts of Mesopotamia. Armenia is different. The mountainous terrain favours Rome’s infantry rather than our cavalry. I fear Prince Vardanes is correct. If Rome wants to take Armenia, it will succeed.’


			‘There!’ Vardanes clicked his fingers. ‘I told you.’


			‘However,’ Sporaces continued, ‘in order to take Armenia, Rome will be forced to concentrate its forces. Her soldiers are the best in the world, it is true. But they cannot be in two places at once. If they march into Armenia, then they will leave Syria exposed. Not to conquest. We lack the forces to achieve that. Parthia will never be strong enough to destroy Rome, and Rome will never have enough men to conquer and occupy Parthia. And that is how it has always been, and always will be, my prince. A conflict neither side can win. Therefore the only answer is peace.’


			‘Peace!’ Vologases snorted. ‘We have tried to make peace with Rome. We have honoured every treaty made between us, only for them to be broken more often than not by the accursed Romans.’


			Vologases’ brow creased in frustration as he thought a moment. ‘And for that reason we must be certain that we choose wisely in dealing with the situation in Armenia.’


			He turned towards the ambassador sent by his brother. ‘Mithraxes, you have not spoken yet. You have no opinion about the new emperor in Rome and his intentions towards Armenia?’


			Mithraxes shrugged nonchalantly. ‘It hardly matters what my opinion is, Majesty. I am an Armenian noble, descended from a long line of nobles, none of whom has ever lived to see our land free of the influence of either Parthia or Rome. Our kings have a habit of being deposed, or murdered. Your brother has been on the throne barely two years. He is no worse than some who have ruled Armenia and—’


			‘Choose your words carefully when you speak of my brother,’ Vologases warned.


			‘Majesty. I was sent to report on the situation in Armenia and ask for your help. I believe that is best done if I speak honestly.’


			The king regarded him closely, and noted that the Armenian did not flinch under his gaze. ‘Courage as well as integrity? Are all Armenian noblemen like you?’


			‘Sadly not, Majesty. And that is the problem that besets your brother. As I said, he is no worse than many rulers, and better than many. Yet, he has been obliged to rule with a firm hand in order to establish his authority over his new realm.’


			‘How firm a hand?’


			‘Some nobles favour Rome, Majesty. Some resent having any foreigner imposed on them. King Tiridates determined that lessons were needed in order to discourage such disloyalty. Regrettably, it was necessary to banish some, and execute others. This had the effect of quelling most of the discontent.’


			‘I can imagine.’ Vardanes smiled. ‘But I dare say it might have inclined some to feel just a little more discontented.’


			‘Quite so, Your Highness. However, King Tiridates remains on the throne in Artaxata. His enemies are cowed for the present. Though I am certain they will soon appeal for aid in unseating the king. If they haven’t already.’ Mithraxes turned his gaze to Vologases. ‘Therefore, your brother requests that you send him an army to ensure his control over Armenia. Enough men to defeat any nobles that conspire against him, and to dissuade Rome from invading his lands.’


			‘An army? Is that all he asks of me?’ the king of Parthia scoffed. ‘And does my brother think I can just pluck armies out of thin air? I need all my soldiers here in Parthia to deal with the threats I already face.’


			‘He does not ask for a large army, Majesty. Just a force strong enough to discourage any attempts to remove him.’


			‘The Armenian rebels are one thing, the Romans quite another. I doubt they would be discouraged by any force I could afford to send to Armenia.’


			Mithraxes shook his head. ‘I am not so sure, Majesty. Our spies in Syria report that the Roman legions there are badly prepared for war. They are understrength and poorly equipped. It has been many years since they have seen any action. I doubt they constitute much of a threat to King Tiridates.’


			Vologases turned to his general. ‘Is this true?’


			Sporaces reflected a moment before he replied. ‘It is consistent with our own intelligence, Majesty. But if the Romans should decide to intervene, they will bring more legions to Syria, and will be sure to find fresh recruits for the existing legions. Of course, they will need to be trained. Supplies will need to be stockpiled, roads repaired, siege trains massed. It will take time to prepare a campaign. Years perhaps. But once the Romans have decided to act, nothing will stop them. It is the Roman way.’ He paused briefly to let the others consider his words, then continued. ‘My advice would be not to provoke our enemy any further. Rome already feels affronted by having Tiridates placed on the throne. But it has not yet decided on war. If we send troops to aid your brother, that may tilt the Romans towards action. Besides, we do not yet know the mettle of this new emperor, Nero. He may be swayed either way. So let’s not give the war party in Rome any opportunity to persuade him to fight. Instead, I suggest we flatter him with warm words of friendship and congratulate him on his becoming emperor. If he questions our actions in Armenia, then tell him we were forced to replace a tyrant, and that we have no interest in any other lands that border Rome’s territory.’ He bowed his head in conclusion. ‘That is my humble advice, Majesty.’


			Vologases eased himself back on his cushions and folded his hands as he considered all that he had heard from his advisers. It was true that Rome’s pride would endure being pricked only so far. Yet he could not risk sending any men to support his brother while he faced potential rebellion in Hyrcania in any case.


			‘It seems that I am forced to wait on events. The choice over what to do lies with Emperor Nero. He will decide whether we have peace. Or war.’


		




		

			CHAPTER TWO


			Tarsus, capital of the eastern Roman province of Cilicia,
two months later


			‘It’s war,’ Centurion Macro announced as he entered the quarters of his commanding officer and slipped his cloak off and slung it on to a chest by the door. He had returned from morning inspection of the troops guarding the silk merchant’s house where General Corbulo was billeted.


			‘War?’ Cato looked up from the floor where he was sitting with his son, Lucius. The boy was playing with toy soldiers carved from wood by some of the soldiers commanded by Tribune Cato and presented to the boy as a gift. The Second Praetorian Cohort had been sent from Rome to serve as the bodyguard for General Corbulo and his staff. Cato was still getting used to being addressed by the official rank of tribune, since the men and officers had previously addressed him as Prefect, the rank under which he had won so much renown in recent years. But General Corbulo was a stickler for protocol, and Tribune Cato it had become. During the long voyage from Brundisium the men had come to regard Lucius as a mascot and spoiled him at every opportunity. Cato gently ruffled his son’s fine, dark hair and stood up. ‘Where did you hear that?’


			‘Imperial proclamation. A messenger sent from Rome was reading it out in the Forum just a moment ago. Seems like the boy Nero has grasped the nettle and decided on sticking it to the Parthians and retaking Armenia.’ Macro puffed his cheeks. ‘War it is then.’


			Both men were briefly silent as they contemplated the implications of the news. It had not come as much of a surprise as the decision to send the general to take command of the armies of the eastern Empire had already been taken some months before. Still, Cato reasoned, Rome had often succeeded in getting its way by merely threatening to use force in the past, such was the awe in which the Empire was held by most of the kingdoms who had the misfortune to encounter its legions on the battlefield. Perhaps the emperor and his advisers had hoped that sending an officer of Corbulo’s stature would be enough to convince Parthia to abandon its ambition to restore Armenia to its empire. It seemed as if Nero’s bluff had been called. That, or the emperor had been persuaded that nothing short of war would satisfy the need to establish his reign firmly. There was nothing the Roman people liked more than news of another war successfully prosecuted.


			‘Well, one thing’s for certain,’ said Macro. ‘We’ll not be ready to march into Parthia for a while yet. Not until the general has gathered enough men and supplies. Could take months.’


			‘I’d have thought a year at the very earliest,’ Cato replied. ‘And that’ll be time the Parthians won’t be wasting. They’ll be prepared and ready for us long before Corbulo crosses the frontier.’


			Macro shrugged. ‘Let ’em prepare as much as they like. Ain’t going to make much difference. You know what those easterners are like, lad. A bunch of ponces parading around in flowing silk. We’ve faced them before and given them a good kicking.’


			‘True,’ Cato conceded. ‘But next time it may well be the other way round. Don’t forget Crassus lost the best part of five legions at Carrhae. Rome cannot afford to repeat such a disaster.’


			‘Corbulo is no Crassus. The general’s been fighting on the Rhine for most of his career and the enemy don’t come any harder than those bastards in Germania. If the Parthians have any sense, then they’ll come to terms as quick as boiled asparagus.’ Macro crossed the room and ducked his head into the next chamber. The shutters were closed and the interior was dim, but he could easily make out the woman lying on her side on the large sleeping couch within. ‘Ah, I wondered where you’d got to, my love.’


			She stirred and let out a groan before pulling the covers more tightly about her shoulders.


			‘Let the poor woman sleep.’ Cato eased him away from the door frame. ‘Petronella was up most of the night with the boy. He’s got toothache.’


			‘So why’s he still awake and she’s asleep?’ Macro winked. ‘I think there’s something wrong with my woman, Cato. She’s a slacker and no mistake.’


			‘Come here and say that,’ Lucius’s nurse growled. ‘If you want a thick ear.’


			Macro laughed. ‘That’s my love! Always up for a fight.’


			He turned away and gently closed the door before crossing to the table, where the remains of the morning meal still lay: some bread, cheese, honey and the jug of spiced wine that the local people favoured. Picking up the jug, Macro gave it an experimental swirl and smiled happily as the liquid sloshed inside. He poured himself a cup, then paused and glanced at his friend. ‘Want some?’


			‘Why not? Precious little else for us to do here besides getting drunk until Quadratus reaches the city.’


			Macro shook his head. ‘That’s a meeting that won’t go well.’


			Cato nodded. Ummidius Quadratus was the governor of Syria, one of the most prestigious postings for any senator. At least, until Corbulo had arrived in the region with the emperor’s authority to draw on all the resources, civilian and military, of the provinces bordering Parthia. The general had sent a message out ahead of his arrival, summoning Quadratus to Tarsus to confer on arrangements for the coming campaign. Cato could well imagine how the governor was going to react when Corbulo requisitioned most of his soldiers, equipment and supplies. There would also be the matter of ordering the provincials to stump up further taxes to pay for the repairs to the roads in the region, as well as providing draught animals and wagons for the baggage train and mounts for the cavalry units. Quadratus was going to be inundated with protests from angry town magistrates, claiming that they could not afford such impositions. Not that such complaints would have any effect. It was the duty of the provinces of the Empire to pay up when the army prepared to campaign in their region and there was no avoiding the obligation. Not unless those concerned were willing to face the ire of the emperor when word reached Rome of their parsimony.


			‘Quadratus isn’t going to be happy,’ Cato agreed. ‘But that’s the chain of command and he’ll have no choice in the matter. Besides, Corbulo is not the kind of man who takes no for an answer.’


			They exchanged an amused smile. In the course of the journey from Rome they had come to know the general well enough to recognise his type. Corbulo was a career soldier; an aristocrat who had a taste for the military life and the talent to go with it. So after serving out his time as a tribune he had remained with the legions rather than returning to Rome to submerge himself in the world of politics. One of the few virtues of the career path of Roman aristocracy, Cato mused, was that it permitted the weeding out of those with limited military potential, while making it possible for those who shone to remain in the army. Corbulo was a soldier’s general. He often shared their rations, and hardships. When they slept in the open, so did he. In battle, once the soldiers had been positioned and given their orders, he led from the front. He pushed his men hard, and pushed himself harder still. That had won the soldiers’ respect, and grudging affection. This, Macro and Cato had learned from the handful of staff officers Corbulo had chosen to bring with him from the Rhine frontier. The two friends had served under enough poor commanders to welcome being assigned to the general.


			There were other reasons to be grateful to be heading far from Rome. A new emperor meant change, and those who had enjoyed the favour of Claudius now faced an uncertain future. New men would be appointed to positions of power and there were scores to settle. There always were in the seething pit of Roman politics. Inevitably powerful men would be accused of crimes committed under the previous regime and there would be trials; some senators would be exiled, some quietly disposed of, and their property would be divided between informers and the imperial treasury. Innocence was irrelevant when informers and lawyers scented blood and, more importantly, money.


			Cato had no desire to be caught up in such matters. Especially as he had been rewarded with the estate of his father-in-law, who had been rash enough to be part of a plot to depose Nero in the early days of his reign. The surviving friends of Senator Sempronius had made little secret of their feelings about the source of Cato’s recently found wealth, and he knew that his fortune had come at the price of making enemies who would seek to do him down as soon as they were confident the time was ripe. And so he had been happy to join the general’s retinue as it journeyed to the eastern frontier. Moreover, he had chosen to bring his son and the boy’s nurse, rather than leave them as hostages to fortune back in Rome, a decision that had delighted Centurion Macro, since he had struck up a relationship with Petronella, a woman who could match him drink for drink and throw a punch that was the envy of any seasoned veteran of the legions.


			So here the four of them were, in rented rooms at the home of a Jewish silversmith in a street just off the Forum in Tarsus. They had been here a month already, without sign of Quadratus, and, pleasant enough as Tarsus was, the city had soon grown weary of the novelty of having a Roman general and a cohort of Praetorians in residence. And still wearier of the loud drunkenness of off-duty soldiers. In the normal course of events Cato would have been fretting about the enforced inaction. But the delay had meant that he had time to spend with his son, and he was grateful for it. Just as Macro was grateful for the chance to enjoy Petronella’s ample charms.


			Macro poured them both a cup of wine and they sat on the stools either side of the table and looked down into the small, neat courtyard of the silversmith’s house. A fountain splashed in a pool at the centre of the courtyard, around which were arranged a series of couches shaded by trellises. It put Cato in mind of the garden of his house in Rome and he wondered when he would next see it.


			‘This war with Parthia,’ said Macro. ‘How long do you think it’ll take us to give Vologases a hiding?’


			‘Depends on Corbulo. If he does what’s right, he’ll ensure we get our man on the Armenian throne and be satisfied with that. If he gets a taste for glory, then who knows? We could end up marching in the footsteps of Crassus. And that would not be for the best. Either way, it’s almost certain to come to a fight. Nero won’t be satisfied unless there is a great victory to celebrate in Rome.’


			Macro nodded and then indicated Lucius. The child was sitting, thin legs splayed, a wooden soldier in each hand, muttering in an excited low tone as he clashed them together and simulated a fight. ‘What about them? Lucius and Petronella? What happens to them when the campaign starts?’


			‘They can remain here. I’ll make sure our host, Yusef, is paid up long enough in advance to keep him happy. He’s a decent sort. I’m sure he’ll look after them when we head off. And keep them safe until we return. If we return.’ Cato was glad that he had lodged his will with a lawyer in Rome before they had set off. At least Lucius’s future was secure, even if his own was not.


			‘If? Tch!’ Macro shook his head. ‘Always the jug half empty with you . . . Speaking of which.’ He topped up their cups. ‘We’ll be fine. Once we’ve given those Parthians a decent slapping, they’ll be happy to return Armenia to us and bugger off back into the desert, or wherever it is they come from.’


			Cato made a rueful expression. ‘It’s that kind of lack of hard intelligence that worries me, and should worry the general.’


			Macro shot him a dark look before Cato shook his head. ‘I’m talking about military intelligence, not yours.’


			‘Fair enough.’


			‘We don’t know nearly enough about the terrain on the other bank of the Euphrates,’ Cato continued. ‘Where are the river crossings? Where are the rivers, for that matter? And the mountain trails, fortifications, towns, villages and so on. We have no idea about enemy numbers, their intentions or the disposition of their forces. We’ll need guides to lead our armies by the safest routes, and yet how do we know we can trust them? It was the treachery of guides that led Crassus to disaster.’ Cato took a sip and reflected a moment. ‘I went to the imperial library before we left Rome to see what kind of references to Parthia and Armenia I could turn up.’


			‘Oh, yes. Books. You can solve every problem by reading books,’ Macro said wryly. ‘Bound to be an answer there, somewhere.’


			‘Mock them as you will, but there was some useful information. Not much, I grant you. There was an itinerary left over from Antonius’s campaign. Didn’t make for good reading. I had no idea of the scale of Parthia until I went over the distances between the towns and cities he encountered. And the man who drew up the itinerary left a note that our legions barely penetrated a third of the way into the region, according to his sources. He also records great swathes of desert and many days between opportunities to water the men and horses, and feed them. And then there was the enemy. Rarely risking a pitched battle, while all the time harrying our columns and picking off patrols and stragglers.’


			‘Then let’s pray to the gods that Corbulo doesn’t get drawn into Parthia – just keeps his attention on Armenia and settles for carrying out the emperor’s orders.’


			Cato took a sip and looked down into his cup, gently swirling the contents. ‘He wouldn’t be the first Roman general tempted by the prospect of winning glory in the east.’


			‘And I’m sure he won’t be the last. But there’s not much we can do about it, lad. I’m just a centurion, and you’re the tribune commanding his bodyguard. We’re here to obey the general’s orders, not quote advice from dusty scrolls back in Rome. I doubt Corbulo will look very kindly on that.’


			‘Well, yes. Quite . . . Whatever happens, I suspect our new posting will not be a short one.’


			‘I can live with that.’ Macro drained his cup and wiped his lips on the back of a hairy hand. ‘This part of the world is warm and comfortable for the most part. The wine’s cheap and the tarts are cheaper still.’ He glanced towards the door to the next room. ‘Er, not that I’m on the lookout for that sort of thing these days.’


			Cato grinned. ‘Centurion Macro, what has become of you? Petronella has changed you into a new man. I barely recognise you.’


			‘With respect, you can fuck right off, sir.’ Macro sat back and folded his thick arms. ‘I’m the same soldier I ever was. No change there. Just a bit grey around the temples, and a few aches and pains. But I’m good for one last campaign. If it goes on as long as you fear.’


			‘Last campaign?’ Cato arched an eyebrow. He knew that Macro had been serving in the legions for over twenty-six years. He was eligible for a discharge and the gratuity that went with it. If he wanted it. But Macro had put off any application and said the time was not yet right. Not while he had some years of good soldiering still left in him. And Cato was glad about that. He had an almost superstitious need to have Macro at his side when he marched off to war, and dreaded the day when his friend finally demobbed and retired to some sleepy backwater, while Cato continued his career alone. He forced himself to redirect his thoughts.


			‘I wonder what Petronella will have to say about that? If this campaign does drag on, she’ll not be happy to be separated from you.’


			Macro shrugged. ‘That’s what you have to accept if you hitch yourself to a soldier.’


			‘Very considerate of you, I must say.’


			‘It’s the way of it. She knows that and understands it.’


			‘Then she’s a fine woman indeed.’


			‘Aye, she is that.’ Macro poured the last of the wine into their cups. ‘And when I do finally quit the army, I’d be proud to have her as my wife.’


			Cato smiled broadly. ‘I wondered if you’d thought about that.’


			‘We’ve talked it through. Can’t get married while I’m still serving. But the least I can do is guarantee her the wherewithal to get by if anything happens to me. I’ve drawn up a will. Just need a witness, if you wouldn’t mind, sir?’


			‘Mind? I’d be delighted to do it.’ Cato raised his cup. ‘To a long and happy life together. Subject to the exigencies of military service, of course.’


			Macro affected a frown. ‘Get away with you!’


			Then he raised his cup and tapped Cato’s. ‘And a long and happy life to you too. You and Lucius both.’


			They turned towards the child and saw that he had slumped forward, resting his head on folded arms, eyes closed and breathing deeply and steadily.


			‘Asleep on duty?’ Macro sucked his breath in. ‘What’s the penalty for that? No piggybacks round the courtyard or picnics with Uncle Macro tonight then.’


			Cato shook his head. ‘Anyone ever tell you you’re a hard bastard, Macro?’


			‘Nah, not me. Soft as a lamb. Just ask the lads in my century.’


			They laughed and drained their cups. The wine, the warmth of the afternoon, the companionship of his long-time friend and the peaceful slumber of his son combined to give Cato an immense sense of well-being, and he prayed that Governor Quadratus held off from presenting himself to the general for a few days yet.


			Then he heard the sound of boots at the end of the corridor and a moment later there came a sharp knock on the door.


			Cato cleared his throat. ‘Come!’


			With a soft grating of the hinges the door swung open and a Praetorian entered and saluted the two officers.


			‘Beggin’ your pardon, Tribune, but the general wants you at headquarters.’


			‘What’s up?’ asked Macro.


			‘The Governor Quadratus’s trireme has been sighted, sir. Should reach the port within a couple of hours. The general’s calling out the cohort to form an honour guard.’


			‘Shit,’ Macro sighed. He eased himself to his feet and looked down at the boy, still fast asleep. ‘Like I said. No picnic today after all . . .’


		




		

			CHAPTER THREE


			‘Cohort’s formed up for inspection, sir.’


			Macro squinted into the mid-afternoon sun as he exchanged a salute with Cato while the latter finished securing the ties of his helmet and adjusted it so that it sat squarely on his head.


			‘Very well, Centurion. Any absences?’


			Macro consulted his waxed tablet and went through each of the six centuries in turn, his own, and those commanded by Ignatius, Nicolis, Petillius, Placinus and Porcino, before he gave his account: ‘Three men excused duties on medical grounds. Eight on duty at headquarters. Two more guarding the pay chest. Six absent without permission, last seen at one of the inns behind the Forum. I’ve sent Optio Marcellus to find ’em and give them a roasting. I’ll be docking their pay and giving them fatigues for a month, if you agree, sir.’


			‘Very good.’ Cato nodded. ‘Let’s get this done before the governor’s ship ties up.’


			They both glanced out over the quay to where the trireme was passing the end of the watchtower, oars rising, sweeping forward and splashing down as the warship glided over the calm waters of the River Cydnus. The square leading off the quay had been cleared of civilians and the cohort was drawn up along three sides facing the quay, two centuries on each side, standing to attention in four ranks. Their shields were grounded for the moment, while they clasped the shafts of their spears in their right hands. Polished scale armour gleamed over their off-white tunics. At the rear of the square was a platform facing the temple of the divine Augustus, where General Corbulo and his staff officers stood waiting, in front of the cohort’s standard, held by Rutilius, a burly veteran chosen for the honour. The ceremonial welcome for the governor of Syria was an impressive enough sight, thought Cato, but no matter how assiduously the men had cleaned their kit, it would never be perfect enough for Macro’s eagle eyes.


			The two officers paced over to the First Century, Macro’s own unit, and Cato slowed down, pausing every so often to scrutinise one of the guardsmen.


			‘This strap is loose . . .’


			Macro noted the man’s name and his misdemeanour with a few deft strokes of his stylus in the waxed surface of his centurion’s tablet.


			‘Dirt on this man’s scabbard . . . And rust on the cheek flap.’


			So it continued down the lines of the cohort, notes being taken by each centurion in turn, until their commanding officer had completed the inspection. Cato turned to Macro and took a deep breath so that he could be heard right across the square. ‘On the whole, a fine turnout, Centurion. These men would grace the presence of the emperor himself. Well done. Keep it up!’


			‘Yes, sir.’


			Cato lowered his voice for Macro alone. ‘Right, the show’s about to start. Back to your men. I’ll be with the general for the formal greeting.’


			They saluted each other, and Macro turned about and marched across the square to the First Century while Cato climbed the steps to the platform in front of the temple and approached Corbulo.


			‘Cohort’s ready, sir.’


			The general gazed briefly at the neat ranks of the Praetorians and nodded. ‘So I can see. A fine body of men you have there, Tribune Cato.’


			‘Yes, sir. Thank you, sir.’


			‘And from the accounts I’ve heard they acquitted themselves well in Hispania under your command. Not to mention that unfortunate business back in Rome recently.’


			Cato said nothing. It was true that his men had been instrumental in the suppression of the plot against Nero to replace him with his younger stepbrother, Britannicus. That had involved a street battle in the capital itself, as well as an assault on the island of Capri, where the plotters had made their final stand. Since the capture and poisoning of Britannicus there had been a concerted effort to brush over the entire incident, which meant that the cohort had received no battle honours or any other official reward for its actions.


			Corbulo patted him on the shoulder. ‘Relax, Cato. We’re well away from Rome and the politicians, informers and conspirers now. We’re just soldiers here. Do your duty and don’t worry about anything else, eh?’


			‘Yes, sir.’


			‘Now then. Let’s see what Governor Quadratus has to say for himself.’


			The officers on the platform stared out across the square, beyond the quay, to where the trireme turned gracefully to present its beam as the rowers hurriedly shipped their oars. On deck sailors stood ready with coils of ropes and heaved them towards the dockers waiting on the quay. They hurriedly looped the ropes around the mooring posts and heaved the warship in until the hull bumped softly against the cork fenders, then tied off the mooring cables.


			At once a gangplank was run out and a party of marines dashed ashore, formed two lines on either side and stood to attention. A group of officers and men in togas stood towards the stern of the trireme, waiting. A moment later an individual wearing an elaborately crested helmet and silvered armour emerged from the small cabin at the rear and led his followers along the deck, across the gangplank and on to the quay. There he paused and briefly surveyed the Praetorians drawn up in front of him before he turned and snapped an order to one of his subordinates. Eight men carrying bundles of rods taped around them ran ahead and formed up in front of the governor.


			‘Lictors?’ one of Corbulo’s staff officers muttered. ‘Bit over the top for a ceremonial at the arse end of the Empire, wouldn’t you say?’


			‘Indeed.’ The general chuckled. ‘In any case, with this particular pissing competition I have the home advantage. A cohort of Praetorians trumps a pack of lictors any day. Especially here in my new command at the arse end of the Empire, as you helpfully point out.’


			The officer’s jaw sagged, then he made to respond, thought better of it and clamped his mouth shut as his face coloured with embarrassment.


			There was a long pause as Quadratus stood motionless, waiting for the general to descend and greet him. But Corbulo did not move, standing as still as the Praetorians lining the square. At length the other man gave in and waved his party forward.


			Cato smiled as he thought, Round one to the general.


			As the governor’s party reached the steps, Quadratus gestured for the others to halt and began to climb alone. Cato saw that Quadratus’s features were far more lined since their last encounter. The responsibilities and strain of his office had taken their toll. He was clearly unused to wearing armour and was breathing hard by the time he stepped up on to the platform and held out his hand.


			‘Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo, welcome.’


			‘It is for me to welcome you, Quadratus, since I sent for you.’ Before the governor could react to the barbed greeting, Corbulo stepped forward, smiled, clasped his forearm and gave it a brisk shake before he continued. ‘I take it you have received word from Rome with respect to my purpose here?’


			‘I have been told you were coming, yes. And that you have been tasked with restoring Armenia to Roman control. But I have not been appraised of the precise scope of your authority in this region.’


			‘No? I find that something of a surprise. But never mind, all will be clear once we have had the chance to discuss the situation at my headquarters. I have arranged for food and refreshments for you and your retinue. And accommodation. Tribune Cato! Dismiss your men, and escort the governor’s party to headquarters.’


			‘Yes, sir.’


			Corbulo nodded and then turned back to the governor. ‘Come.’


			Without a further word he indicated the narrow stairs at the end of the platform, leading down to the main street that ran from the quay to the Forum, where the opulent merchant’s house that served as the general’s headquarters dominated the markets arrayed around the Forum. Corbulo’s staff officers and clerks hurried after him while Cato returned to the square and cupped a hand to his mouth. ‘Centurion Macro! Dismiss the cohort!’


			‘Yes, sir!’


			Macro turned and called the men to attention, and then gave the order to fall out, and in an instant the neatly ordered ranks broke into clusters of men shouldering their spears as they ambled across the square. Cato turned to the governor’s party. Behind the lictors stood a group of officers and men in togas together with a handful of men in flowing robes. One stood a head taller than his companions. Powerfully built with a light-brown beard and dark hair, he stood with folded arms, feet braced apart as he watched the departing guardsmen with a shrewd eye.


			‘I’m Tribune Quintus Licinius Cato, commander of the general’s escort.’


			One of the toga-clad men stepped forward and bowed his head just enough to be polite, but not enough to imply that he regarded Cato as an equal. ‘Gaius Amatus Pinto, quaestor.’


			‘If you and your companions would follow me, sir,’ Cato said politely and gestured towards the street at the corner of the temple. Pinto fell into step beside him as they set off.


			‘I trust your voyage was pleasant,’ said Cato, by way of opening a conversation, trying not to be put off by the quaestor’s disdain of a moment ago.


			‘As pleasant as any trip by sea can be. I don’t find ships agreeable,’ Pinto said with feeling. ‘The motion of the deck under one’s feet is rather upsetting to the stomach, not to make too fine a point of it.’


			Cato felt his heart warm with sympathy towards the man. He suffered terribly from sea-sickness himself and spent most of the time on any voyage leaning over a side rail, waiting for the next bout of vomiting and retching to rack his slender frame.


			‘Still have your sea legs?’


			Pinto hesitated and then nodded. ‘Feels like I’ve had rather more wine than is good for me.’


			‘Is such a thing possible?’


			They glanced at each other and shared a quick laugh, grateful for the chance to relieve themselves of the formal prickliness of first meeting. They turned the corner and saw Corbulo’s party fifty paces ahead of them.


			‘So, Corbulo’s been sent to tame the Parthians,’ said Pinto. ‘The best general in the entire army, I’ve been told.’


			Cato pursed his lips. There were other fine commanders, but none with the length of experience and run of success of Corbulo.


			‘What do you make of him?’ Pinto continued in a confidential tone.


			‘Too early to say with any certainty. I’ve not served under him before. But he seems confident. And he speaks directly to the issues at hand.’


			‘Which is why he has succeeded as a soldier rather than a politician.’


			‘Suits me. If we go up against Parthia, I’d rather be led by a man who knows how to face the enemy with a sword in his hand.’


			‘Rather than knowing how to wield a dagger and plant it in someone’s back, eh?’


			Cato glanced sidelong and saw that Pinto was grinning at him. ‘Tribune, believe me, I know the difference between both types well enough. And Corbulo’s military credentials are unimpeachable. Rest easy. You and your men are in good hands.’


			‘Glad to hear it . . . I dare say that your governor does not hold Corbulo in the same high regard.’


			‘Can you blame him? He was the most powerful official in the eastern Empire. Four legions under his direct command and scores of auxiliary units. Making a fortune from the sale of tax collection contracts. All until Corbulo pitched up. Quadratus is not used to playing the minor role. Especially when he feels he is the obvious choice to deal with Parthia. He knows the region. He knows the local rulers and he feels the job should have been his. Quite understandable, really.’


			Cato shrugged. ‘What can I say? Nero made the appointment and sent Corbulo east. There’s nothing left to be done but obey the orders. That goes for all of us.’


			‘I take it you were chosen for this role because you prefer to be a soldier and not a politician, like your general?’


			‘I didn’t have a choice. My cohort was assigned to escort the general. Besides, I’m not a patrician. I don’t get to play with the politicians.’


			‘Really?’


			Cato was acutely conscious that he was being appraised by the other man, who was waiting for an explanation in lieu of having to pose pointed questions about Cato’s background. That his father had once been a slave, and he himself had spent his childhood as a slave, was no source of shame for Cato. He was proud of his achievements. He had risen into the ranks of the equites, the second-highest class of Roman citizenry, purely by his own efforts. Few aristocrats could say the same. Of course, thanks to his lowly origins, he would never be admitted to the Senate. The pinnacle of his career, if he survived long enough and won the favour of the emperor, would be the post of Prefect of Egypt. That was the most senior post any member of the equites could aspire to. However, it was so unlikely that Cato rarely allowed himself to imagine such a prospect.


			‘Quintus Licinius Cato? I’m sure I’ve heard your name spoken when I was last in Rome a few years back.’


			The opportunity to mention his achievements lay before him, but Cato refused to permit himself to boast. Instead he allowed himself the lesser victory of frustrating Pinto’s curiosity, and glanced back over his shoulder at the group following them, and his gaze was again caught by the tall figure dressed in robes of the east.


			‘Who’s the big man?’


			‘Him? Why, he’s the reason we’re all here and Parthia and Rome are at each other’s throats again.’


			‘Oh?’ Cato prompted.


			‘His name is Rhadamistus. Prince Rhadamistus. Heir to the throne of Iberia, a territory that borders Armenia. Only he was a bit impatient to inherit. So his father packed him off to Armenia at the head of an army so he could find his own kingdom to rule. Saved the old man the job of doing him in before he struck first. So he pitches up in Armenia, bribes the commander of the Roman garrison to hand over the previous king, butchers the entire royal family, and grabs the throne for himself. To make matters worse, the Roman governor of neighbouring Bithynia recognised his sovereignty without first referring the matter to Rome, which then made Rhadamistus our man.’


			‘So he’s a liability, then?’


			Pinto raised his hand and rocked the palm from side to side. ‘He’s a brave enough fellow, and strong with it, and his soldiers love him. Unfortunately, not enough of his subjects did, and they were happy to invite the Parthians in to kick him out. Only to discover that the Parthian replacement was almost as bad. Now we’ve got to put Rhadamistus back on the throne and make sure he stays there.’


			Cato thought for a moment. ‘There’s no other candidate?’


			‘Not at the moment. It’s down to our boy or the Parthian lad, Tiridates.’ Pinto clicked his tongue. ‘Can’t say I envy the Armenians.’


			‘I’m sure that many foreigners regard Rome with similar sentiments, given some of the emperors we’ve had . . .’ Cato coughed and continued quickly. ‘Although I’m confident that Nero will turn out fine.’


			‘I’m sure he will.’


			A short distance ahead the street opened out on to the Forum, burnished by the late-afternoon sunshine. Some of the traders were already packing up their stalls, but the main square was still bustling and the air was filled with the cries of tradesmen cutting above the hubbub of conversation and the clatter of hammers of metalsmiths. Directly opposite rose the columned facade of the merchant’s house. It was built on a large scale and with such ostentation as to cause even the crassest of wealthy Romans to wince. A squad of Praetorians stood guard at the entrance and snapped to attention as Corbulo and Quadratus approached.


			 ‘I imagine you could use something to drink after your voyage,’ said Cato.


			‘Too right. Be nice to have something to eat as well. And be sure that it’ll stay down.’


			Pinto picked up his pace and Cato lengthened his stride to stay at his side. Although the thought of a decent feast was welcome, the prospect of the tense meeting between his commander and the governor that would follow was not. With Parthia gathering its strength to hurl itself against the Roman frontier, now was not the time for Rome’s leaders in the region to engage in a pissing contest to win glory and honour for themselves, Cato reflected. Not when so much was at stake. When empires clashed, victory was sure to go to the side that was not riven by division and competing ambition.


			As they reached the entrance, Cato’s chest heaved with frustration as he prepared himself for the coming encounter within the general’s opulent quarters.


		




		

			CHAPTER FOUR


			Corbulo allowed his guests to drink and eat their fill before he called on the governor of Syria to join him in the merchant’s study, which he had chosen to use as his office. Quadratus insisted on bringing Pinto with him.


			‘Very well, since you are insisting on witnesses . . .’


			Quadratus shook his head. ‘It’s not that, my dear Corbulo. Of course I trust you, but I have reached an age when it is best to have an aide present, in case one loses track of details.’


			Corbulo stared at him coldly before he rejoined: ‘How wise. Then I shall do the same.’


			He glanced round and raised his voice. ‘Tribune Cato! Join us, please.’


			Cato had been watching the by-play from the other side of the banqueting table that ran down the length of the main hall, and set down the seeded bun he had been eating absent-mindedly and made his way round to the others. Corbulo led them out of the hall, across a corridor and into his office, and closed the door behind them. The room was comfortably sized and there was plenty of space for the campaign desk set up for the general’s scribes in addition to several cushioned stools used for briefings of his staff officers. A large window overlooked the garden in the centre of the house and a faint breeze stirred the fine material of the curtains on either side.


			‘Sit down, gentlemen,’ Corbulo ordered and then, as the others eased themselves on to the stools, he remained standing, looking down on them. A neat ploy, Cato noted. The general had established his authority over Quadratus once again. And now he moved smartly on to addressing the governor as if he were a junior officer.


			‘Why did you not act upon my summons as soon as you received it? We’ve lost nearly a month when we should have been preparing for the campaign.’


			‘I came as quickly as I could. But there were matters that had to be attended to before I could leave Antioch. Syria is a large province, General. Its governance is complicated.’


			‘I don’t require any lectures on administration, thank you. I summoned you to meet me here at once. Not at your leisure. In future, I expect a more timely response to any instructions I give you.’


			Quadratus’s expression became strained. ‘You have no right to speak to me like that. I am a senator, as you are. I hold the governorship of one of the most prestigious provinces in the Empire. Indeed, thanks to my exemplary service, I have held the post for many years more than the previous incumbent.’


			‘That may change very soon,’ Corbulo cut in. ‘I dare say that if I reported that I considered it necessary to replace you, then Nero would readily agree. Of course, I hope that I will not have to. I’d rather make use of your extensive experience and contacts, as long as they are useful in planning and executing the campaign against Parthia.’


			The governor could control his patience no longer and he stood abruptly. ‘You go too far! By what authority do you act in such a high-handed manner? I have a good mind to report back to Rome myself and demand that you be recalled. I am certain that I can handle those Parthians myself, without any help from some soldier who has spent almost his entire career skulking around the forests of Germania . . .’


			Cato watched his commander’s face closely but saw not even a flicker of a reaction to the outburst. Instead, Corbulo calmly picked up a scroll from his desk and opened it out for Quadratus to see.


			‘There is my authority. Sealed with the imperial ring. “Gnaeus Domitius Corbulo is empowered to act in my name in all matters civil and military within the extent of, and including, the provinces stretching between Cappadocia and Judaea. I require all officials, regardless of rank, to obey his instructions as they would mine, on pain of being recalled to Rome to face charges of misconduct in public office, or treason, whichever is deemed appropriate to the individuals concerned.” So, it seems that you have been placed under my direct command, Quadratus.’


			The governor read, and then re-read, the imperial authority with a stony face before he clenched his jaw, nodded and resumed his seat. Corbulo turned to Pinto.


			‘Since the governor has had the foresight to insist on your presence, I require you to state that you have witnessed his reading and comprehension of the imperial authority. Do you agree?’


			Pinto glanced at Quadratus for direction but the latter was staring directly ahead and gave him no sign. Pinto swallowed and nodded. ‘Yes, sir.’


			‘And you, Tribune Cato. For the record.’


			‘I bear witness to that, sir.’


			‘Good. Then that’s settled.’


			Corbulo reached for a waxed slate on his desk and glanced over it before he continued. ‘The first step will be to prepare our military effort. I will need up-to-date strength returns of every unit stationed within the provinces under my command, starting with Syria, since that is where most of them are concentrated. I want them as soon as possible. No further delays or excuses. Is that clear?’


			‘Perfectly clear,’ Quadratus confirmed tightly.


			‘The backbone of my army will be the legions. You have four under your command based in Syria?’


			Quadratus nodded. ‘That’s right. The Tenth, Twelfth, Third and Sixth. As soon as I received word of Nero’s decision I moved some units to Bactris, on the Euphrates, to guard against Parthian raiders attempting to cross there.’


			‘A sensible precaution. Now, what of your other forces? Auxiliaries?’


			‘Eight infantry cohorts, but they’re mostly dispersed in city and town garrisons across the province. Some are in forward outposts.’


			‘What about cavalry?’


			‘Five cohorts. Mostly on patrol duty.’


			Corbulo did a quick estimate. ‘Some twenty-six thousand men in all, then?’


			‘If they were all at full strength. I would be surprised if they numbered more than fifteen thousand as things stand.’


			Corbulo made a note on his waxed tablet before he continued. ‘Any special units? Archers, slingers?’


			‘One of the cohorts is from the Balearics. Slingers.’


			The general made some more notes and then looked up again. ‘So, as far as the legions go, which are the best?’


			Quadratus paused before speaking and Cato saw a calculating look flit across his face for a moment. Then he shrugged as he replied: ‘Oh, there’s nothing much to choose between them. Of course, none of them have been in action for a long time. Aside from the odd punitive raid, or crowd control when things get out of hand at the chariot races. The only men with any campaigns under their belts are those who have transferred in from other legions. I’m sure they will perform well enough when called on to fight.’


			‘Hmmm, we’ll see about that. As for their quality, from my own enquiries it seems that the Tenth and the Twelfth are in poor shape. So I’ll be leaving those under your command for now. The other two I’ll be taking under my direct command immediately, together with most of your auxiliaries. They are to march for Bactris the moment you return to Syria. I’ll make sure you have their orders in writing before you leave us.’


			Quadratus exchanged an anxious look with Pinto before he shook his head. ‘But that will leave Syria open to attack. I barely have enough men to defend the province and keep the locals in line as it is.’


			‘That’s nonsense, and you know it. There have always been far more troops than are required to maintain order. The legions are there to deter Parthia and to form the backbone of any army required to launch a campaign against the enemy. Now it’s time for them to be put to use, and you will have more than enough left to hold Syria down. Besides, I am regarding the Tenth and Twelfth as my reserve, and it is more than likely I will be calling on them for replacements when the campaign gets under way. I may even require them to join the main army if the situation demands it. I would advise you to prepare your province for that contingency.’


			‘I protest!’


			‘Protest all you like. Put it in writing if that makes you feel better. You can protest directly to the emperor if you wish. But given that my orders come directly from him, Nero may not appreciate having them called into question.’


			Cato tried to hide his amusement as he watched Quadratus blanch and struggle to find any effective solution to his predicament. Corbulo gave him a moment to reflect before he continued. ‘I am sure you will give me your full support for the duration of the conflict with Parthia. In turn I will be sure to keep you informed of any significant developments, and will confer with you regularly on the best way to proceed. Subject to my orders and the authority conferred on me.’


			If it was meant as a sop of comfort then it had little effect, thought Cato as he regarded the governor’s stony expression. It was more than likely that Quadratus would abide by the terms of Corbulo’s authority to the absolute minimum, and would use back channels to his friends and allies in Rome to undermine his rival. To be fair, Cato mused, Corbulo would be sure to do the same. Even a successful general could not count on his indispensability and was obliged to play politics to cover his back.


			‘Moving on.’ Corbulo nodded in the direction of the main hall where the other guests were still feasting. ‘I take it the elaborately dressed giant in your retinue is Rhadamistus?’


			‘King Rhadamistus, yes.’


			‘A king without a kingdom is not much of a king, in my view. And since his father is not keen on having a potential rival return to Iberia, then he is barely worthy of the title “prince”. The truth is, he is a tool of Roman policy. He will be returned to the throne of Armenia again only because Rome is prepared to force the issue at swordpoint. In return he will be our ally and will do our bidding henceforth. That is the price of our support. I dare say that some in Rome are already looking to ensure that Rhadamistus agrees to bequeath his kingdom to us on his death. At which point Armenia will become a fully fledged province of the Empire and that will put an end to Parthia’s scheming.’ Corbulo waved a hand dismissively. ‘But that’s work for the future. What matters now is getting him back on the throne as swiftly as possible. Aside from that motley crew of hangers-on that are with him, does he have any soldiers at his disposal? Or any allies he can call on to fight with him?’


			Quadratus turned to Pinto. ‘Well?’


			His aide nodded. ‘There’s some men from the Iberian contingent his father provided him with to seize the throne in the first place. Five hundred infantry and perhaps two thousand mounted men. But that’s all, sir. He was not on the throne long enough to make any firm alliances with surrounding kingdoms.’


			‘A pity,’ Corbulo responded. ‘Still, two and a half thousand men. That’s something. Though not nearly enough for him to win back his kingdom alone. And that is the priority right now. I must have Armenia securely in our hands while I raise, equip and supply the army for any campaign against Parthia.’


			Cato felt a chill of anxiety at the general’s words. As far as Cato knew, the emperor’s orders extended to retrieving Armenia. Was it possible that Corbulo intended on widening his remit? The prospect of yet another costly campaign across the vast expanse of unmapped Parthia filled Cato with foreboding.


			Corbulo cleared his throat. ‘I’ll need to speak with Rhadamistus later. But for now, I’m pleased that we have established the basis of our working relationship, my dear Quadratus. Together, I am sure we will do the Empire proud. And while there’s still wine and food to go round, I suggest you two return to the feast.’


			It was a blunt dismissal and the governor and Pinto rose and made their way out of the room without another word. Once the door had closed behind them, Corbulo’s features relaxed into a smile. ‘I don’t think I made any friends there. But he needed to be put firmly in his place.’


			Cato nodded.


			‘I noted your expression at the end. When I mentioned a campaign against Parthia. I take it you disapprove of any wider operations?’


			It was a very direct observation and Cato was discomforted that his superior had divined his feelings so easily. ‘Sir, I have no say in the matter.’


			‘No say, but plenty of opinions, I’m sure. Speak freely, Cato. I value honest comments from my subordinates when the time is appropriate, and strict obedience once a matter is decided and the order is given.’


			‘Yes, sir. I share that philosophy.’ Cato collected his thoughts. ‘Very well. I can’t help being concerned about the army being drawn into a wider conflict with Parthia. Rome has been down that road before and it has not gone well for us.’


			‘I am aware of that, and have no intention of repeating the mistake. I fully intend to limit the campaign to winning Armenia back for Rome. But if Vologases widens the conflict, then I have to be ready to meet any attacks across the Euphrates, as well as any attempt to seize Armenia once again. What I will not be doing is hurling myself deep into Parthia in an attempt to win deathless glory and fill my coffers with Parthian gold and silver.’ Corbulo paused. ‘I believe there is an unwritten contract between a general and the men he leads. An honourable general does not risk their lives unnecessarily, nor should he ever price his personal ambition above their lives. There, Tribune Cato. Does that reassure you?’


			‘Yes, sir. That’s good to know.’


			‘And you can hold me to that standard. This I swear.’ Corbulo moved round behind his table and sat down opposite Cato. ‘I also believe in taking the initiative whenever possible. Keep the enemy off balance and the battle is half won. Which is why there must be no delay in restoring Rhadamistus to the Armenian throne. I dare say what’s left of his army is little more than a rabble. Their ranks will need stiffening if he is to have any chance of success. He needs Roman soldiers behind him. And some siege equipment if his rival, Tiridates, decides to hold out in the capital city, Artaxata. The problem is, I have no troops directly to hand, except your cohort . . .’


			Cato felt his heart beat faster. ‘My cohort? But we were assigned to serve as your escort, sir. Who will guard you?’


			‘I don’t need all of them to guard me. I’m quite safe here in Tarsus. A small party of bodyguards will suffice. Besides, I will have two legions and plenty of auxiliaries to hand once Quadratus sends them up from Syria. It will take many months to prepare the army for a campaign. It’s likely I won’t be able to move before next year. But a smaller force is much easier to provision and send on its way. That will be your command, Tribune. Your cohort and any auxiliary troops I can spare. Your orders will be to escort Rhadamistus and his forces to Artaxata and place him on the throne. Then you will assist the king in holding on until I am ready to bring the army up to deal with any threat from Parthia.’


			‘What if the Parthians reinforce Tiridates first, sir?’


			‘I doubt that will happen. Firstly, they too have to mobilise their forces and ready the necessary supplies. Secondly, I received some interesting intelligence from our sources in Parthia. It seems that King Vologases is facing a threat from one of his vassal states, the Hyrcanians. Better still, his son, Vardanes, has betrayed his father and thrown in his lot with the rebels.’ Corbulo smiled thinly. ‘The fact that he was handsomely bribed by Roman agents might have had something to do with it. In any case, he can afford the services of enough mercenaries to give his father plenty of trouble. More than enough to distract him from operations in Armenia for a while. Tiridates is on his own. So, you’ve no worries on that score, Tribune Cato.’


			‘I guess not, sir.’


			‘It should be a straightforward enough operation. It should take you no longer than three months from now. Get your man to the capital, get him on the throne and remain there until further orders. I’d say your biggest challenge is not to throttle the bastard before it’s all over.’


			‘Sir?’


			‘I’ve heard enough about the man to know he’s an arrogant individual with a cruel streak a mile wide.’


			‘Ah . . .’


			‘Just keep him out of trouble, Cato. I’m sure you can manage that. I’ve got to know you well enough these last few months to be confident you are just the man for the job.’



OEBPS/Images/Twitterbirdlogo_Col.jpg





OEBPS/Images/BloodRome_Maps.jpg
THE FRONTIER BETWEEN
ROME AND PARTHIA
IN THE FIRST CENTURY

200 miles

200 300 kilometers






OEBPS/Images/BloodRome-TitlePage.jpg
EEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEEE

tHE BLOOD
oF ROME





OEBPS/Images/Bloodrome_hbcover1.jpg
NUMBER ONE:* ‘;- ! g
BESTSELLING. - \‘

AUTHOR, e «/{

EAGLES+*OF-THE+EMPIRE

THE BLOOD
oF ROME

ROME’S'MILITARY HEROES
FACE A DEADLY ENEMY





OEBPS/Images/SimonScarrow17_wc.jpg
s1o1eM\ 11 © ydersojoyd toyiny






OEBPS/Images/Facebooklogo.jpg





OEBPS/Images/Headlinelogo_2016.jpg
HEADLINE





OEBPS/Images/BloodRome_Maps1.jpg
PRAETORIAN GUARD
CHAIN OF COMMAND

GENERAL CORBULO
(Commander of Roman forces in the Eastern Empire)

TRIBUNE CATO
(Commander of the Armenian advance column)

[
[1st HJ\ 5th] Prince

Centurion Centurion | Centurion Rhadamistus
Macro Nicolis Placinus |

(Second in Centurion

Command) [7,4] Keranus Horse-archers

Centurion  Centurion ~ Centurion Metellus |
Ignatius Petillius Porcino (Officer in  Cataphracts
Command
of Siege
Train)  Infantry levies

Standard  Optio
bearer

10 sections
of 8 men






OEBPS/Images/Bloodrome_hbcover.jpg
5

NUMBER ONE:*
BESTSELLING .
AUTHOR . & /

SCARROW

E*A GLBS#O F - T H E « E\M RUSRSE

THE BLOOD
oE ROME

ROME’S MILITARY HEROES
FACE A DEADLY ENEMY





