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			‘It would be best if the Greeks never made war on each other, but could ever speak with one heart and voice, repel barbarian invaders together and unite in preserving themselves and their cities. If such a union is unattainable, I would counsel you to take due precautions for your safety, in view of the greatness of this war in the west. It is evident that whether the Romans or Carthaginians win this war, the victors will not be content with the sovereignty of Italy and Sicily. They are sure to come here and extend their ambitions beyond the bounds of justice. Therefore I implore you all to secure yourselves against this danger, and I address myself especially to King Philip.’

			Agelaus of Aetolia, conference of Naupactus, 217 bc

			 

		

	
		
			 

			 

			 

			 

			A SHORT NOTE ABOUT GREEK CITY STATES

			 

			 

			 

			Ancient Greece contained a confusing plethora of similar-sounding city states and regions. Most readers will have known of Athens, Sparta and Macedon, but not necessarily of Aetolia, Achaea, Athamania and Acarnania. Thermopylae and Marathon will be familiar, but it’s less likely for modern readers to know the towns of the Hellespont and the mountain towns between Macedon and Illyria. It took me some time to familiarise myself with these political and geographical entities, and so to increase your enjoyment of the book, I urge you first to spend a little time looking over the maps. 

			 

			Two of the maps that follows are identical save for the spelling of place names. One is from the Roman perspective, with place names in anglicised Latin, and the other from the Greek perspective, with place names in anglicised Greek.

			 

			Ben Kane
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			PROLOGUE

			 

			Off the southern coast of Italia, early summer, 215 BC

			It was a beautiful evening, balmy and windless; the sea resembled a sheet of hammered bronze. A dozen small fishing boats were homeward bound, shadowed by screeching gulls. Light winked off soldiers’ helmets on the coastal road. In the western sky, the mountains of Bruttium were dark shadows against the slow-sinking, golden orb of the sun. North-eastward, somewhere in the heat haze, lay the great city of Tarentum. Further out on the water, a squadron of Roman triremes beat a passage across the great, square-edged bay that cut deep into Italia’s southern shores.

			The ships were in two lines of five, and the front central vessel was commanded by the admiral Publius Valerius Flaccus. He was in no hurry – the three-day patrol, as far as the town of Locri and back again, had been uneventful – and they would reach their home port of Tarentum by sunset. Flaccus had decided that writing his report and other such duties could wait until the morrow. After a bath and a change of clothes, he was looking forward to an evening in the company of his mistress, the widow of a nobleman who had fallen at Cannae.

			Flaccus was a short, determined individual. A fleshy jowl and receding hair took nothing away from his commanding presence, which was accentuated by a pair of bright blue eyes. It was these last, he was sure, together with his high rank and city graces, that had seen the widow succumb to his advances. Tarentum was no backwater, but those from Rome had a more cultured air; Flaccus knew how to milk that invisible superiority to the last drop. It had worked on his mistress-to-be the first time they’d met, at a recent feast to honour his arrival in the city. His lips twitched. He had bedded her the same night.

			Just the right type of plump, she had soft, perfumed skin and remarkably pert breasts. Her bedroom tastes, wide-ranging and insatiable, were an endless source of surprise and pleasure. Flaccus reined in his imagination; like his officers, he sported a short tunic at sea rather than the cumbersome toga of his rank.

			From his position close to the steersman, he had a view along the length of the ship. A central walkway connected the bow to the stern. To either side, three banks of oarsmen sat on benches, their bodies and outstretched arms moving back and forth in perpetual rhythm. At the front a flautist played, his melody setting the beat. The oar masters, standing every twenty-five paces along the walkway, rapped their metal-shod staffs on the planking in time to the tune. Currently the slow cruise, it commanded a steady speed that the rowers could keep up for hours.

			It excited Flaccus to think that with a single word, he could have the entire squadron move to ramming speed. He had done so before, during training exercises, and by the gods, it stirred the blood. It would feel different when closing with an enemy fleet, of course; thrilling and terrifying at the same time. Quite how frightening, Flaccus had no idea, but imagining a ram’s ridged bronze snout punching through his ship’s hull was enough to make his belly tighten. Sinking to a watery grave was not how he wanted to end his life – nor was being sucked under by a passing vessel, or being speared in the sea by the foe. Sending a Carthaginian ship to the bottom, now that was an appealing thought. So too was running down the side of an enemy trireme, shearing away oars, and turning the vessel into a useless hulk to be boarded at one’s leisure.

			‘Sail!’

			The lookout’s unexpected cry focused everyone’s attention, not least Flaccus’. Fishing boats, plentiful and unthreatening, didn’t warrant a shout. Trading vessels did, but with nightfall approaching, most round-bellied merchantmen would already be moored in a harbour, or anchored close to shore.

			‘Another sail!’ cried the lookout. ‘Three, four – I see five, dead ahead!’

			Flaccus hurried to the prow, the captain on his heels. An oar master goggled at him, and Flaccus snapped, ‘Maintain the rhythm until told otherwise, fool!’

			He shoved past, the yells of the lookouts on his other ships increasing his unease.

			It seemed doubtful the intruders were Carthaginian. Since Rome’s huge naval victories during the last war, thought Flaccus, the guggas avoided encounters with Roman fleets wherever possible. Another alternative, Macedonian warships, seemed as unlikely. King Philip had attacked the island of Cephallenia two years before, it was true, and there were rumours of his designs on Illyria, but he wouldn’t have the gall to send ships into Italian waters. Flaccus put the notion from his mind.

			He reached the lookout, a skinny lad with wind-tousled hair. ‘Where?’

			The lookout gave him a nervous salute, and pointed a few degrees to starboard. ‘There, sir. About two miles away.’

			Flaccus raised a hand to his eyes. Far in the distance, outlined against the dark sea, were three white squares – sails. His heart thumped. He waited, spying after a moment two more. The ships were heading south-east towards the headland that formed Italia’s heel, and any hope of a successful pursuit once they rounded that would be lost, he judged.

			‘Shall we give chase, sir?’ The captain, a bow-legged old salt whom Flaccus had grown to like, was by his side.

			‘Aye. They’re not Roman, that’s certain. It would be best to find out what they are doing in these waters.’

			‘With the sun behind us, sir, they won’t know we’re coming until we are good and close.’ The captain’s leer revealed half a dozen peg-like brown stumps. ‘Gives us a decent chance, that does.’

			Flaccus nodded. ‘Good.’

			The captain waved at the flautist. ‘Fast cruise!’

			A quicker melody started, and at once the oar masters took up the new rhythm. The rowers bent their backs and heaved, and within ten heartbeats, the trireme’s speed had doubled. The ram scythed into the waves, as if it could sense their new prey.

			The chase was on.

			 

			It was a close-run affair in the end. Flaccus’ ships had come to within perhaps three-quarters of a mile before their quarry realised a thing. Quite what gave them away at that point was unclear – the sun was so low that anyone staring west would have been almost blinded – but suddenly, the five ships’ speed increased to match that of the Roman triremes.

			The headland was close, and the open sea beyond beckoned. Flaccus threw the dice, and gambled all.

			‘Ramming speed!’ he bellowed.

			It was a Herculean task to expect his oarsmen to sustain a chase with that distance remaining, but there was nothing to lose. At worst, the ships would escape, Flaccus decided, and his crews would face a long pull back to Tarentum under the stars. At best, their quarry would be brought to bay, and he’d discover why they had run like startled deer.

			In the event, the breakneck-speed chase was short. Two of the vessels they were pursuing broke away, but the crews aboard the rest were no match for Flaccus’ oarsmen. Seeing their fellows’ plight, the front pair of ships came to a stop in the water. Cumbersome craft though they were, and outnumbered by his triremes, Flaccus took no chances. He sent four ships to surround the front two, and with the five remaining and his own vessel, crowded in around the slowest.

			Shouted commands saw the three merchantmen’s oars shipped. No one armed could be seen on their decks, and Flaccus’ initial unease was replaced by a calm smugness. His plan had been well executed; resistance appeared unlikely. He had time to discover the ships’ purpose, treat them accordingly, whether that be to fine their captains or impound their vessels, and still reach Tarentum before moonrise. His evening with his mistress was not under threat, an immense satisfaction.

			Anticipation rising, Flaccus watched as the oarsmen eased his ship alongside the largest merchantman, a round-bellied craft with a square canvas sail. The port side oars rattled and dripped as they were drawn in. The ships slid past one another, scraping timbers; grappling hooks thumped onto the deck and were made fast. The sailors on the captured vessel shuffled about, faces tight with fear. Close to the mast, a small group of richly dressed men shared nervous mutters.

			‘Send over a boarding party,’ Flaccus ordered. ‘Find out who’s in charge, and bring him to me.’

			The gangplank dropped with a bang, and a score of marines clattered across, led by an optio.

			Four soon returned, leading a stout figure. ‘Says he’s the commander, sir,’ declared the optio. A none too friendly shove propelled the captive closer to Flaccus. Middle-aged, with a neat beard, he had intelligent eyes. An embroidered himation, gold finger rings and his confident carriage marked him as a man of means. He bowed to Flaccus.

			‘Xenophanes of Athens, at your service, sir.’ His Latin was accented, but good. ‘Might I know your name?’

			‘Publius Valerius Flaccus, admiral.’ He studied Xenophanes’ face for signs of guile, but could see none. This meant nothing. In times of war, thought Flaccus, a man could trust no one save those who had proved themselves worthy of it. The Athenian hadn’t made a good start. ‘You fled from my ships. Why?’

			Xenophanes’ fingers fluttered. ‘My apologies, admiral. We took you for pirates. Coming from the west, with the sun at your backs – it seemed sure that we were being attacked. There are a few weapons on each ship, but these are no warships. Flight was my only option.’ A nervous smile. ‘Not that we got far. Your oarsmen are to be commended.’

			Flaccus ignored the compliment. ‘What is your business in these waters?’

			Xenophanes’ expression grew confidential. He leaned closer, but the distrustful optio seized him by the shoulder. Xenophanes raised his hands. ‘I mean the admiral no harm.’

			‘Keep your distance then, savage,’ growled the optio.

			Anger flitted across Xenophanes’ face, but he gave Flaccus a practised smile. ‘I wish to speak in confidence, without other ears listening.’

			‘Say what you have to say,’ said Flaccus, already tired of whatever game Xenophanes was trying to play. In Tarentum, his mistress was waiting.

			With a dark glance at the optio, Xenophanes muttered, ‘I am an emissary of Philip of Macedon.’ Seeing Flaccus’ astonishment, he added quickly, ‘As a neutral, the king deemed it easier for me to seek a meeting with your consuls and Senate; my purpose was to seal a pact of friendship with Rome and its people.’

			This Flaccus had not expected. ‘These are strange tidings. Philip has borne the Republic ill will of recent years.’

			‘A misunderstanding, nothing more.’ Xenophanes’ tone was bluff.

			It was hard to see how invading Cephallenia was to be misunderstood, thought Flaccus. ‘I am unaware of any Macedonian embassy journeying to Rome.’

			‘You have heard nothing of my task, admiral, because we failed to reach Rome. Landing at Juno’s temple near Croton, we travelled overland towards Capua. Encountering Roman forces, we met with the praetor Laevinus. He was a generous host, and provided an escort to guide us on the safest routes, protection from Hannibal’s army.’

			Flaccus hid his surprise. Laevinus was a praetor operating in Campania. It seemed doubtful that Xenophanes could know of him unless he had met with the man, but that didn’t explain why he, Flaccus, remained unaware of the Macedonian embassy and its unexpected mission. News of a possible alliance with Philip – welcome after the disaster at Cannae the previous year – would travel fast, thought Flaccus. And yet, Xenophanes’ story wasn’t beyond the realms of possibility.

			‘You were attacked by the Carthaginians, I assume. Is that why your journey to Rome failed?’

			Xenophanes looked strained. ‘Aye. Numidian cavalry are as deadly as they say. Several of our escort were killed, and their commander deemed it too unsafe to continue. On our return to Laevinus’ camp, I pleaded for further aid to no avail. All his troops were needed to fight the enemy, he said. Without military protection, there was no chance of reaching Rome; I was forced to abandon our mission. You find us on our way back to Macedon.’

			‘Have you proof of Philip’s intentions?’

			‘Of course. The documents are in a chest in my cabin. Say the word, and I will have them brought across.’

			Flaccus rubbed his chin. Previous hostility between Rome and Macedonia wouldn’t prevent Philip from seeking an alliance. Keenly aware that the fast-approaching onset of night would delay his return to Tarentum – and the willing arms of his mistress – by a considerable amount, Flaccus came to a decision. If Xenophanes’ papers seemed genuine and a search of his craft brought nothing else to light, he would have little reason to detain the Athenian further.

			‘Let me have a look.’

			Pleased, Xenophanes nodded. Cupping a hand to his mouth, he shouted an order at the nearest of his sailors.

			Flaccus’ good humour was returning. ‘Wine?’ he asked.

			‘I would be honoured, admiral.’ Xenophanes’ bow was a good deal deeper than before.

			They had toasted each other and drunk by the time the documents came aboard. Flaccus cast a critical eye at the two parchments, one of which was in Carthaginian and the other in Greek. The wording of the former seemed to bear out Xenophanes’ testimony; he assumed the latter to read the same. Stamped with a Macedonian seal, with a bold signature from Philip himself, both appeared authentic. His decision confirmed, Flaccus signalled for more wine. Smiling, Xenophanes accepted a refill.

			‘Let us hope that your next attempt to reach Rome succeeds,’ said Flaccus, saluting Xenophanes with his cup. ‘Here’s to long-lasting friendship between the Republic and Macedonia.’

			‘May the gods grant it so,’ replied Xenophanes, returning the gesture.

			Cup drained, Flaccus glanced at the optio. ‘Escort this gentleman back to his ship. Check the boarding party have found nothing important, and have them return.’

			‘My thanks for your hospitality,’ said Xenophanes.

			‘Neptunus watch over your ships,’ Flaccus replied.

			‘May Poseidon do the same to you.’

			‘Captain, make ready to shove off,’ ordered Flaccus.

			Xenophanes had just set foot on the gangplank when a commotion broke out on his ship. Raised voices came from below decks. Two marines clambered into sight.

			‘We’ve found something, sir!’ they shouted at the optio. ‘More like someone,’ added the tallest.

			Flaccus was by the rail in a heartbeat. ‘What is it?’

			‘We discovered three men in the bottom of the hold, sir,’ said the lead marine. ‘Right behind a load of stacked amphorae, they was. If one hadn’t sneezed, we never would have found them.’

			Flaccus’ eyes shot to Xenophanes. The Greek was halfway across the gangplank, and his pace had noticeably quickened.

			‘Halt, Xenophanes!’ bellowed Flaccus. ‘Get him back over here, optio.’ To the marines, he said, ‘Bring them up. Quickly!’

			Soon a trio of swarthy men stood blinking on the deck opposite Flaccus. With a look of grim satisfaction, the optio pushed Xenophanes to stand alongside. The Athenian ignored the newcomers, and Flaccus’ suspicions returned with a vengeance. With their dark complexions, oiled ringlets, and long tunics, they resembled the Carthaginians he’d encountered. ‘Well, Xenophanes?’

			They stared at one another in silence.

			‘They’re paying passengers,’ Xenophanes admitted. Spots of colour marked his cheekbones. ‘I knew it wouldn’t look good to have their type on board if we were stopped by Roman ships.’

			‘What type would that be?’ asked Flaccus, sneering.

			Silence.

			‘Well?’

			‘Carthaginians.’

			As Xenophanes spoke, understanding blossomed in Flaccus’ mind. ‘Search the guggas.’

			Inside twenty heartbeats, a separate set of documents was in his hands, discovered under the tunic of the most senior Carthaginian, a proud-faced man with a hawkish look. The emissary soon lost his composure under a rain of blows from the optio and his men; Xenophanes yelped like a whipped child as he too was beaten. Flaccus, whose nod had initiated the assaults, paid no attention. The tip of his tongue stuck from between his lips as he laboriously read the Greek. More shocked than he’d have thought possible, he reread the letter three times before trying to comprehend its full significance.

			Flaccus caught the captain’s eye. ‘Change course. We sail for Rome.’

			The old salt looked startled. ‘Rome, sir?’

			‘You heard me. Send a message to the other ships. Three will accompany us. The others are to return to Tarentum with the merchantmen.’

			‘Aye, sir.’ The captain shouted to the oar masters, who rapped out a set of orders. At once, the rowers on one side of the ship heaved their oars out of the water, while those on the other dug deep, turning the ship around to face the west.

			Flaccus watched impatiently. He wanted to order ramming speed, but there was no point exhausting the oarsmen. Despite his urgency, the capital was at least two days’ voyage away.

			‘We’re bound for Rome, sir?’ The optio had moved to his side.

			‘Aye.’

			‘Can I ask why, sir?’

			The optio could speak to no one else of importance on the ship, Flaccus decided, and besides, the news would spread the length and breadth of Italia before the month was out. ‘You are to keep this to yourself.’

			‘On my life, sir,’ said the optio

			‘Philip seeks an alliance with Hannibal.’

			The optio looked confused.

			‘Here’s the proof!’ Flaccus brandished the letter.

			In the light of the setting sun, the writing on the parchment took on a blood-red hue.

			A worse omen Flaccus could not imagine.
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			CHAPTER I

			Thirteen years later . . .

			Near the town of Chalkedon, on the shores of the Propontis, late summer 202 BC

			Demetrios didn’t like hiding in the trees, but near the tents, it was easy to be spotted. Pilfering was a dangerous occupation. He’d been caught and badly beaten a couple of times; now he spied out the ground before risking his skin. Here on the fringes of King Philip’s camp, among the evergreen bushes and cork oaks, he could pick the right moment. The only people about were soldiers seeking a quiet place to empty their bowels, and men with that on their minds paid little heed to a loitering youth in a ragged chiton. They’d take him for one of the hundreds of opportunistic tag-alongs following the Macedonian fleet along the Propontis.

			Demetrios was no scavenger, but an oarsman on one of Philip’s ships. Not on a glorious trireme, with its shining ram and patterned sail, or on one of the nimble lembi. His floating home was a pot-bellied, low-in-the-water transport vessel. It wasn’t his choice of career, gods no. Since he was a boy, Demetrios had wanted to be a soldier who fought in the mighty phalanx. Now the chance of that seemed harder to reach than the summit of Olympos in mid-winter. It might have happened, thought Demetrios, if Ares hadn’t turned his face away, if the other gods hadn’t conspired against him.

			His shepherd father had been poor, but he’d proudly served as a slinger in his younger days. He had taught Demetrios how to hunt, and sent him to learn pankration and wrestling with the wealthier farmers’ sons. Lean, and wiry, strong from hard labour on the farm, he had learned fast, which was as well, for the richer boys had made fun of him at every opportunity. Stubborn, he had persevered, always thinking of his father’s words: with the right introductions when he was older, becoming a phalangist could be arranged.

			If only Father wasn’t gone, thought Demetrios, his grief cutting him like knives. But he was, murdered by sheep rustlers on a filthy autumn night two years back. Orphaned – Demetrios’ mother had died when he was five – and beggared by the theft of the entire flock, he had been reduced from shepherd’s son to landless peasant at one stroke. With winter coming, even the kindest neighbours were able to feed him no more than for a few days. Soon he’d been forced to Pella, Macedon’s capital and the nearest town of any size. Friendless, alone, his life on the streets had not been pleasant; he had survived by labouring in the market and on the docks.

			In the spring just gone, when news spread that the king was to carry war to the Propontis, a sudden need had sprung up for crewmen on merchant vessels; Philip’s soldiers would need vast quantities of food on their campaign, and ships to carry it. Sick of living hand to mouth, eager to be near the army, Demetrios had signed on with the first captain who would take him – which was how he found himself on the outskirts of the Macedonian camp, thousands of stadia from home.

			His dream of becoming a phalangist hadn’t quite vanished, but his day-to-day struggles ensured that he scarcely gave it a thought. The physical demands of rowing were immense, the oar masters overfond of using fists and feet. The rowers toiled from dawn to dusk under the burning hot sun. Water was passed around regularly, but rest periods were rare. After wolfing down his meal each night, Demetrios often had the energy only to lie down with his blanket. Sleep was hard to come by, thanks to those of his fellows who prowled the decks in search of flesh. After a near escape soon after joining the ship, he had formed an unofficial alliance with a couple of the younger rowers. They weren’t friends as such – Demetrios knew this because they’d both stolen food from him – but come nightfall, the three stayed close, and took turns to stay awake. The arrangement meant he got a little more rest than before, but his sleep was fitful, and he always kept a dagger clutched in his fist.

			Advancement from the benches seemed improbable; his hope of becoming a shepherd again was more realistic, but it would take a year at least to save the coin for a few sheep. Demetrios concentrated, therefore, on getting through each day, and trying to fill his belly as often as possible. Eighteen, still growing, he was always hungry. Aboard their ship at least, oarsmen’s rations were poor quality and served in miserly portions. Stealing provisions was a daily, necessary task. Mornings were no good – Demetrios had had to grow used to his growling stomach at these times – but at the end of the day, as the sun set, when soldiers and sailors were tired, the pickings were better. He had learned to choose the tents where most men were absent, leaving the soldier whose turn it was to cook.

			One such lay not fifty paces away, the closest to his position in the trees. An iron tripod stood over a small fire; dangling from its chain was a pot. Saliva filled Demetrios’ mouth at the thought of the bubbling stew within. Despite its appeal, the risks were too great. Running with a vessel full of boiling liquid – a nigh-on impossible task – would end badly. Less tasty, but easy to steal, were the flat breads that had been set to cook on stones around the fire. Two or three would sate Demetrios’ hunger. He might also trade one with a crewmate for a morsel of meat, or some olives.

			His hopes that the soldier would be distracted by a neighbour had thus far come to naught, and so when the man gave his stew a good stir and then aimed for the trees with a determined gait, Demetrios grinned. Gods, let him need a shit rather than a piss, he prayed. He waited until the man, a tough-looking peltast, had drawn near before leaving the treeline, at the same time making a show of adjusting his chiton in the manner of someone who has just visited the latrine. Avoiding eye contact, Demetrios angled his walk away from the fire with its all-important bread. Close to the tents, a surreptitious glance told him the peltast had vanished into the woods.

			Demetrios changed direction. Twenty steps, and he was standing by the tripod. The rich aroma of pork and herbs filled his mouth with saliva. Snatching up the cook’s ladle, he scooped up a great mouthful. It was better tasting food than he’d had in days. His belly screamed for more, but time wasn’t on his side. Demetrios grabbed three flat breads, and then, unable to stop himself, a hunk of cheese as well. Dropped into his loose-necked chiton, they were held in place by his belt. He looked to the trees, and was relieved to see no sign of the peltast. When his theft was noticed, thought Demetrios, he would be long gone.

			Whistling his father’s favourite tune, he sauntered off between the tents. Tonight, he would sleep on a full stomach.

			 

			There was no pursuit from his well-executed crime. Success made Demetrios cocky. Rather than eating in the relative safety of his ship, he made the mistake of stopping a stadion from the peltast’s fire. One flat bread wolfed down and still ravenous, he opted next for a bite of cheese.

			A voice drawled, ‘What do we have here?’

			Pulling food from his clothing did not look good; Demetrios decided to brazen it out. He shrugged at the group of young slingers who’d appeared from between the tents to his left and said, ‘Robbing from your mates isn’t a crime. They steal from us, we steal from them – you know how it is. Tomorrow the bastards will be prowling around, looking to repay the favour.’

			The youth who’d spoken, a broad-chested individual with black hair held in place by a leather thong, let out an unpleasant laugh.

			‘Except you don’t have any mates round here, sewer rat. We camp in the same spot every night; a man gets to recognise his neighbours. I’ve not seen you around before, which means you’re a thief, plain and simple.’ His friends rumbled in agreement.

			Demetrios bridled. ‘What’s it to you?’

			‘Hear him! That’s as good as a confession if I ever heard one,’ said the slinger with a sneer.

			Demetrios wasn’t sure why the slinger cared what he’d stolen if it wasn’t from his own fire, but one thing was certain: a beating was imminent. His accuser had four companions, not all large, but every one capable-looking. They fanned out and walked towards Demetrios with purposeful glares.

			Slingers were fleet of foot, he thought, and these seemed no different. Even if he outpaced them to his ship, there was scant chance of help from his fellow oarsmen. In the pecking order of the rowing benches, Demetrios was near the bottom. He tried another option.

			‘D’you want some cheese? I have bread as well.’

			Jeers and laughter followed.

			‘We’ll take it after we’ve kicked the shit out of you,’ said the leader.

			Demetrios’ thought had been not to resist, but the leader’s arrogance was unbearable. ‘Screw you, and your mother!’ he cried, and lunged at the leftmost slinger. With four paces separating them, his target had time only to gape before Demetrios’ right shoulder drove into his belly. Winded, he dropped like a stone down a well. Demetrios spun, and smashed a left hook into the next man’s jaw. Pain lanced from his hand, but the slinger’s knees buckled. Demetrios fled, his ears ringing with outraged cries of ‘Thief!’

			He darted and weaved through the tents, leaping over guy ropes and at one point, a fire. Maintaining his lead, he began to entertain hopes of reaching the relative sanctuary of the anchored ships. The slingers wouldn’t dare follow him out to those – although the fleet was part of Philip’s host, there was a good deal of animosity between soldiers and crewmen.

			Demetrios never saw the foot that tripped him. One moment, he was aiming for the gap between two tents, the next, the ground was hurtling towards his face. His outstretched hands took some of the impact, but the air still left his lungs with a whoosh. He rolled, desperate to get up, but the foot’s owner gave him a mighty kick in the gut that sent him earthward again. Demetrios retched and a heartbeat later, spewed up the bread he’d swallowed. As he tried to push himself up on his elbows, a blow to the ribs knocked him back down. He sucked in a ragged breath, and wondered what in Tartaros he could do now.

			Feet pounded. Voices drew near.

			‘Is this who you’re chasing?’ someone asked.

			‘Looks like it,’ said the slinger who’d challenged Demetrios.

			‘He a thief?’

			‘Aye. Our thanks, comrade.’

			The slinger’s sandal-clad pair of feet halted in front of Demetrios’ face. One kicked him, hard.

			‘Up, whoreson.’

			Demetrios was at the slingers’ mercy, but he wasn’t ready to give in. Lunging forward, he sank his teeth into the slinger’s ankle. A cry of pain and his victim stumbled backwards. Somehow he got to his knees. A shocked-looking peltast – it was he who must have tripped him, thought Demetrios – saved the slinger from falling. Behind the two, he could see angry faces – the other slingers. He punched the peltast in the balls, and as the man bent double, groaning, stood up.

			The rest might kill him, but Demetrios didn’t care. All his grief and fury at his father’s death, at the harsh existence life had dealt him since, came boiling to the surface. If things had worked out as planned, he’d have been a phalangist by now, with no need to steal food. Instead, a lowly oarsman, he would die at the hands of the murderous slingers.

			Demetrios set his back to the tent, his only defence, and clenched his fists. ‘How many of you does it take to beat one man?’

			The insult was too much. The slingers and peltast swarmed forward. Demetrios landed a couple of punches and a headbutt before a hail of blows sent him crashing to the ground. Stars burst across his vision; waves of pain battered every portion of his body. He did his best to curl into a ball. Protect his head, and there might be a chance of survival.

			He lost consciousness soon after the stamping began.

			 

			Water splashed into Demetrios’ face, and he came to, spluttering. He was lying on his side. There wasn’t a part of him that didn’t hurt. Clots of blood filled his mouth; rooting with his tongue, he found a loose tooth, and with difficulty, spat it out.

			‘He’s alive.’ The voice was amused. ‘It’s a wonder, considering how many of you jumped him.’

			Feet shuffled. Demetrios didn’t understand why no one answered. Cold fear uncoiled in his belly. An officer had come on the scene. When he heard the reasons for the attack, Demetrios’ fate would be sealed anew. Resignation swamped him. The Fates were in a foul mood today.

			‘Can you move?’ asked the voice.

			Demetrios tried, and found he could. Wiping crimson-tinged drool from his bruised lips, he struggled into a sitting position. Sweet agony emanating from the right side of his chest signified cracked ribs; this was but the worst of his discomfort. He glanced up at the plain-cloaked man who’d spoken. Slim, bright-eyed, and with a beard, he reminded Demetrios of someone.

			His eyes took in the slingers’ and peltast’s nervous expressions, and beyond them, an awed-looking crowd of soldiers. Realisation sank home. He’d heard the rumours of Philip wandering through the camp in plain attire, talking to his troops; it seemed the tales were true. Demetrios’ stomach rolled. Whatever punishment he might have received would be worse now – the king would want to set an example.

			He rose, wincing, to one knee. ‘Sire.’

			‘These men say they caught you thieving bread.’ Philip jerked a thumb at the slingers.

			Demetrios hesitated. Denying the accusation would look as if he were lying to save his skin. He glanced at his pursuers, who were openly gloating, and fury took him. ‘That’s not how it happened, sire.’

			The lead slinger let out a contemptuous laugh.

			‘So you didn’t steal anything?’ Philip’s tone was hard. Dangerous.

			‘I did, sire.’ Demetrios pulled out a misshapen lump of bread – in the fight, his ill-gotten haul had been macerated. ‘But they didn’t see me take it. No one did.’

			Something that might have been amusement flitted across Philip’s face. ‘How then did they come to attack you?’

			‘I was starving, sire, so I stopped to eat some of it. The slingers saw, and not recognising me, presumed I had stolen the food.’

			‘The slingers’ tents are a decent distance from here,’ said Philip. ‘After you ran, they gave chase?’

			‘Not before I’d knocked two down, sire.’

			‘How many were they?’

			‘Five, sire.’

			Philip’s eyebrows rose. ‘Five. Against you.’

			‘Yes, sire.’

			‘Are you a soldier?’

			‘An oarsman, sire.’

			‘On one of my warships?’

			‘No, sire. A merchant vessel.’

			The lead slinger flushed with shame. His companions looked embarrassed and furious. Philip, on the other hand, seemed intrigued. ‘How did they catch you?’ he demanded.

			‘That peltast–’ Demetrios pointed ‘–heard their cries, sire, and tripped me.’

			‘Men don’t like a thief,’ said Philip. ‘That’s when they beat you senseless.’

			‘Aye, sire!’ cried the lead slinger.

			‘I gave you something to remember me by,’ retorted Demetrios. ‘Your ankle will hurt for days. And I gave the peltast a good thump in the balls.’ Someone began to chuckle; it took a moment for Demetrios to realise that it was the king. Sure that it presaged a dreadful death, he hung his head.

			‘My slingers are among the best in the world, or so they boast. Am I not right?’ demanded Philip.

			The lead slinger found his voice. ‘Yes, sire.’

			‘Yet five of you were reduced to three by an oarsman. An oarsman. You only caught the mongrel because someone else intervened. Even then, he managed to injure two more of your number before you got the better of him.’

			Silence.

			‘Speak, fool!’ Philip’s tone was murderous.

			‘You have the right of it, sire,’ muttered the lead slinger.

			‘Get out of my sight,’ snapped Philip.

			Demetrios watched, disbelieving, as the slingers slunk away. If they’d been dogs, he thought, their tails would have been tucked right up between their hind legs. His delight was brief – the king would be punishing him too. Theft was theft; Demetrios had once seen a man executed for the crime. At the least, he could expect to have his right hand amputated. Panic swelled in his chest. Maimed, he couldn’t row. When the fleet moved on, he’d be left behind, to die of starvation.

			‘You.’ Philip was talking to the peltast.

			‘Sire.’ The man’s gaze was fixed on the ground.

			‘You did what you thought was right – I cannot fault you for that. Being taken off guard by the boy, however . . .’ Philip paused, and the peltast looked up, naked terror in his face. The king laughed. ‘Consider the pain in your groin punishment enough. You may go.’

			Gabbling his thanks, the peltast disappeared into his tent.

			Demetrios closed his eyes. Now it comes, he thought. Let my end be quick, great Zeus.

			‘On your feet.’

			‘Sire.’

			Philip was going to execute him standing, thought Demetrios. Gritting his teeth against the pain, he got up.

			‘You’re proud. You fight like a soldier.’

			Confusion took Demetrios. ‘I— sire.’

			‘You stole because you were hungry?’

			‘Aye, sire. They never give us enough.’

			Philip’s expression blackened. ‘Merchant captains are paid sufficient funds to feed every man in their crew twice a day. What’s your ship’s name?’

			‘Star of the Sea, sire.’

			Philip gave him a nod. ‘On your way.’

			Demetrios gaped. ‘Sire?’

			‘You are free.’

			‘You’re not going to kill me, sire?’

			Philip’s lips peeled back in amusement. ‘I’m not.’

			Demetrios gave Philip the deepest bow he could manage. Unable to believe his good fortune, he shuffled back the required ten paces before turning around and limping for the shoreline.

			Halfway back to the ships, a quiet giggle escaped him. He still had the bread and cheese inside his chiton.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER II

			The forum Romanum, Rome

			Titus Quinctius Flamininus was still a distance from the Comitium, the area for political assembly, when he signalled to his lictores; at once they moved to a quiet spot by a temple on the forum’s eastern side. It was impossible to remain invisible thanks to his escort, but the great open space of the forum was busy enough that he wouldn’t be spotted immediately. His fellow politicians were gathering outside the Curia, or Senate house, awaiting the arrival of emissaries from Aetolia in Greece. They had come, as everyone knew, to beg for Rome’s aid against the warlike Philip of Macedonia – a king with whom the Republic had fought an inconclusive war some years before.

			Flamininus had no intention of missing the important meeting, but before joining the throng, he wanted to see who was muttering in whose ear, and who was ignoring whom. He had spies in Rome, but much could also be gleaned by observation. Information was power, and for a man as ambitious as Flamininus, was worth its weight in gold. Roman politics was dominated by factions; the balance of power tended to move between perhaps half a dozen families. Too busy fighting Hannibal to visit Rome, Publius Cornelius Scipio remained the Republic’s darling; his faction was the largest, outnumbering the second biggest by some margin. Neither of these two groupings matched in number the senatorial families whose allegiance swung to and fro, however. These were the senators whose support was crucial to anyone seeking office; they included Flamininus. Over the previous few years, his family had tended to support Scipio, but that was not Flamininus’ purpose on this occasion. In his mind, alliances were like cloaks, to be worn and exchanged for another dependent on one’s need.

			Today he was accompanied by his elder brother Lucius, an athletic man whose face marked him as close kin. Rather than stay with the group, he had climbed the temple steps for a better view of the goings-on. Flamininus made to call his brother back, then thought twice. Lucius could cause no trouble there, and with time pressing, Flamininus was eager to spy out what he could.

			Not thirty years old, he was a short man, his brown hair close-cut in the soldiers’ fashion, and his beard trimmed. He was no Adonis, with eyes that verged on protuberant, a long, pointed nose and fleshy lips, but made up for his lack of looks with unbreakable confidence. When he’d tried to ride his father’s horse at the age of four, it had been there, as when he had demanded to assume the toga a full two years before his fifteenth birthday. The beatings he’d had on both occasions had strengthened his self-assurance, which helped him to believe it was gods-given.

			Scion of a faded patrician family, and bitter at his own lack of fortune in life, Flamininus’ father had been a rigid taskmaster, easy to anger and hard to please. Locked in an unhappy marriage, his mother had been a shrew of a woman. From a young age, Flamininus had chafed to leave the family home; within a year of taking the toga, he had cajoled his father to introduce him into public life. He could yet feel the joy that had swept him as he rode away, towards Rome. He had taken his own path since. Legal assistant first to a town justice and then a prominent lawyer, he had cut his teeth on jobs that were integral to the running of the Republic. Well known despite his youth, adept at making allies, there had been an inevitability to Flamininus setting his foot on the political ladder more than five years prior.

			His current role was that of quaestor at Tarentum, with a praetor’s extra powers. He’d been appointed soon after the great southern city had been retaken from Hannibal; the post had been trying to say the least. Astute, not averse to taking bribes, Flamininus had discreetly amassed a fortune during his office. If things continued as they were, there was a good possibility that the position of consul might be his within two to three years. If matters went exactly as he hoped this afternoon, it might happen sooner.

			He controlled his excitement. ‘Only a fool puts the cart in front of the mule,’ his old tutor had often repeated, and he’d been right. Spontaneous, Flamininus’ move today was unlikely to succeed, but it was worth the gamble. Before the exalted office of consul could be considered probable, he needed widespread support among the senators, and that took time to secure. Old allegiances would have to be weakened, even broken, and new ones forged. Bribes would be paid, weaknesses found, and threats implied. On occasion, brute force might be called for. Flamininus wasn’t as popular as Scipio, say, but he was determined, and his bag of tricks deep. In addition, generous use of his fortune saw his network of spies grow by the month.

			‘Good things come to the patient,’ Flamininus murmured, his gaze roving over the toga-clad figures milling in front of the Curia, alighting on a man in late middle age. Even at a distance, the ex-consul Galba’s gaunt figure was recognisable; if Flamininus listened, his melodic voice carried over the crowd. Thirty or more senators were hanging on his every word; as Flamininus watched, others drew close.

			‘Rome has no need to involve itself with Greek affairs,’ he said, voicing Galba’s oft-spoken opinion. ‘Is Hannibal not enough for the Republic to deal with at one time? What need has it of a fresh war with Macedonia?’

			Galba’s stance wasn’t surprising. The Republic had seen sixteen years of continuous, bloody conflict with Carthage. It had lost tens of thousands of its sons, and at various times, seen half its Italian allies swear allegiance to the undefeatable Hannibal. An end to the war was in sight for the first time, pleasing everyone, but Galba had his own reasons for avoiding conflict with Macedonia. According to Flamininus’ spies, he was set on an important magistracy in Hispania. Even more than Flamininus’ quaestorship in Tarentum, foreign positions carried with them the chance – through business deals, siphoning of taxes and so on – of becoming wealthy beyond one’s dreams. Clearly Galba could not serve as a praetor in Hispania and prosecute a war with Philip, but if he prevented the latter, his many rivals would be denied the chance of fame, glory and riches in Macedonia.

			Whether Galba knew it or not, Flamininus was one of those rivals. Before commanding Rome’s legions in Macedonia, however he had to persuade the Senate to help Aetolia. After that, he would have to win election as consul. Both were huge obstacles.

			Time, Flamininus thought. If only I’d had more time.

			News of the Aetolian embassy had reached him six days before. He had wasted two days instructing his subordinates in Tarentum; the remainder had been taken up by a difficult voyage up the west coast. Docking that very morning, he had arrived in Rome not an hour since. His worry now was that while he’d been planning to lobby every senator in Rome, Galba and his supporters had been doing just that for at least half a month.

			Flamininus took heart as Galba hailed a party of a dozen senators, only for the leader to stalk past without any acknowledgement. Twenty paces from the former consul, the dozen joined a larger group. All was not lost, Flamininus decided. It was time to speak with the anti-Galba faction. With luck, his words would find fertile ground. His head twisted, searching for Lucius. He had not moved from the top of the temple steps. Flamininus’ gaze followed his brother’s, and he frowned. Lucius was ogling several half-clad youths who were wrestling one another in the alley by the side of the temple.

			‘Come on, brother!’ Flamininus called.

			‘All right, all right.’ With a final, lust-filled glance, Lucius obeyed.

			‘Could you be more obvious?’ asked Flamininus acidly.

			‘I wanted to be noticed,’ replied Lucius with a nonchalant shrug. ‘A shame none saw me. I’d have enjoyed a quick fumble while you press the flesh.’

			Flamininus’ temper began to rise. ‘We are here on serious business.’

			‘We? It’s always about you, little brother.’ Lucius made a face.

			‘You like being aedile, do you not?’ Flamininus shot back. It was he who had secured the post for Lucius.

			Silence.

			‘Well?’

			‘I do.’ Lucius’ tone was grudging.

			‘If my trajectory rises, dear brother, so does yours. When I am consul, you shall be a propraetor or praetor, and there’s nothing to say you couldn’t be consul after me. Whatever benefits you enjoy now will be as nothing beside the opportunities that will fall into your consular lap. Understand?’

			Lucius’ pout vanished. ‘Aye.’

			 

			Several hours passed, and the Aetolians arrived at the Graecostasis, where foreign embassies awaited their invitation to enter the Curia. Inside, the three hundred senators stood in their factions. Thanks to his rank, Flamininus had secured prime positions close to the consuls’ chairs for himself, his brother and their supporters. The consuls for the year, Tiberius Claudius Nero and Marcus Servilius Pulex Geminus, were both present, attended by their lictores.

			Perhaps eighty senators – in the main, Galba’s and Scipio’s political enemies – had promised to vote with Flamininus, but they would not be enough to carry the day. It was nonetheless a solid number. If this much support could be garnered in a few hours, the future was bright.

			Nor had Flamininus given up all hope for the day. He was a skilled orator, and the senators were men, like any others. Raise their emotions enough, and they might be swayed into helping Aetolia. He’d seen similar things happen in the Senate before. The pleasing notion made him raise a mocking eyebrow at Galba, who affected not to notice. Annoyed, Flamininus scowled. Galba’s lips twitched in reply, and Flamininus cursed inwardly, to have been so easily goaded.

			Elmwood rods rapped on the floor. Heads turned, the murmur of conversation died away. It was indecorous to step onto the strip of tiled floor that ran from the bronze doors to the consuls’ chairs, splitting the room in two. Instead Flamininus leaned outwards, not enough to appear eager – although he was – yet sufficient to afford a view of the entrance, where he saw two waiting figures.

			‘Euripidas and Neophron, emissaries from Aetolia in Greece, are come to speak with the Senate!’ cried a senior lictor.

			An expectant hush fell. Leather slapped off the floor. Flamininus could feel his heart pounding as the Aetolians approached.

			Calm yourself, he thought. Victory will not be yours today. This is but the first skirmish in a war.

			Euripidas and Neophron walked past, their gaze fixed on the two consuls. Dressed in fine woollen himations, both were middle-aged. Euripidas’ grey beard afforded him the look of an elder statesman, while the wrinkles at the corners of Neophron’s eyes proved he was no stranger to humour.

			The serious and the comedic one, thought Flamininus. Interesting.

			Reaching the consuls, both Aetolians bowed.

			‘I bid you welcome. The Republic and Aetolia have long been friends,’ said Claudius, the more senior consul, ‘although of recent years, that friendship has been sorely tried.’

			More than one senator tittered, and Flamininus thought, this will test the emissaries’ self-control.

			At one stage during the long war with Carthage, the enemy had gained the upper hand against Rome. Aetolia had been left to its own fate. Unable to fight Philip alone, the weakened Aetolians had sued for peace three years before. Although it was they who had been the architects of the situation, most Romans would never admit that.

			‘It is our old friendship that made us journey from our home, sir. Aitolia would renew its ties to the Republic.’ Neophron smiled, acting as if the barbed insult had passed him by.

			Servilius would not let it go. ‘The last I heard, Aetolia had made a treaty with Philip of Macedonia. With a king as a friend, what need have you of allies overseas?’

			Euripidas let out an awkward cough, but Neophron pulled an even wider smile. ‘That agreement is three years old, sir, and Philip is mercurial – you may have heard this. Of recent months he has abandoned the treaty by campaigning along the Propontis, where he has besieged and captured Aitolian towns, among others. It concerns him not an iota that the people whom his soldiers murder and enslave are freeborn Greeks.’

			‘The Greeks are ever at each other’s throats. Were they not quarrelling on the very eve of Marathon, and the battle of Salamis?’ observed Claudius, half-smiling as a ripple of amusement passed down the chamber.

			‘You speak true, sir,’ said Euripidas with a rueful nod, ‘yet it is rare indeed for us to make slaves of one another. Philip goes too far. Strongly worded letters have been to Pella; there has been no reply. Even if he has received them, it seems probable that our protests would fall on deaf ears: as I speak, he leads his soldiers against Kios, another Aitolian town on the Propontis.’

			‘Which is why the Assembly has sent us here to Rome,’ continued Neophron. ‘To ask, nay, beg Rome for assistance against this power-mad, murderous tyrant. It is too late for Kios, like as not, but other settlements are at risk.’

			‘Aetolia may be dismayed by the loss of a handful of inconsequential towns in Asia Minor,’ declared Servilius, ‘but the Republic is not.’

			Cries of support came from Galba’s faction.

			Neophron acknowledged the sarcastic comments with a courteous half-bow. ‘So a man might think. Yet if Philip’s successes continue, he will soon control the Propontis, and with it, the grain trade from the shores of the Euxine Sea.’

			‘The citizens of Athens might lament that outcome,’ said Claudius with a dismissive gesture, ‘but again, it is no concern of the Republic.’

			‘Philip will not stop there. Since coming to power, he has done little but wage war,’ said Euripidas. ‘When his eye falls on Aitolia again, as inevitably it shall, our army might stem the tide for a short time, but he will emerge victorious. Aitolia will fall.’

			Claudius’ face was impassive; Servilius shrugged.

			Flamininus watched Euripidas cast about, seeking a sympathetic reaction. Opposite, Galba was whispering in his neighbour’s ear; his supporters acting as if the Aetolians weren’t even there. Around Flamininus, however, a few senators were muttering. He listened.

			‘Philip should not be allowed to ride roughshod over anyone he pleased.’

			‘He could turn into the next Hannibal.’

			‘Vipers are best stamped on before they creep into your bed.’

			The voices were muted, however. If anyone was to speak out, thought Flamininus, it would have to be him.

			‘Why should the Republic come to Aetolia’s aid?’ demanded Claudius. ‘It was faithless Aetolia that abandoned the alliance between our peoples, not Rome.’

			Silence fell in the chamber. Everyone knew that it was Rome’s withdrawal from the conflict that had forced Aetolia to seek terms from Philip, but to lay the blame at the Republic’s door would cause grave insult. Even so, it took Neophron’s restraining hand to keep Euripidas from replying. A high colour marked the grey-bearded emissary’s face, and he glared at Claudius.

			Neophron pulled a placatory smile from somewhere. ‘We Aitolians can only apologise. Our situation was desperate, but it was a mistake to make peace with Philip. A future alliance between our peoples would be sacrosanct – may the gods strike me down if I lie.’ He glanced at Euripidas, who nodded in vigorous agreement.

			‘Once an oath-breaker, always an oath-breaker. Not one senator has spoken in your favour either,’ said Servilius harshly. He shot a look at Claudius, who nodded in agreement, before flicking a finger at the door. ‘I wish you a pleasant voyage back to your homeland.’

			Again Neophron had to prevent an angry Euripidas from speaking. They bowed – more stiffly this time – and turned to go.

			‘The consuls lead Rome in times of war, but they do not make its every decision.’ Flamininus pitched his voice to carry. ‘Should the senators not vote on this important matter?’

			The emissaries’ gaze – along with everyone else’s – shot to Flamininus. This venture may be doomed from the outset, he thought, but it is time to lay down a marker. To show the senators that I am a force to be reckoned with.

			‘Quaestor Flamininus, is it not?’ Galba’s emphasis on the first word made clear his contempt of the lowest-ranked magistrates.

			‘I hold the position with praetorian imperium, as well you know, Galba. I wish to vote on this matter, as I am sure do a number of my fellows.’ Flamininus waited for the many loud cries of ‘Aye’ to die down before he continued. ‘You seem to forget the previous war between the Republic and Philip. It may have been inconsequential, but that does not mean he is an enemy to disregard. He tried to ally himself with Hannibal some years ago, remember. In my mind, those who stand against him should be supported, not spurned.’ He gave the Aetolians a friendly nod, and received the same in return.

			‘Never let it be said that I stand in the Republic’s path.’ Servilius’ tone was smooth, but his eyes – fixed on Flamininus – were as murderous as Galba’s. After a short exchange with Claudius, Servilius declared, ‘Let us see what the Senate wishes. All those in favour of offering assistance to Aetolia, raise your right hand.’

			Flamininus lifted his arm in the air, and his followers did the same. Some senators opposite also showed their support for the motion, but it wasn’t many. Around Galba, not a single man had his hand up. Flamininus’ gaze met that of his rival for the first time; it was Galba’s turn to raise an eyebrow. ‘Is that the best you can do?’ he seemed to ask. Flamininus held the stare long enough to show Galba he wasn’t scared, and then he watched the pacing lictores make their count. When a total of seventy-nine was called out, Flamininus decided that despite its failure, his provocative act had been worthwhile. The next time such an important vote came around, a network of spies would have made him better informed even than Galba. At least one of the consuls would already need to be on his side, and allies would be required throughout the Senate. Then success would be his.

			‘Seventy-nine,’ said Servilius with evident satisfaction. ‘And those of you who are against helping Aetolia?’

			The second count took a little longer, but came back as two hundred and ten. ‘Eleven senators are absent,’ declared Servilius. ‘Which means that even if they had all voted with Quaestor Flamininus, the result would have been no different.’

			Flamininus dipped his chin in acknowledgement.

			‘Rome has spoken,’ Claudius told the disappointed emissaries.

			The pair bowed and made for the entrance. Catching Flamininus’ eye, Neophron mouthed, ‘Gratitude.’

			I made an ally there, Flamininus decided. His skin tingled, and to his disquiet, he found Galba regarding him as a snake studies its prey.

			From this point on, thought Flamininus, he would have to take care.

			It had not been his intention, but he had made a real enemy in Galba.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER III

			Outside the town of Kios, southern shore of the Propontis

			The sun forged a path into the clear sky, burning off the last of the morning cloud. Demetrios’ scalp prickled. His tunic was wringing with sweat, his face and arms were a deep shade of pink. Several hours had passed since dawn, and still the king had not appeared. All they could do was wait; one of Demetrios’ fellows muttered, ‘Wait and burn.’

			‘Don’t like it?’ another replied. ‘Say something to the oar master.’

			That silenced the grumbler.

			Demetrios was as uncomfortable as the rest, but he kept his peace. The oar master, patrolling their ranks, needed little excuse to start wielding his staff. So Demetrios copied the old rowers, the men with lined, nut-brown faces, and hands with skin as hard as leather, and kept his head down. The crew were among hundreds who’d been ordered off the ships, their task to push siege towers towards Kios when the attack began. Each would receive two days’ pay if the assault succeeded. That promise alone had made Demetrios happy. He wasn’t a phalangist, but this worthy labour made him feel part of the army. It was better than breaking his back at the oars, that was sure.

			Kios was not a large settlement, which explained its need for an alliance with a greater power. The townspeople had chosen Aitolia, Philip’s enemy of old, which had made them an obvious target for the king. His eagerness to re-establish Macedon as a power in Asia Minor remained unabated; rumour had it that Kios would not be the last town to be attacked before the fleet’s voyage home. And yet, despite the overwhelming forces surrounding Kios, and the scores of Macedonian vessels offshore, the inhabitants had decided to fight rather than accept a new ruler. Other towns along the Propontis had opened their gates and accepted Macedonian garrisons, but not Kios. No one knew why – to Demetrios’ mind, it seemed madness to resist – but the defenders’ intransigence made him happy. Once the town fell, he could follow the soldiers over the walls in search of plunder. The risks of being killed were worth the gold or silver he might find. With such riches, buying a flock of sheep would become possible, rather than remaining an almost unattainable dream.

			Demetrios glanced to his left. ‘How long have we been here?’

			‘Three hours, maybe,’ answered Onesas, one of the rowers he slept beside.

			‘How much longer will Philip be?’

			Onesas glared. ‘How would I know, fool?’

			Demetrios didn’t bother asking Theokritos, the last member of their little group, who was on his right. The smart answer would only be the same.

			Cheering broke out among the infantry moments later.

			‘The king! The king is here!’

			‘Your friend,’ said Onesas, nudging him. Theokritos snorted with amusement.

			Demetrios ignored them, and craned his neck to see. The pair hadn’t believed him when he related his encounter with Philip; they wouldn’t change their minds now.

			Magnificent in ornate armour, wearing his red-crested helmet with ram’s horns, and astride a feisty Thessalian stallion, Philip rode forward of the siege towers. Everyone could see him. He spent some time surveying the town, which increased the tension – as was his intent, thought Demetrios. When the king turned, he was smiling.

			‘It’s a long way to Pella from here,’ said Philip. ‘Are you ready to go home?’

			After a brief, shocked silence, thousands of voices bellowed, ‘NO!’

			‘I jest,’ cried Philip. ‘I sent messengers to Kios yesterday with terms for their surrender. The council rejected my offer out of hand. I am not their king, they say.’

			An angry roar met his words.

			‘The town sits yonder for the taking, like a ripe apple on a tree. Are you ready to seize it for Macedon?’

			Demetrios’ voice mingled in the thunderous cheering that followed.

			Philip gave a signal, and the trumpets sounded. The infantry formed up in blocks behind the towers. The king rode back to join his Companions.

			‘Time to push, you whoresons!’ cried Demetrios’ oar master. ‘Move!’

			Demetrios moved to the base of the tower with his companions. Like the rest, it had been hauled into place by mules. A sturdy, four-wheeled affair, three storeys tall, it had a covered platform at the top. The hides of fresh-slaughtered cattle had been stretched into place on the sides as protection. Buckets and buckets of seawater had been emptied over the tower from base to apex, in case of fire arrows.

			‘Into position!’ ordered the oar master.

			Demetrios and the rest had worked out the best method for moving the tower. He and eleven others placed themselves along the width of its back. A similar number moved to each of the wheels. Knees bent, hands gripping the wood, they looked to the oar master, who chopped down with his arm.

			‘Push!’ he ordered. ‘Push, as if your lives depended on it!’

			Demetrios shoved with all his might. Nothing happened. He heaved. Beside him, Onesas’ sandal skidded on some gravel, and he went down on one leg. Demetrios gave him an encouraging nod and together they pushed again.

			‘Put your backs into it!’ cried the oar master, pacing up and down. ‘D’you want the other crews to beat you to the wall?’

			No one had the breath to reply, but his words hit home. The men pushing the first tower to reach the defences would receive an extra reward, a large amphora of wine. Groans of effort mixed with the noise of sandals scraping the ground. Men fell, bloodying their knees, and without a word rejoined their comrades. Demetrios strained again, pushing with all his strength; sweat dropped from his face to the dirt.

			Creak. The wheels juddered. Creak. The tower shifted forward a pace, then another.

			An animal groan left Demetrios’ lips, and from deep inside he found more energy. On either side, Onesas and Theokritos heaved like men possessed; their companions did the same. Slow but steady, the tower rumbled towards the walls of Kios. Demetrios began to count his footsteps. Four hundred paces they had to travel. Twenty score until they had to scramble to safety as the infantry poured in and up the stairs to the top, there to throw themselves at the enemy. The first men onto the ramparts would die – and so might many of the oarsmen, as they fled from the defences and the deadly artillery. Demetrios tried not to think of that. Push, he told himself. Concentrate on beating the other rowers. Ten paces, and the going was a little easier. Twenty, and they had achieved more momentum. Fifty paces, and he had almost forgotten the danger they were in.

			He couldn’t see where the other towers were in relation to their own. ‘Are we in the lead?’

			‘Aye,’ came the reply from someone with a view. ‘By a score of paces.’

			They had covered perhaps a quarter of the distance by Demetrios’ rough calculation, which meant the other oarsmen could be beaten. Urging each other on, he and his fellows heaved and strained, moving the tower over the bumpy ground at a steady speed.

			A whooshing, unfamiliar sound carried from behind the defences. Something – a stone? – landed with an almighty crash somewhere to Demetrios’ right.

			‘They’re shooting at us!’ cried the oar master. ‘Push, you filth!’

			Demetrios had seen catapults, but he’d never witnessed them being used. A quick glance behind, and his belly tightened. The boulder he’d heard was bigger than his head, and had gouged a long, deep line in the earth. Any man in its path would have been pulverised.

			Crash! Another stone ploughed into the ground, closer this time.

			More were landing by the other towers. A man who’d had both legs crushed lay and screamed at the sky. Oar masters shouted and used their staffs with liberal abandon. Fresh men replaced Demetrios and his comrades, who continued to walk behind the tower.

			Another fifty paces, and several stones had hit their tower, tearing through the wet cattle hides. Demetrios and his comrades rejoined the men pushing without being asked. Their efforts weren’t enough. Halfway to the walls, and the tower had gaping holes everywhere in its superstructure. The ladder between the first and second storey was gone, yet the oar master drove them on. ‘The attack goes ahead!’ he bellowed. ‘Heave!’

			A dozen heartbeats later, a stone smashed the left front wheel, killing an oarsman and maiming several more. Destabilised, the tower lurched to one side. It stopped, then listed further. Cries of alarm rose, and men scrambled to get out of the way.

			‘Push,’ roared the oar master, who couldn’t see what had happened.

			‘It’s going nowhere,’ said Onesas. ‘The wheel’s fucked.’

			Scowling, the oar master stalked around to see. In the time he was gone, two more stones had landed, one destroying another section of ladder. A third hit the ground nearby, bounced up and beheaded an oarsman. Crimson and brain matter sprayed, and the corpse tottered and fell. A grey blur, the stone mowed down two more men and travelled a hundred paces to their rear, injuring several soldiers.

			The officer in charge of the infantry to their rear took charge. ‘To the other towers!’ He was out in the open, pointing to their right. ‘Quickly!’

			Demetrios’ mouth was dry, and his heart pounding, but the promise of two extra days’ pay was huge. He took a step away from their sheltered position. A powerful grip pulled him back – Onesas. Demetrios looked, and understood why. The nearest tower had just gone down, two of its wheels shattered, and the next was faring no better. The fourth was close to the wall, but it had a dangerous tilt, and to reach it would mean exposing themselves to the deadly enemy artillery. The fifth and sixth towers were too far away to see.

			‘Move, curse you!’ bellowed the officer.

			No one stirred. The officer pointed with his sword at Demetrios, who was closest.

			‘Move, you sewer rat!’

			There was murder in the officer’s eyes. Demetrios took a step, then another.

			‘Faster!’ The officer gesticulated at Onesas. ‘And you!’

			Thunk. The sound made Demetrios look up. A stone came arcing up from the ramparts, and his eyes traced its likely path. Before he could think, he sprinted forward, heaving the officer to one side.

			‘Have you taken leave of your senses?’ Spittle flew from the officer’s lips.

			Crash. Thud. Thud. Thud. Puffs of dust rose as the stone smacked into the earth right where they had been standing. Mesmerised, both men watched it bounce away, leaving large divots in its wake.

			Self-conscious, Demetrios released his grip. ‘Apologies, sir. There wasn’t time to warn you.’

			‘No.’ The officer looked embarrassed. ‘I— well— no.’

			There were no more orders to run to the other towers. From the relative safety of their wrecked structure, the oarsmen watched the fourth tower rumble in towards the wall. Soldiers had somehow managed to clamber to the top, and were hurling spears at the ramparts. Brave men, thought Demetrios. Twenty paces out, a pair of long, forked poles were thrust out from the walls. After several attempts, the defenders shoved the tower sideways, in the direction it was already leaning. With an horrific cracking noise, leavened with men’s screams, it crashed to the ground. Cheering broke out along the rampart, and the officer spat in disgust.

			‘Pull back,’ he shouted at his soldiers. ‘And watch out for stones from those bastard catapults.’

			The oar master was quick to repeat the order. Demetrios and his comrades needed no telling. They ran from Kios, casting frequent looks over their shoulders.

			 

			Philip was furious with the failure of the first attack, but rather than sail away, he set the oarsmen to felling more trees. Several days passed. Fresh siege towers were built – a dozen – and when the next assault began, three attacked each of Kios’ walls. The enemy artillery could not cope. Buoyed up by Philip’s promise of even more pay, Demetrios and his crew reached the walls first. They watched, mesmerised, as the soldiers atop the tower leaped onto the rampart and hacked a path for their comrades to follow.

			Before Demetrios could think of joining the attack – despite the danger, he was keen to join in the search for booty – he and the rest were ordered to help push another tower. The enemy artillery had caused heavy casualties among other crews. By the time they had again reached the walls, screams were audible from inside the town. Demetrios’ desire to join in the sacking melted like frost under the morning sun. Taking a fine sword or purse from a warrior he’d fought would be one thing, he decided, but it was another to attack defenceless women. His companions were not put off, however. Scaling the tower, they seized discarded weapons atop the walkway and disappeared into the town. Not wanting to be called a coward later, Demetrios followed. Prudence prevailed, and he armed himself with an old but serviceable spear.

			His desire to be a soldier was put to the test not long after, at the entrance to a large house. Four well-armed servants defended it; as Onesas drew near, one shot him through the throat with an arrow. Baying their fury, the oarsmen charged. Onesas hadn’t been much of a friend to Demetrios, but he had been a comrade. He ran after the rest, spear at the ready. The fight was brutal. Inexperienced, lacking basic skills, the oarsmen were easy targets. Another three were slain almost at once, and the others quailed before the servants’ determination. Demetrios’ skilful overhand thrust, which skewered one through the eye, gave them heart. Two more oarsmen died, but the overwhelming odds soon told against the defenders. When a second was injured, the remaining pair could not defend the wide, chest-high gate alone. They turned, abandoning the entrance. As the oarsmen cheered, Theokritos scaled the portal and opened it. Demetrios watched his comrades charge in.

			Feet pounded. A party of phalangists, minus their cumbersome spears, ran by, and Demetrios’ long-buried hopes of joining their number surfaced, fresh as they had ever been. Reality sank in. He had no chance of joining their number. His best chance was finding some coin; with that, he could buy sheep. A man could start a flock with a dozen; one day, he might even have the money to buy a farm of his own.

			‘You’re that mad bastard who saved an officer’s life the other day.’ The voice belonged to a grizzled phalangist with a short beard. Limping, he was trailing in his comrades’ wake. A bloodied kopis dangled from his right hand; in his left he bore a brazen-painted aspis decorated with the Macedonian sixteen-pointed star.

			Stunned at being recognised, in awe of the fearsome-looking soldier, Demetrios flailed for an answer.

			The phalangist stumped right up to him. ‘It is you.’

			‘Aye,’ muttered Demetrios, embarrassed now.

			‘Great Zeus had his hand over you that day, that’s certain. What were you thinking?’

			‘I wasn’t,’ said Demetrios truthfully.

			A hearty laugh. ‘You couldn’t have been. That officer’s a good four-file leader, but few of us would have risked ourselves like that, even if we’d been near enough.’ An appraising glance at him, then the bodies of his comrades. ‘Oarsman?’

			‘Aye.’ Demetrios hated the flush staining his cheeks.

			‘Ever used a spear before today?’ The phalangist was staring at the crimson-tipped blade of Demetrios’ weapon.

			‘In my village.’ The memories came flooding back. Training with the old soldier whose task it was to make men out of boys. Boxing until his arms felt like lead weights. Wrestling with bigger opponents, and being pinned down with an arm twisted back so far it felt as if one shoulder would dislocate. Watching the men of the village dance to the god Ares every summer. Glorious visions to a boy, Demetrios had vivid memories of their shining bronze helmets and cuirasses, and how their spear points had glittered in the firelight. ‘Father wanted me to be a phalangist. I learned pankration. Wrestling and boxing too.’ Although he was telling the truth, he couldn’t lift his gaze from the dirt.

			‘Your father was a soldier?’

			‘A slinger. After the army, he kept sheep,’ said Demetrios. ‘It was a small flock, but he said that didn’t matter. A citizen is a citizen. If a youth is strong and skilful, he can be chosen for the phalanx.’ That would never happen now, he thought bitterly.

			‘Your father spoke true,’ said the phalangist. ‘In the past, only wealthy men served, but things are different these days.’ He glanced at his right leg and grimaced. ‘I turned my fucking ankle climbing over the rampart.’ With a nod, he walked away.

			‘Wait!’ cried Demetrios.

			The soldier turned. ‘Aye?’

			‘Y-you’re saying I could become a phalangist?’

			A loud chuckle. ‘I didn’t say that, boy.’

			‘Oh.’ Demetrios’ hopes sank.

			The phalangist looked him up and down again, as if for the first time. After a moment, he said, ‘Find me in the camp. We can see if you really know any pankration.’

			Demetrios’ hopes shot skywards again. ‘And if I do?’

			‘We’ll see.’ The phalangist walked away.

			He had almost reached the nearest corner when a sudden realisation struck Demetrios.

			‘What do they call you?’ he cried.

			‘Simonides.’

			‘Simonides,’ Demetrios repeated, as pleased as Jason when he had claimed the Golden Fleece.

		

	
		
			 

			CHAPTER IV

			Zama, south-west of Carthage, autumn, 202 BC

			High in the autumn sky, vultures soared over a great grassy plain bounded by low, tree-covered hills. They rode the currents in tight circles, layer upon layer of them. Patient. Keen-eyed. Silent. The first had had the air to itself for a time; others had joined in ones and twos. Now there were fifty at least, and numbers were growing. From a distance, men might have suspected the presence of large amounts of carrion, but nothing had died below the circling birds yet.

			Anticipation was everything.

			More than one hundred miles from the great city of Carthage, the flat ground below was a perfect location for two armies to meet, and from it came the sounds of men and animals and trumpets. Dust rose in great clouds. Light flashed off helmets, weapons. Three hours had passed since the arrival of the first troops, but many thousands of soldiers, horses and elephants were on the move. Full readiness took time. Infantry units had to reach their appointed positions. The cavalry on both sides needed to assemble on the flanks. Elephants had to be chivvied into place by their handlers. Midday arrived; a layer of high cloud moved in, keeping the sun at bay and the temperature down.

			The plain was where the Roman general Scipio was about to confront Hannibal Barca, most famous son of Carthage. This was a clash long awaited by both sides, and its outcome would determine the victor in the bitter sixteen-year conflict. Rather than a siege against the mighty, miles-long walls of Carthage, or a naval attack against its twin ports, this was to be a face-to-face battle between armies.

			In the Roman army’s second rank – made up of principes – stood Felix, a tall, sturdy legionary with a friendly face, and his older brother Antonius. Both were in their mid-twenties, black-haired and olive-skinned; Antonius was short where Felix was not, and stern where he was easy-going. Farmers from south of Rome, they had enlisted together seven years before; both were seasoned veterans of the fight against Carthage.

			Felix felt relief to be here at last. Scipio’s army had been in Africa for months, and in that time, the Carthaginians had been beaten twice. Stubborn to the last, their leaders had refused to accept terms, and in a final act of desperation, had summoned Hannibal back from Italia. Rumour had it that many of his troops were poor quality new recruits, but until they were defeated, the war could not be declared won.

			Felix glanced upwards, and wished he hadn’t. Even if Scipio emerged victorious, there would be dead Romans aplenty for the vultures by sunset. Keep your hand over me, Great Jupiter, Felix asked, as you have for the last seven years. Prayer finished, he buried his worries as best he could.

			More time passed. Feet pounded the earth, and horses whinnied. Officers shouted. Elephants bugled to one another. Among the principes, nothing happened. They were in position. Ready for battle, but powerless to act until orders came. Men prayed, or talked in muted voices. Some cracked overloud jokes; others made surreptitious checks of their equipment. Fierce-eyed centurions paced to and fro, cajoling and threatening by turns.

			Felix began to grow bored. Devilment took him at last, and he nudged his brother. ‘Will we win?’

			Antonius glowered. ‘What kind of question is that, now?’

			Once Felix would have been cowed by such scorn. Four years younger, poor at his studies, he had grown up in his smarter brother’s shadow, but the war with Carthage had changed their relationship – Antonius might have excelled during their training, but it was Felix who had first been promoted from hastatus to princeps. ‘There’s no harm in a joke,’ he retorted with a curl of his lip.

			Antonius seemed about to reply, but took a sudden interest in the dusty ground between his feet. Their comrades did the same.

			‘You doubt we will be victorious?’ barked a familiar voice.

			Felix’s heart sank. Despite his undertone, their centurion Matho had still heard his comment. It was uncanny how he managed it time and again.

			Slam. Stars burst across Felix’s vision as Matho’s vitis clattered his helmet.

			‘Speak up, maggot!’ Matho shoved the end of his vine stick into Felix’s face. ‘You don’t think Scipio will triumph?’

			‘That’s not what I said, sir.’ Felix admired Matho, who was tough, capable and a good leader, but it didn’t do to get on his wrong side. Mercurial, unpredictable, he’d been known to beat a man half to death for the smallest infraction.

			‘What did you say?’ Matho’s teeth were cracked and brown; his breath reeked of wine and onions.

			‘Just that there’s no harm in a joke before a battle, sir.’

			‘We mustn’t mock the gods.’ Matho cast an eye skywards, then glared at Felix. ‘And every man must play his part.’

			‘I’m proud to fight for Rome, sir,’ said Felix, hiding his resentment. ‘Always have been.’

			‘No more jokes.’ Short, bandy-legged, yet fear-inspiring, Matho stalked off, beady gaze roving over their fellows.

			‘Pompous cocksucker,’ muttered Gnaeus. A wiry, flame-haired man with wits as sharp as his features, he was the prankster of their tent group.

			‘Matho’s in a mood,’ said Antonius. ‘Be careful.’

			‘Aye.’ Felix was glad to have his brother’s concern. They had their differences, but blood was blood. They looked out for each other, always. He felt the same about Gnaeus and his other comrades, the majority of whom he’d known since his first days in the legion.

			Time dragged by. The cloud cleared, allowing the temperature to rise steadily, and with it, the tension. Prayers that had earlier been muttered under men’s breaths became audible. The whiff of urine laced the air as nervous bladders were emptied. Felix would have liked a game of dice, but the threat of Matho’s vitis put him off. Prayers to Fortuna completed, equipment checked, he craned his neck, trying in vain to see what was going on in front of their position.

			Scipio had placed his hastati, the youngest legionaries, in the army’s first rank. Principes such as Felix and Antonius composed the second line. Behind them stood the cream of the legions, the triarii: Rome’s most experienced soldiers. Half as numerous as the soldiers of the first two ranks, they were used only in extremis. Felix didn’t like to think about that. If it came to the triarii, he and Antonius would be dead.

			Unease gnawed his belly as he watched the mob of velites, skirmishers, who filled the large ‘corridor’ between Matho’s century’s position and the next grouping of principes. There were similar gaps at regular intervals all along the army’s front, running right through the three ranks, but hidden from the enemy by the velites’ presence. When the elephants charged, the skirmishers would retreat down the corridors, and according to Scipio, would be followed by the lethal behemoths. Felix was no general, but the tactic seemed laden with risk. If it failed, the men nearest the elephants would die. He tried not to imagine being impaled on a tusk, or trampled to a red pulp. With pricked ears, he listened, but heard no trumpets. Again his guts twisted. He wanted the cursed battle not to begin, but to be already over, leaving him and his comrades alive.

			Matho was deep in conversation with the centurion of the next unit to their right; Felix took a chance. He cupped a hand to his mouth. ‘Pssst!’

			None of the velites heard. Ignoring Antonius’ frown, Felix repeated his call, louder. This time, a veles turned. Short, scrawny and bare-cheeked, he couldn’t have been a day over sixteen; his shield was old and battered, his spears poor-looking. Even the strip of wolfskin tied around his brow had seen better days, yet he was as cocky as a tribune. ‘What?’ he called back.

			‘Can you see anything?’ asked Felix.

			‘Aye. Elephants in front of their army, cavalry on the wings – what you’d expect,’ came the untroubled reply. He turned his back.

			Felix ground his teeth, but in truth there wasn’t much other response that he could have expected. ‘Let’s get it over with, eh?’ he said to no one in particular.

			‘Aye. Waiting’s hard.’ Antonius’ brow was beaded with sweat.

			Later, Felix would think that up above, Fortuna had been listening.

			‘Here they come!’ cried a voice some distance to their front. ‘Elephants!’

			A chorus of alarmed cries rose; it took a little while for the centurions and other officers to restore calm. Felix listened, but could hear only faint shouts from the enemy lines. Then he felt it – a vibration beneath his feet. Another followed, and another. He exchanged an unhappy look with Antonius. ‘D’you feel that?’

			A nervous nod.

			Matho’s appearance was timed to perfection. ‘The big grey bastards are coming, brothers, but we know how to face ’em, don’t we?’ He didn’t wait for an answer. ‘When they get near enough, the velites will retreat, opening the corridors. We’ll face inwards, and the elephants will charge through. Any that don’t, well, our javelins will deal with them. Clear?’

			‘Aye, sir,’ rumbled Felix and his comrades.

			‘Louder!’

			‘AYE, SIR!’

			Matho leered. ‘Never tasted elephant before. I plan to change that today.’

			The ground began to tremble in earnest. Trumpets sounded from the cavalry positions, and were taken up along the Roman line. This was part of Scipio’s plan, to panic the elephants if possible. Sudden bile washed Felix’s throat, and he retched. He spat, and was quick to throw his shoulders back, but Matho was on him in a trice, his bloodshot eyes a finger’s width from Felix’s.

			‘Ready, maggot?’

			Fuck you, thought Felix. ‘Yes, sir!’

			‘I’m watching you.’ Matho paced down the side of the century.

			Felix threw up another prayer to Jupiter, which made not a bit of difference, so he fixed his gaze on the velites in the corridor, and tried to make sense of the blaring trumpets, shouted orders and the heavy tread approaching their position. It was impossible – everything was confusion – but he was distracted enough not to vomit a second time.

			When the velites began loping towards the army’s rear, jeering and shouting over their shoulders, a portion of the battlefield was revealed – the space between Matho’s century and the next. A quarter of a mile away, the enemy host loomed. Felix could see no elephants, and relief filled him. Perhaps none would come this way. Fighting enemy soldiers was something he was used to, and expected; maybe that was all he’d have to do today.

			‘ELEPHANT!’ screamed a score of voices.

			A grey mountain came into sight, some hundred paces away. With flared ears, and trunk bugling a challenge, it was clearly angry and scared. High on its back clung its rider, his frantic efforts to direct his beast away from the corridor and at the legionaries coming to naught.

			Felix could almost hear Fortuna’s mocking laughter.

			‘Turn to the right!’ roared Matho, his voice calm. ‘Front four ranks, javelins ready.’

			Facing into the corridor, Antonius to one side and Gnaeus the other, Felix gripped his javelin until it hurt. The elephant had covered half the distance to the corridor’s ‘entrance’. It veered wildly out of sight for a few heartbeats, only to return, tail flicking, ears billowing. Continuing to ignore its rider’s commands, the beast lumbered closer to the gap.

			‘There’s a second one coming, and another!’ bellowed an hastatus, his voice cracking. ‘Three of them!’

			Felix, he thought. What a name. I should have been called Infelix. Unlucky.

			‘Stupidest thing I ever did was to join the fucking army,’ Gnaeus muttered.

			‘Steady, brothers!’ cried Matho. ‘Release on my command, and not before.’

			Felix watched the first elephant with horrified fascination. Rather than make a clean entry into the gap, it barged into some hastati, sending them flying like children’s dolls. A vicious flick of its trunk, and two more were swept sideways, into their fellows. It trumpeted its rage and passed into the corridor. A handspan taller than the largest of men, with gleaming tusks and its head encased in leather armour, it was a terrifying vision.

			Several heartbeats pattered by before the centurions among the hastati regained their wits. Commands rang out. Volley after volley of javelins rained in from left and right. Most missed, others flew too far and landed among the soldiers on the opposite side, but perhaps a score found their target.

			Pierced through legs, chest and belly, its rider slain, the elephant resembled a massive, bloody porcupine. Despite its grievous wounds, it did not die, let alone fall. Stumbling and weaving, it headed straight for Felix and his comrades.

			‘Ready javelins!’ For the first time, Matho’s voice held a note of fear.

			Fresh volleys showered in, striking the elephant over and again. Still it came on. Piggy eyes almost closed, it collided with a century of hastati twenty paces from Felix’s position. Picking up a screaming legionary with its trunk, it flung him high in the air. It gored another to death and maimed several as the hastati swarmed to the attack, stabbing and thrusting with javelins and swords. At last, with an almighty groan, the elephant crumpled onto its forelegs, then its back legs – but it did not fall. Not until javelins had sunk into both eyes, and half its trunk had been hacked away, did it collapse onto its side. A ragged cheer went up from the hastati.

			There was no time for Felix and his companions to enjoy this success. Two elephants, one following the other, now came rampaging into the corridor. Men panicked and broke formation; some were trampled by the great beasts, others by their own kind. Crimson sprayed high in the air as a legionary had his head ripped off. Shields were riven by ivory tusks and the men behind impaled. The ragged volleys that followed did not injure either elephant badly enough to halt its progress.

			On they came, one making a beeline down the centre, the other lurching towards the far side of the corridor. They’re going to miss us, thought Felix with overwhelming relief. Thank the gods.

			The elephant came alongside their position.

			He never saw the fool who panicked and threw his javelin. So close, he couldn’t miss. The elephant squealed with rage and spun, lightning fast, to face its attacker. Its rider was injured; nonetheless, he urged his mount towards the principes with loud cries. This is it, thought Felix, terror battering him. Jupiter’s gaze had turned away; in his place, Pluto beckoned.

			Matho ordered a swift volley, and for his men to assume close order; they almost managed it before the elephant reached them. Trunk swinging like an enormous club, feet high-stepping to strike anything in its path, the great beast smashed into their midst. The two men to the left of Gnaeus were there one instant, and then they were gone. Gnaeus himself was thrown sideways into Felix, who did well not to fall.

			His vision was filled with the elephant; he’d never been this near to something so massive. Blood ran from its myriad wounds; javelins hung down its sides, held in place by their barbed heads. Thwack. Its trunk flicked a legionary head over heels, into the men several ranks back. A meaty impact and an agonised shriek followed as it used its tusks on another victim. Every instinct screamed at Felix to run from this unstoppable monster, but he stood fast. Death was preferable to abandoning his comrades.

			Setting Gnaeus back on his feet, he drew his sword. ‘With me?’

			Gnaeus’ face was grey with fear, but he nodded.

			‘Antonius?’ Felix called.

			‘I’m here.’

			‘Come on,’ said Felix.

			The elephant had moved deeper into the midst of the principes. A mixture of Matho’s men and those from other centuries pressed in around its head. The ground to its left, nearest Felix, was heaped high with bodies, dead and living. He winced at the cries of pain his passage caused, but he couldn’t stop to help, even to send someone to the other side. The elephant had to be brought down. Jupiter, let it not see me, he prayed, his sandals slipping on blood and gore.

			Felix thought the god had answered his plea. Ten paces he stole towards the elephant, Gnaeus and Antonius on his heels, and it didn’t notice. Where the beast’s weakest spot might be, he had no idea. Between the ribs, just behind the left leg, seemed as good a place as any – that was the best spot for bringing down a deer with an arrow.
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